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Abstract: The concept of a resilient city and its relationship with sustainable development has already
received wide attention among academics, practitioners, and decision-makers, especially in the last
decade. For many scholars, resilience is one of the concepts of sustainable development, in the sense
that even more sustainability is an essential goal for development, and resilience is a way of thinking
and acting that would lead us towards achieving sustainability. Moreover, resilience is about building
and planning to future-proof cities. Resilience is a process that represents a new way of thinking,
determining which urban challenges and crises have the lowest impact, and also building back better
and evolving. The main aim of this study is to identify the potential relationship between sustainable
development and resilience by using the Espiner et al. model. The model, which was created in
reference to nature-based tourism destinations, suggests that the relationship between sustainability
and resilience in tourism can be illustrated by three potential states: emergent, developing, and
mature. In the present study, we adapt these potential states in case studies of the cities of Rotterdam
(the Netherlands) and Thessaloniki (Greece), in order to demonstrate whether they are emergent,
developing, or mature, by examining the critical documents of the (a) City Resilience Framework, and
(b) Resilient Strategy Reports for Thessaloniki and Rotterdam, respectively.

Keywords: sustainable development; resilience; comparative analysis; city resilience framework

1. Introduction

The postmodern period, especially after 1980, is characterized by a variety of multidi-
mensional factors that affect places and mainly cities in Europe and internationally in many
different ways. Globalization, rapid technology, economic crises, de-industrialization,
urbanization, and European enlargement combined with crucial geopolitical issues led Eu-
ropean cities to seek new development models [1–6]. Regions and cities, especially in recent
decades, have faced many challenges and chronic stresses, such as poverty, economic and
social inequality, climate change, and pandemics that affect urban dwellers, in addition to
challenges to infrastructure and the basis of their urban fabrics [7–11]. Thus, recent interest
in sustainable development as a broader umbrella for urban planning and resilience has
been raised in scholarly discourse. Following Espiner et al. [12], in the academic discourse,
conceptualizing resilience and sustainability is complex and at times confusing. Both have
been used to interpret components of social, economic, and environmental maintenance in
destination communities, and at initial inspection, the ideals appear compatible. Several
studies from different disciplines have tried to create the connection between them. Ah-
ern [13] discusses a suite of strategies intended to build urban resilience capacity in the
contest of resilience theory and sustainability science. Romero-Lankao et al. [14] focuses
on what capacities urban actors draw on to create sustainability and resilience, while
Cartalis [15] concludes that the concept of resilience adds a new perspective to the issue of
sustainability in the sense that resilience is needed for a sustainable environment. Based on
primary data, Bec et al. [16] examine community resilience frameworks to guide regional
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development and sustainable society. In a similar position, Saunders and Becker [17] refer-
ence resilience and sustainability within a land use planning and natural hazard context,
suggesting that a resilient community should also be a sustainable community, not only
to meet legislative requirements, but also, more importantly, to ensure that the economic,
social, cultural, and environmental needs of future generations are met.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, urban resilience was at the forefront of a process of
mitigation, adaptation, and recovery from all the unprecedented impact. Thus, resilience is
about building and planning to future proof cities. It is a process, and it represents a new
way of thinking, determining how urban challenges and crisis can have the lowest impact
and actually build back better. In the Section 1, we focus on the concepts of sustainable
development and resilience in order to identify the potential relationship between them
by using the Espiner et al. [12] model. This model, in reference to nature-based tourism
destinations, suggests that the relationship between sustainability and resilience in tourism
can be illustrated as three potential states: emergent, developing, and mature. In the
present study, we adapt these potential states in case studies of the cities of Rotterdam (The
Netherlands) and Thessaloniki (Greece), in order to demonstrate whether their levels of
resilience can be said to be emergent, developing, or mature. The Section 3 of the study
presents the combined methodology and research questions while the Section 4 focuses
on the two cases studies and presents the results of the combined analysis, while the last
section, the Section 5, includes our conclusions and the answers to the research questions.

2. Sustainable Development and Resilience
2.1. Sustainable Development

The ‘Report of World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common
Future’, [18] the so called, ‘Brundtland Report’ first mentioned the notion of sustainable
development in 1987. Sustainable development was defined as “the development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs” [19,20], and social development within the constraints of the life
support systems of the planet.

Following the analysis of Robert et al. [20], sustainable development came into the
discourse again in 2015, where the UN, within the framework of the Urban Agenda
(HABITAT III), launched the 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) with numerous
indicators to be measured. The SDGs could be considered as an international prototype
of sustainable development adapted to their unique characteristics, weaknesses, and
strengths on national, regional, and local levels [21]. That is the reason why sustainable
development could be identified as a broader comprehensive concept that comprises
ecological, economic, and social dimensions and action with other notions or designations
such as the “resilient” city, the “eco” city, the “smart” and “intelligent” city, the “knowledge”
city, and so on [22]. Jeffrey Sachs [23], in his book The Age of Sustainable Development, which
was adopted by the UN General Assembly, describes and analyses the perspectives and
the principles of sustainable development in light of the SDGs. For Sachs [23], sustainable
development is “both a way of understanding the world and a method for solving global
problems” and he supports and a fourth objective or pillar: governance. Additionally
to the environment, social cohesion, and the economy, governance plays a key role in
the complexity of the system of sustainable development. The complexity of a system
provokes many misinterpretations along with the difficulty in passing from academic
notion to practical implementation [24]. For example, when the banks failed in 2008, the
whole world faced an unexpected economic crisis with multiple effects. A complex system
demands a complex way of thinking. Sustainable development can be considered as a tool
to prototype and normalize that which brings well-being to citizens. It is not an easy goal
to implement on the international, national, or local levels. Urban sustainability arises from
these norms, and it requires a holistic approach to being addressed, as it requires not only
urban planning but also the engagement of the local government and local community
(stakeholders and civil society) [23].
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2.2. Resilience

Accordingly, the term of resilience is not another concept to replace sustainability but
is another concept that needs to intersect with the sustainable development, the urban
planning, and the image of a region/city. Nevertheless, resilience has been for more than
ten years in the scholar discourse and widespread in urban thinking and planning [25].
Many different definitions have been given with a diversity of scientific approaches and
many different studies related to resilience [24]. Some academics think that resilience
is a buzzword as there is an ambiguous transformation from theory to practice or there
is no consensus on the common principles and methodologies in order to measure the
progress on resilience [24–26]. Resilience is mostly related to climate change and the envi-
ronmental perspective (EU perspective), or in risk reduction (America’s perspective) [24],
yet resilience imposes on many scientific areas and it is commonly accepted as a concept
and a way of thinking that imposes on the “global mandate of urban competiveness and
has a more urgent and consensual character” [27]. Coming from the Latin word “resiliere”,
which means rebound and retreat [28], the academic literature claims two perspectives
of resilience: the “bouncing back” and the “bouncing forward”; however, the COVID-19
pandemic has given rise in particular to the “build back better” framework. Primary was
met in psychology, where resilience is the ability to recover from a shock, to be met later
over an ecological framework, in which Walker et al. [29] define resilience as “the capacity
of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while undergoing change so as to still
retain essentially the same function, structure, identity, and feedbacks”. That is claimed to
be the engineering perspective, according to which, in a stable ecosystem (region/city), if
a shock or a crisis occurs, then the system tends to bounce back to an equilibrium situa-
tion. In contrast, under the ecological perspective, the ecosystem (region/city) following
a crisis or a shock comes to another state and impacts on the ecosystem’s (region/city)
behavior [28]. Nevertheless, the aforementioned two perspectives of resilience cannot
be applicable for urban planning and functions because cities are complex and dynamic
systems with multiple interconnections among the urban ecosystem and assets [30].

According to Stefano Capolongo et al. urban resilience should be a long-term strategic
planning and management and not just a “tactical approach” to each crisis or incident [31].
In this case, resilience it is considered more as a process rather than a characteristic of a
place [32] that should activate and encourage citizens to use and advocate open green
spaces and emphasizes to policymakers the move from strategic planning to strategy
implementation [31] and monitoring. Moreover, D’Amico, A. et Currà, E point out, the im-
plementation of urban resilience needs to loop through different components of a city [33].
In another perspective, the notion of resilience was mentioned due to hurricane Katrina
(New Orleans, USA) and then linkages to climate change (mitigation and adaptation),
social inclusion, and the economic crisis were created [22]. Thus, many cities try to develop
resilient strategies or adopt tools and methods that could enhance their resilience way
of thinking and planning and in order to structure new urban policies. Several organi-
zations and initiations of cities’ networks have been established to make the resilience
thinking process more robust and to aid cities and regions to exchange knowledge and
technical assistance [25]. Those are ICLEI, the Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience
Network (ACCCRN), the Resilient Cities Network (former 100 Resilient Cities) and other
initiatives [34,35].

Overall and with the last definitions of resilience, there is a need to justify the afore-
mentioned literature review. It is more important to clarify that resilience has multiple
meanings. However, it cannot mean everything. It also has a theoretical approach under
the ecological framework and a theoretical attempt to be applied on socio-economic sys-
tems as cities [36]. However, this application is not unproblematic because, as Davoudi
and Porter [37] point out, “in applying an ecologically rooted concept to the social setting,
we need to tread carefully and ensure that in trying to understand society through the lens
of ecology we do not lose the insights from critical social science.”
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Summing up, the concept of resilience is more or less a way of thinking that requires
effective and smart application on each city’s fabric, specific characteristics, needs and
values. Taking, for example, all the work provided over the past six years by the Resilient
Cities Network (former 100RC-pioneered by Rockefeller Foundation since 2014) to the
member-cities of different sizes, history, culture, needs, and stage of development world
widely, we can surely understand that resilience is not just an on–off procedure. Neverthe-
less, it is a process that allows each city to develop a strategic plan in responding, adapting,
and evolving under unprecedented circumstances and constant transformations of its
ecosystem. Resilience provides to decision-makers a way of working, cooperating, and
interconnecting either at an institutional level or at a social level [30]. However, Davoudi
and Porter [37] indicate a cautionary note on the resilience theory, suggesting that there is a
thin dividing line not to become the resilience a buzzword, but it is argued that the impact
of resilience in urban planning is substantial because it can shape the challenges and also
respond to them. Finally, Walker and Salt [38] suggest a three-step framework to under-
stand resilience thinking. The first step is to assess and understand how the world works
(or how a specific city works). The second one is to understand that the system of a city
is as a complex adaptive system, and the last step is the willingness and initiatives taken
to improve the adaptability and transformation of the city’s system through collaborative
and targeted processes [38].

Coming to the interrelation of sustainable development and resilience, from their
point of view, Espiner et al. [12] with particular reference to nature-based tourism destina-
tions, support that the relationship between sustainability and resilience in tourism can
be illustrated as three potential states: emergent, developing, and mature. Their model
derives from the argument that the most sustainable destinations are those with high levels
of resilience. It is illustrated that resilience is necessary but not sufficient for sustainable
development and it should intersect with sustainability even it is conceptually separate.
Following this model, when destinations lack resilience, they belong to “emergent’ state,
meaning that the sustainability of the tourism system is most vulnerable to any pertur-
bations associated with the environment, economy and society [12]. On the other hand,
destinations (or specific businesses) where resilience is more developed, covering and
coping with a wider range of potential exposure scenarios, can create an important inter-
section with sustainability and illustrated as the “mature” state. However, the “mature”
state of the relationship—where all elements of resilience overlap with sustainability—is
theoretically attractive.

Consequently, the resilience has diverse parameters and can be applied in many
sectors of a city’s life. However, resilience should be considered as an ongoing process
rather than a target of a “resilient city” concept.

In conclusion, it is important to mention that many researchers do not agree that
sustainability and resilience are two different perspectives. Instead, it is common that
resilience and sustainability are essentially the same [39,40] or that resilience is an essential
indicator of sustainability, or that sustainability is the broad social goal and resilience is
how it can be implemented [39,40]. Ultimately, resilience is considered key in achieving
long-term sustainability in urban social–political and socio-ecological systems [14].

3. Methodology and Research Questions
3.1. A combined Methodology

The current study adapts a combined methodological approach. Firstly, a case study
analysis. The case study is a very common technique [41–46]. Following the City Resilience
Framework [47], case study is “a performance-based approach, which defines resilience in
terms of a city’s ability to fulfil and sustain its core functions, offers a more comprehensive
and holistic approach”. As a city’s functions rely on a combination of assets, systems,
practices, and actions undertaken by multiple actors, a performance-based approach has
greater potential to address questions of interdependency, power dynamics, and scale.
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This study uses the cases of Thessaloniki (Greece) and Rotterdam (The Netherlands).
The selection of these cases is not random, the two cities are members of the Resilient
Cities Network, they are both major port cities in Central and South Europe and they are
medium-sized cities according EU standards. In addition, both cities belong to countries
that present high levels of poverty and social exclusion in Europe for the period 2009–2017
caused by the economic crisis 2008–2009. Ultimately, from a different perspective of
resilient thinking, both of the cities have managed to use resilience as a robust for further
sustainable development.

Secondly, content analysis is applied. Woodrum [48] stated that the special potential of
content analysis is its explicit linkage of qualitative symbol usage with quantitative data
and the fact that category construction is simply another form of concept operationalization
that is well known to research designers. Krippendorf [49] mentions that content analysis
is a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other
meaningful matters) to the context for their use. A previous but similar definition considers
content analysis as “a technique for objective, systematic, and quantitative description of
the manifest content of communication” [50]. For Handayania et al. [51], content analysis
is crucial to capture the inferences and logic of interpretation from selected documents.
Regarding content analysis, has been used to several cases related to resilience and sus-
tainability analysis [48–51]. In this study, the critical documents are the following: (a) City
Resilience Framework (47), (b) Resilient Strategy Reports for Thessaloniki and Rotterdam.

Finally, a comparative analysis is applied. Comparative analysis is also a well-known
methodology process for many research areas including resilience and sustainability [52–57].
Comparative analysis needs to be separated from the sense in which all analysis is com-
parative: all attempts to find causes involve comparing what happened with a mental
image of what is likely to have happened in the absence of certain features [54]. In addition,
comparative case studies involve the analysis and synthesis of the similarities, differences,
and patterns across two or more cases that share a common focus or goal. To be able to do
this well, the specific features of each case should be described in depth at the beginning of
the study [55]. At long last, by adapting the model of Espiner et al. [12] mentioned above,
the study applies this model to the two cases studies based on the analysis of them.

3.2. Research Questions

Q1: Does resilience constitute an easy task?
Q2: What are the main differences between the two studied cities?
Q3: Is sustainable development achieved via resilience, or the opposite?

4. Examples from Rotterdam and Thessaloniki

As mentioned earlier, resilience can be applied in many different scientific fields;
however, for an urban complex system, resilience is defined as the way an urban ecosystem
reacts to and is maintained in a disturbance, adapts but also transforms and evolves
in all aspects. Therefore, resilience includes spatial planning, urban development, and
adaptation, and interrelates with all the components of an urban system such as the
environment, economy, and society [22,30]. Thus, resilience is embedded in the sustainable
development concept.

The choice of Rotterdam and Thessaloniki was made because both of them are mem-
bers of the Resilient Cities Network and they have developed a resilient strategy based
on the City Resilience Framework (CRF) tool [47]. The CRF is a tool that was developed
by ARUP, pioneered by the Rockefeller Foundation, and helps to better understand the
multiple dimensions that compose a city’s resilience. CRF was used during the assessment
and development of each city’s strategic plan for the diagnosis of problematic areas and to
recognize opportunities of improvement.

According to Figure 1, CRF is imprinted as a wheel that comprises four categories,
twelve goals, and seven qualities. “City resilience is complex. The three layers of the City
Resilience Framework–categories, goals and qualities–each contribute to a richer articulation of
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resilience. The framework can be used to facilitate a common understanding of resilience amongst
diverse stakeholders. It can also be used to identify where there are critical gaps, where action and
investment to build resilience will be most effective, or where deeper analysis or understanding is
required” [47].
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According to the CRF tool, Rotterdam and Thessaloniki analyzed their city’s com-
ponents and exploited the discovery areas that lead to each city’s values, vision, goals,
and objectives. Taking into consideration both of the strategies, we made a content and
comparative analysis, in order to conclude why Thessaloniki’s resilient image should be
identified as “emergent” and Rotterdam’s as “mature” according to Espiner et al.’s [12]
model mentioned above.

Thus, content and comparative analysis is conducted upon: (a) vision, (b) goals with
a timeline till 2030, (c) focus areas and challenges, (d) city’s values, (e) implementation
examples, and (f) CRF results.

Firstly, it is important to point out that both cities are second-tier (according to the
SGPTD Final Report, ESPON, 2012, second-tier cities are defined as “those cities outside
the capital whose economic and social performance is sufficiently important to affect the potential
performance of the national economy. It does not imply that they are less important than the capital
cities. It certainly does not mean that they are second class. And it does not mean they are the
‘second’ city–because there is only one of these in each country. And second tier cities are not all the
same–they vary enormously. Sometimes they are very large regional capitals. Sometimes they are the
second largest city of the country with huge national significance–for example Barcelona, Munich
and Lyon in this study. But many are much smaller. However, while they differ in many respects,
second tier cities can play comparable national economic roles.” In this report, Thessaloniki and
Rotterdam are among the studied cities [58]) with common geographical and demographic
characteristics despite the economic growth and capability. Specifically, Rotterdam is the
second biggest city in the Netherlands with 651.446 population, but it influences more
than 2 million in a region level along with The Hague. Rotterdam’s economy is strongly
connected to the water [59] and it is Europe’s largest seaport. Thessaloniki is also a second-
tier port city, the second biggest city in Greece, with a 2300 year history. Municipality’s
population is 324,766 people (2011 census), although it is considered to influence the whole
region of Central Macedonia and approximately 1.9 million people [60].

4.1. Content and Comparative Analysis Outcomes

Table 1 imprints the content analysis based on both resilient strategies and especially
on the vision, goals, focus areas and challenges, and values of each city.
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Table 1. Content analysis on resilient strategies of Rotterdam [59] and Thessaloniki [60].

Areas Rotterdam Thessaloniki

Vision IN 2030, ROTTERDAM WILL BE A CITY WHERE: Strong citizens
respect each other and are continuously developing themselves, the energy
infrastructure provides for an efficient and sustainable energy supply in
port and city, climate adaptation has penetrated into mainstream of city
operations and water has added value for the city and our water
management system is cyber-proof, the underground is being used in
such a way that it supports the growth and development of the city, we
have embraced digitization without making us dependent, and we have
ensured a best practice level of cyber-security, self-organization in the city
has enough room and a flexible local government supports if really
needed; resilience is part of our daily thinking and acting.

“Thessaloniki, an inspiring dynamic coastal city that
ensures the well-being of its people, nurtures its human
talent while strengthening its urban economy and
respecting its natural resources.”

Goals 1. Rotterdam: a balanced society;
2. World port city built on clean and reliable energy;
3. Rotterdam Cyber Port City;
4. Climate-resilient Rotterdam to the next level;
5. Infrastructure ready for the 21st century;
6. Rotterdam Network city—truly our city
7. Anchoring resilience in the city

1. Shaping a thriving and sustainable city with
mobility and city systems that serve its people

2. Co-creating an inclusive city that invests in its
human talent

3. Building a dynamic urban economy and
responsive city through effective and networked
governance

4. Re-discovering the city’s relationship with the
sea–Integrated Thermaikos Bay

Focus areas-
challenges

1. Social cohesion and education
2. Energy transition
3. Climate adaptation
4. Cyber use and security
5. Critical infrastructure
6. Changing urban governance

1. Thermaikos Bay: bringing water in the everyday
life of the city

2. Creating an ecosystem that enables human talent
3. Co-ownership of public space
4. Mobility as a driver for change
5. Data empowered city

Values of the
city

1. REFLECTIVE: using past experience to inform future
decisions

2. RESOURCEFUL: recognizing alternative ways to use
resources,

3. ROBUST: well–conceived, constructed, and managed
systems,

4. REDUNDANT: spare capacity purposively created to
accommodate disruption,

5. FLEXIBLE: willingness and ability to adopt alternative
strategies in response to changing circumstances,

6. INCLUSIVE: prioritize broad consultation to create a sense
of shared ownership in decision making,

7. INTEGRATED: bring together a range of distinct systems
and institutions

1. Social Cohesion: Fighting exclusion and
marginalization, creating a sense of belonging
and promoting trust.

2. Local Identity and Heritage: Acknowledging the
past, promoting local culture and giving citizens
space for expression.

3. Environmental Management: Providing good
quality of life while respecting the limits of our
natural resources

4. Health and Well-being: ensuring all citizens can
meet their basic needs (food, water, shelter) and
have access to healthcare.

5. Youth Empowerment: Strengthening the skills of
our youth, empowering them to take effective
decisions, and play an active role in city life.

6. Multi-stakeholder Engagement: Inclusive and
constructive collaboration between all actors
involved in city decision-making

7. Technology Adaptation: Applying new and
smart technologies that support social, economic,
and cultural transformations, and serve the
interests of citizens and the public good.

8. Economic Prosperity: Promoting diverse and
resourceful investments within the city, driven
by a strong urban brand, and strong economic
and social environment

Source: authors.

Taking into consideration Table 1 with the results of each city’s CRF that were con-
ducted during the preliminary phase, we come to the conclusion that both cities followed
prominent participatory procedures with Rotterdam to have engaged 17 stakeholders and
more than 200 people to have been involved with 24 platform partners and international ex-
perts with research and workshops on areas that required more attention. On the contrary,
in Thessaloniki’s resilience dialogue, almost 40 stakeholders and more than 2000 citizens
participated over questionnaires, public events, working groups, and committees.

The CRF wheel gave both of the cities the discovery areas that concluded to the
vision and the goals (Figure 2). Rotterdam used the values that have been identified from
Arup’s methodology and resilience index, while Thessaloniki used the values that are
better suited to the city’s identity and history. Comparing those CRF wheels, Rotterdam
already implements many of the goals the tool defines. On the other hand, in Thessaloniki,
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the majority of people believe that a lot of these goals need to do better and identify “the
city to be youthful, somewhat conservative, and lacking in environmental consciousness, but also
outward facing and hospitable” [60].
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In general, Rotterdam considers this strategy as a “starting point” in order to encom-
pass and enhance already existing projects, the sustainable development and to move from
robustness to a resilient way of thinking and acting. For Rotterdam, the strategy was about
learning to coordinate and live with water and how it can embed climate change into their
daily lives, to thrive and enhance resilience as part of the city’s identity and city’s function.

On the other hand, Thessaloniki had, for the first time, a strategic document, developed
by the city’s fabric for the city’s future. Resilience is about a new way of working, a new way
of collaborating, planning, and sharing the responsibilities, opportunities, and common
challenges that the city faces. It was more like a ‘roadmap’ to set guidelines for activities
that could build resilience, unlike Rotterdam, which was more about establishing a resilient
future beyond robustness.

According to the methodology of ARUP, to prepare each city, the strategy should
follow at least three phases. Phase I is the assessment of the baseline, phase II is the devel-
opment of the strategy, and phase III is the implementation. Both strategies have a timeline
till 2030. That means that these documents are dynamic and need to be monitored, measure
indicators, and update with new trends. Therefore, the implementation of these strategic
documents could actually determine whether resilience is part of the marketing and the
image of each city along with the interconnections with sustainability. A couple of exam-
ples from both Rotterdam and Thessaloniki on the implementation or the enhancement of
resilience will allow us to explain why Rotterdam can be considered to be in ‘mature’ state
while Thessaloniki is in ‘emergent’ according to the Espiner’s [12] methodology.
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A first example of Rotterdam’s strategy is its water squares, which were built in 2013
in the context of the Rotterdam water city 2035 program, and it is actually a useful open
space that it can also restore rainwater during downpours [59]. The water squares are an
example of climate-based solutions on urban planning with a resilient perspective which
also encompasses economic and social activity. This example was used to enhance and
build better on Rotterdam’s resilient future.

Likewise, a project that raises the city’s resilience is the “Bo.Tu” project. This project is
about making the first “resilient district”, by managing infrastructure and social cohesion
to help people improve their daily life, access to education, employment, and affordable
housing. The “Bo.Tu” project seeks to cope with the city’s challenges such as immigration,
climate mitigation, and adaptation, inclusiveness, and poverty. Therefore, this project
interconnects the three pillars of sustainable development with resilient thinking and
aspires to become a good practice to be replicated and applied from other cities in the
world [25].

Unlike Rotterdam, Thessaloniki’s strategy was the opportunity to start working with
a robust and participatory approach in order to embed the resilience thinking within the
context of the city coping with many chronic stresses and disoperation of the past. Due to
phase III, the implementation of the city’s objectives and the goals during the operation
of the Resilient Thessaloniki office was the cooperation with the World Bank in three
main projects that contributed to the institutionalization and establishment of the resilient
thinking. The first one was the development of a masterplan for the redevelopment of the
waterfront, pointing out projections under the three pillars of sustainable development,
economic (and financial), environmental, and societal. The second and third were two
projects that provoked resilience as a substantial asset to risk reduction and risk man-
agement. Building upon a continuity plan for emergency cases and an Open Risk data
platform allowed citizens and stakeholders or local entities to connect with the munici-
pality’s operations and planning in an effort to reinforce awareness and preparedness on
extreme events. Figure 3 depicts an event on 20 June 2017, which was held as a memorial
to the catastrophic earthquake of 1978 in Thessaloniki.
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Similarly, another example from the implementation process was a three-day interna-
tional meeting (CoLab) conducted and funded by the 100RC and the municipality for the
redevelopment of the Egnatia corridor after the construction of the Metro (Figure 4). It was
one of the first international meetings with specific thematic but holistic representation
of forty participants of local and international institutions (e.g., academia), firms (e.g.,
CISCO) and entities (e.g., real estate) to share a common vision and discuss innovative
solutions and ideas for the redevelopment and refurbishment of the central corridor of the
city. The importance of this project was the high participatory planning process that could
lead decision-makers on common solutions and funding opportunities towards higher
governmental levels.
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The difference with Rotterdam was that Thessaloniki had to fight with many prob-
lematic situations starting with a rigid and conservative governmental apparatus. The
main challenge of the city is conflicting jurisdictions, the lack of cooperation across the
other governmental levels or the civil society, and consolidated operational and structural
silos of the stakeholders of the city. The most important, fostered also by the economic
crisis, was the lack of trust by citizens of the governmental operational goals and the denial
of any participation [60]. Trying to benchmark Rotterdam’s and Thessaloniki’s past in
resilience thinking, we should definitely result that they are two different perspectives that
are influenced by the complexity of each city but mostly by the past experiences of the
urban management and governmental function.

Consequently, by adapting the model of Espiner et al. [12], Thessaloniki can be defined
as being in ‘emergent’ state, while Rotterdam is in ‘mature’ state.

4.2. Mature vs. Emergent

Rotterdam is in ‘mature’ state’: Rotterdam, in its resilience strategy, defines resilience
as a virtue of their residents because they are quite familiar to the notion of resilience, as
they “were known for their vision, strength, courage and persistence” [59]. Rotterdam
has managed several times to make water cases an opportunity and to be promoted as
a climate adaptation living hub. However, their resilience strategy also acknowledges
other stresses and puts the municipality in a more holistic approach including economic
development and the civil society. Whilst strategic urban planning for climate adaptation
and especially flooding have been developed since the mid-2000s, with this resilient
strategy, Rotterdam’s decision-makers wanted to suffuse holistically and to also consider
chronic stresses and impacts on the economic and social life of this city. As mentioned to
the strategic document [59]:

“Resilience thinking is being incorporated in the policymaking and initiatives across
all domains of city government, including across social, physical and economic programs.
These elements come together in “The Story of the City”. The resilience strategy and
“The Story of the City” are complementary. The latter sets out the kind of city we want
Rotterdam to be, the Resilience Strategy shows how we can achieve this in a resilient way”.

As Lu and Stead [61] report, planners and decision-makers of the municipality, eager
to make the climate risk of the water an opportunity to enhance economic development
and to promote the city as a climate adaptation pioneer and best practice to follow or invest.
Moreover, the local authority’s policies advance Rotterdam’s competitiveness using as
an image the based-climate readiness, strategic planning, and adaptation to flood risks.
This indicates that many of Rotterdam’s initiatives try to remark resilient thinking through
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climate-based solutions and puts it as a pioneer and expertise for other cities, creating a
marketing image and a competitive advantage as well as a main competence [61].

Thessaloniki is in ‘emergent’ state: Resilient thinking is an ongoing process for Thes-
saloniki. Through all these years, Resilient Thessaloniki managed to gain a position in
national and international press and to attract the funding and technical assistance of
international or European institutions to help it incorporate urban development. As re-
ported in the World Bank’s blog: “Thessaloniki’s strategy provides a roadmap for cities to make
revitalization projects happen, from concept to implementation and financing” [62]. According
to the first Deputy Mayor for Urban Resilience of the municipality, “in a city that is con-
stantly changing, this strategy represents the start of a process of co-creation. A way to
collectively work together, sharing responsibility, resources, opportunities and results” [60].
The resilient concept aided the image of the city of Thessaloniki as a paradigm of govern-
mental transformation to more participatory procedures, embedding resilience thinking
and adaptability cross-departmentally, cross-governmentally, and between the civil society
of the city. As Pitidis and Coaffee [63] concluded:

“Thessaloniki’s success in transforming entrenched governance traditions through the
implementation of urban resilience should provide an example for other cities to proceed
with further engagement of citizens in the decision-making processes ( . . . ) to avoid
returning to the prior state on institutional inertia”.

Thus, Thessaloniki tries to move to a new model of working by establishing synergies
and collaborative trends with the civil society, and so it promotes an image of a resilient,
youthful, multicultural, and inclusive European city [27,63,64].

5. Conclusions

In this article, we made an effort to clarify and point out the interrelations between
the notions of sustainable development and resilience. We posed three research questions
and we attempted to answer them by using the two examples Rotterdam and Thessaloniki
as an aftermath of a literature review and a combined methodological approach.

Firstly, a case study analysis, by choosing the cases of Thessaloniki (Greece) and
Rotterdam (the Netherlands). The selection of these cases is not random, the two cities
are members of the Resilient Cities Network and both have managed to use resilience as a
marketing image for further sustainable development. Secondly, content analysis is applied
with the use of critical documents as (a) The City Resilience Framework (2014–2015), (b) The
Resilient Strategy Reports for Thessaloniki and Rotterdam. Finally, a comparative analysis is
applied by adapting the model of Espiner et al. [12] to the two case studies—Rotterdam
and Thessaloniki—based on the analysis of them.

Attempting to answer our first research question, “Does resilience constitute an easy
task?”, we pointed out, from the two cases, that resilience could not be considered as a
target or an on–off condition, but it is rather an ongoing process and needs to apply to
many criteria within a city’s fabric. Cities are dynamic complex systems, as was highlighted
by COVID-19. So, urban resilience has a broader meaning that needs to include holistic
perspectives and to prepare every element of a city that could have a direct or indirect
impact [32], and thus, should interconnect other priorities as the Sustainable Development
Goals, the disaster risk reduction, and the climate change, and should aim for decision-
makers to focus on solutions and responses in an integrated, inclusive, forward-looking
manner. This is also advocated for on the Urban Agenda, as a mission and as a common
vision for a sustainable future. To be more specific, according to the Urban Agenda’s goals
and targets for human settlements and cities, social inequality, economic growth with op-
portunities for everyone, the enhancement of participatory approaches, and the protection,
restoration, and conservation of the ecosystems are initial and regards cities to be inclusive,
resilient, and sustainable, leveraging productive and safe urban transformation [65].

Whilst, on the second question, “What are the main differences between the two studied
cities?”, the application of the model of Espiner et al. [12] showcased that Rotterdam is in
“mature” state regarding resilient thinking to better adapt to climate change and learn how
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to live with water, whilst Thessaloniki is in “emergent” state as resilience is an ongoing
process and it uses its strategic plan as a roadmap to set foundations of collaborations to
build resilience for now and the future. Furthermore, for Rotterdam, resilience building
means to better adapt to climate change, live with water, and move from robustness to a
resilient future. On the contrary, for Thessaloniki, resilience building is more essential to
the development of a strategic framework that could set foundations of collaboration and
map the way from planning to acting and monitoring the impact on the ground.

Finally, to answer our last research question, “Is sustainable development achieved via
resilience, or the opposite?”, although it is a complex question that cannot be answered
by only two case studies and consists of a contemporary theme that needs to be further
assessed and discussed, we came to a primary assumption that sustainable development
should be considered as an umbrella that embeds different concepts according to the era,
the circumstances, and the localities of a place, such as the “resilient” city or the “smart”
city, and so on. Resilience is substantial in urban planning and the urban managers not only
to cope with the uncertain and chronic stresses and universal urban challenges, but also
to ‘build back better” and to future-proof the places [24,61]. However, many researchers
do not agree that sustainability and resilience are two different perspectives. Instead, it is
common that resilience and sustainability are essentially the same [30,39] or that resilience
is an essential indicator of sustainability, or that sustainability is the broad social goal
and resilience is how it can be implemented [29,32]. However, at the long end, as it is
well accented to the Urban Agenda’s implementation plan; sustainable development and
resilience should complement each other and connect and be part of the urban policies as a
way to thing over how our cities are built or identify vulnerabilities, exposures, and risks
to better be prepared and livable for all persons “through environmentally sound urban
and territorial planning, infrastructure and basic services” [65].
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