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Introduction
 
PURPLE’s Topic Papers aim to raise and explore important issues for policy 
makers and politicians which are linked to the specificity of peri-urban areas. 

Around and between cities, especially in densely populated regions, are 
important peri-urban areas which are often overlooked and misunderstood. 
Here there is a high diversity of land uses and important and productive 
agricultural land and open space. This is often unrecognised or undervalued 
in current policy development which is too often compartmentalised into 
urban and rural actions.
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Urban and peri-urban areas traditionally 
encompass a broad spectrum of 
stakeholders with considerable potential 
for promoting action for biodiversity. 
Engaging these stakeholders in strong 
partnerships can help to foster a wider 
appreciation of biodiversity and to 
streamline conservation efforts.

Being highly populated, peri-urban and 
urbanizing areas are important zones 
in which to target and involve citizens. 
Citizens are usually aware of the 
extinction of large charismatic species, 
but rarely do they fully comprehend 
the importance of interconnectivity, 
diversity of species, the need to 
protect habitats or the importance of 

maintaining functioning ecosystems. 
Peri-urban regions are ‘the’ place 
where it is possible to make a large 
audience understand the importance of 
biodiversity.

There are also good opportunities 
for linking business and biodiversity 
in peri-urban areas.  There is a clear 
benefit to enterprises using their peri-
urban location to invest in biodiversity 
in terms of image building.  Planning 
authorities can also work with business 
to set standards aimed to protect 
or enhance biodiversity where new 
business development is proposed, to 
the advantage of all, including adjacent 
populations.

Main threats to biodiversity 
in peri-urban areas:
• 

 Urban sprawl 

 Abandonment of agricultural land 

 Land fragmentation 

 Climate change

 Competition for space 

 Lack of individual awareness

1. Peri-urban biodiversity
 
Biodiversity in urban and peri-urban 
areas can be surprisingly high. This 
can be related to the fact that urban 
and peri-urban environments are rich 
in gradients (between dry and wet or 
rich and poor in nutrients) and have 
sites with micro-climate conditions. 
Peri-urban biodiversity helps to raise 
the well-being of residents by purifying 
water and air, regulating temperatures 
and drainage systems, and enhancing 
the attractiveness of buildings and 
open spaces.  Moreover, peri-urban 
biodiversity provides an increasing 
number of citizens with their primary 
connection to nature.

2. Opportunities for biodiversity and ecosystem services in a peri-urban setting
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Peri-urban areas are themselves a mix 
of urban and rural. They contain high 
proportions of agriculture, productive 
woodland and forest close to Europe’s 
cities as well as high value landscapes 
and open space.  They are functionally 
diverse, being on the one hand 
important for farming, forestry and food 
production, often within or adjacent to 
protected landscapes, but they are also 
the location for major infrastructure, 
including transport, as well as for 
water storage, waste disposal facilities, 
processing and industry.  The crowded 
nature of these areas means there 
are conflicting pressures on land use 
(which also drives up the land values) 
and competition for the finite natural 
resources, together with a high risk of 
land fragmentation.  As a result peri-
urban biodiversity is left vulnerable, 
sidelined or even forgotten.

3. Europe’s peri-urban regions - a complex and vulnerable environment
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4. Priorities for developing biodiversity strategies for peri-urban regions 

  Integrating biodiversity goals and 
targets into different policy strands. 
In complex and multifunctional peri-
urban areas, joined up policy making 
on biodiversity is essential, with a 
strong spatial planning element 
needed to bind the different policy 
strands. Nature’s benefits often 
provide the most sustainable, cost-
effective solutions to meet human 
needs. 

  Considering ecosystem services 
in policy making can save on 
future municipal costs, boost local 
economies, enhance quality of life 
and secure livelihoods. In many 
cases ecosystem services are poorly 
visible. In others, their continuous 
availability is falsely assumed. The 
critical role of ecosystem services 
in our economies is often taken for 
granted.

  Preserving or improving connectivity 
between natural areas. For peri-
urban areas an important sub-target 
is the improvement and preservation 
of the connectivity between small 
and isolated natural areas – a green 
infrastructure. This needs special 
attention in peri-urban context due 
to the high pressure for land and 
future effects of climate change on 
biodiversity.

  Decoupling a growth agenda from a 
need for continued urban expansion. 
In peri-urban areas the pressure 
on space is extremely high. We 
need to look for smart solutions, 
enabling building construction 
and infra structure provision to 
take account of potential negative 
impacts such as land fragmentation. 
Again, biodiversity-sensitive spatial 
planning will be crucial.

  Ensuring peri-urban farming and 
forestry plays a full part in managing 
and improving biodiversity. This 
will require education to improve 
awareness and skills, innovation 
in land stewardship, partnership 
working, encouragement of good 
practice and the linking of financial 
support for the land-based industries 
to biodiversity targets.

  Improving citizen awareness and 
bringing about necessary behaviour 
change. Peri-urban biodiversity re-
mains largely invisible and  therefore 
not fully acknowledged, understood 
or valued. There is a need to initiate 
awareness raising and educational 
actions in peri-urban areas, as it is 
the main interface with nature for 
Europe’s growing urban populations. 
Therefore citizens/con sumers need 
to be helped to make the link be-
tween biodiversity and their own 
quality of life, and future health and 
well-being.

What are the main challenges to success and what kinds 
of policies are needed?



6

5. The role of agriculture 
 
In peri-urban areas agricultural land 
has an important role in preserving 
open space against urbanisation. In 
these areas a substantial amount of 
biodiversity is linked to the historical 
agricultural land use. Agriculture has 
to play a full part in improving and  
managing biodiversity in peri-urban 
regions and ensuring connectivity be-
tween natural areas and preservation 
of biodiversity in agricultural land use. 
A link should be made with the CAP in 
order to give agriculture in peri-urban 
regions the role to manage and preserve 
biodiversity and ensure such connectivity 
between nature areas. Furthermore, 
peri-urban food production and shorter 
food chains offer an additional indirect 
benefit to biodiversity in the form of 
reduced transport emissions.
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The integrated and sustainable use of 
resources and land, and avoidance of 
land fragmentation are key priorities for 
any biodiversity strategy in peri-urban 
regions.

There is strong competition between 
sectors for land use in the peri-urban 
context. Policies therefore must address: 
agriculture and agro-ecosystems; 
green infrastructure; integrated multi-
functional land use, and ecosystem 
services for biodiversity.

Baseline assessments should be available 
to all involved in the governance and 
educational aspects, enabling better 
understanding of the issues, and an 
ability to set and then assess local 
targets. It is also important to agree 
from the start ‘who is involved’ and 
ensure all relevant sectors are engaged 
in building the strategy (and this will 
also encourage cross-sector working at 
an early stage).

A mix of policy instruments will be needed 
with strong emphasis on integrated 
territorial approaches. Existing and 
future EU level regulation will provide 
a framework, but most actions and 
decision making will take place at 
regional, local and community levels.  
Therefore the involvement/engagement 
of different parties (eg volunteers, 
special interest groups, educators) can 
only help continue to raise awareness 
and promote better understanding. Only 
by raising awareness will it be possible to 
set a standard for biodiversity in green 
infrastructure outside nature areas.

EU policy frameworks need to focus on 
improvement of biodiversity in general 
instead of demanding improvement only 
of certain species (so called red-listed 
species). This may help provide room for 
more public/private partnerships and  
support co-existence with agriculture.

6. Measures and policy instruments for a peri-urban biodiversity strategy
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The multifunctional and complex 
development of peri-urban regions 
should be seen as an advantage 
– providing vital resources which 
support Europe’s urban populations 
and enhancing the quality of life of city 
dwellers but also enhancing economic 
viability of the rural neighbouring 
regions.  But we need to develop 
together smarter ways of using the 
space and managing growth – including 
more integrated policy making. The 
public authorities in PURPLE  have the 
expertise and capacity to help develop 
the necessary policy links between 
urban and rural, and  our regions can 
act as a laboratory for the EU in terms 
of testing and developing the necessary 
approaches to a more sustainable and 
multifunctional  development in complex 
territories

7. What can PURPLE offer?

PURPLE regions have a number of examples of initiatives and studies on this topic. 
Please see our website for more information.

http://www.purple-eu.org/publications


