
3 THE URBAN SPRAWL EXPLORATORY TOOL 
 
The Urban Sprawl Exploratory Tool is available on www.casa.ucl.ac.uk/monitor and also from the SCATTER web site www.casa.ucl.ac.uk/scatter . 

3.1 Objectives 
The Urban Sprawl Exploratory Tool (USET) is an interactive tool implemented on Internet. It is intended for local authorities and planning actors involved 
in decision making. Its objectives are to inform and raise awareness about issues related to urban sprawl (especially among authorities of small and 
medium-size cities) and to explore (monitor) variables related to sprawl. The final objective is to provide some help in making a diagnosis about sprawl 
and building a strategy. 
 
The USET is the perspective of SCATTER on: local governments information needs, what is eesential to know about urban sprawl (indicators), what local 
governments should do to act strategically on urban sprawl. 
 
Practically, USET gives: 

• definitions of concepts related to urban sprawl 
• a set of relevant indicators, and the possibility to calculate some of them, if input data are provided by the user 
• values for these indicators, calculated in the 6 SCATTER case cities 
• a policy database referring to the policies simulated and evaluated in WP5-WP6 and to the case studies analysed in WP4. 

 
The USET binds together planning objectives and information needs in an interactive web-based information explorer. 

3.2 Introduction and context 

3.2.1 Some important strategic findings of the study  
Urban sprawl is hard to define 
Urban sprawl is a multi-dimensional phenomenon about which it is quite difficult to make a distinction between causes, conditions and consequences. 
Furthermore it is perceived differently from place to place and even called differently from one country to another. 

But there is an agreement on its negative effects  
The usually admitted negative effects of urban sprawl are the following : 

• consumption of land, loss of high quality agricultural land and open space 
• destruction of biotopes and fragmentation of eco-systems  
• higher costs of new neighbourhood infrastructures 

STRATEC  STASA  CASA  LT  CERTU TRT  STRAFICA  CETE de l’Ouest 3.1 

http://www.casa.ucl.ac.uk/monitor
http://www.casa.ucl.ac.uk/scatter


• higher costs of public services and especially transport services 
• land use patterns which are unfavourable to the development of collective and other sustainable transport modes ; hence, increase of the level of 

use of private car 
• increased trip lengths 
• congestion on the radial roads giving access to the urban centres 
• increase in fuel consumption 
• increase in air pollution 
• contribution to the decay of downtown areas 
• social segregation and reduction of social interaction  
• poor access to services for those with limited mobility such as the young and elderly. 

The fact of generally considering these impacts as negative reveals an underlying assumption according to which we should eliminate them and restore 
the previous situation.  

Today our societies are confronted with obligations of reducing their energy consumption and pollutant emissions  
The necessity to do something about urban sprawl which generates some unacceptable nuisances is driven by recent international agreements.  In 
Belgium for instance the Government recently decided to decrease CO2 emissions by 9,4% over the next 8 years.  

Even if it is a collective obligation it might happen that some cities or areas find it impossible to realize because of their size, or their economic situation,… 
In this case benchmarking studies can help a lot defining the targets. 

3.2.2 The strategy to be elaborated  
The strategic approach is composed of three phases :  

• Make a diagnosis of the recent evolution and the present situation, comparing the case study with other cases 

• Define the targets to be reached in the long term 

• Take measures to decrease the observed main negative effects of urban sprawl 

3.3 A strategic approach in three phases 

3.3.1 Diagnosis of the recent evolution and the present situation 
Analyse the present situation and the recent evolution of the case study 
The first phase consists of collecting data which are essential to the analysis of the negative effects of urban sprawl (as mentioned above). The nature of 
these statistics might be different from one country to another or from one city to another, according to the availability of the data : for instance there is no 
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population census in Germany contrary to other countries ; some cities have made household surveys, others have not; some cities have a GIS, others 
have not, etc. 

The data which are indispensable for a good diagnosis are these indicated in the exploratory tool : evolution of population, evolution of the number of 
jobs, sectorial net densities (essentially residential net density), average space consumption per inhabitant or job, average home-to-work distance, public 
transport market share. These basic statistics are available almost everywhere. The other available data will confirm the diagnosis, giving more details on 
its negative aspects : estimation of the total fuel consumption in the system, estimation of the main pollutant emissions, evolution of the area allocated to 
agriculture, evolution of the area allocated to natural spaces, age pyramid, average income per inhabitant, structure of the local economy, etc. These last 
data will also put in light the probable causes of the situation and help to pinpoint the priorities and the best means to overcome urban sprawl. 

Compare it to other cases and formulate a diagnosis 
The first type of comparison will be made in space and time with other cities or neighbourhoods of the same country in order to comprehend the 
underlying mechanisms of city growth and specify the range of possibilities in the framework of a well defined local culture.  

A second type of comparison can be made with foreign cities or neighbourhoods having other cultural attitudes, behaviours, incomes, land prices, laws, 
etc.   

3.3.2 Define the targets to be reached in the long term 
Targets should be reduced to a small number in order to stay coherent. They should be expressed in terms of impacts and not in terms of causes and be 
simply formulated. For instance : what rate of decrease of the main emissions of pollutants can we expect in the 10 coming years, at a national level ?  

3.3.3 Take measures to decrease the observed main negative effects of urban sprawl 
Since there are always several ways to reach a target, define the best strategy to reach the predefined targets, according to the local perception of what 
to do, the financial resources, the acceptability by the inhabitants,… 

Aim 
The aim of the strategy is to arrange a spatial organization of the territory, able to minimize the negative impacts of urban sprawl.   

Measures to be taken 
There will always be several possible spatial organizations compatible with the targets. Each city or area will choose the solutions corresponding to its 
perception of what to do. The only matter that counts is to reach the target. This leaves much room for democratic debate and participation of people to 
the decisions. Freedom of choice and governance is also an important part of sustainable development. 

So far already many measures have been explored either in reality in different cities or with computer simulations. The reader will find a summary of the 
findings in the following chapters. 
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A temporal strategy also 
Define the main steps in time of this strategy. Indeed it is important not only to follow the results through time – which justifies again the existence of an 
exploratory tool – but also to conceive a real temporal strategy. The sequence of measures taken through time can influence the results. The temporal 
strategy will then focus on the optimization of the sequence of measures through time. 

Legitimacy of the strategy 
Define the best institutional tools to implement the strategy. A strategy might be totally inefficient if it doesn’t fit into the proper institutional tools giving to it 
its legitimacy. The example of Belgium is very enlightening in this matter.  For the moment it is impossible to implement some wide scale measures to 
decrease urban sprawl around Brussels because there is no legitimate place to discuss these matters. 

3.4 The Exploratory Tool proposed 
USET is addressing two different spatial scales: 

• concentric macro-zones: urban centre, outer urban ring, hinterland 

• or micro-zones: single municipalities, communes or wards. 

The user is asked to choose the scale in which he is interested. 

To make the diagnosis about the urban growth and possible sprawl, the USET tool suggests a set of indicators, belonging to the following fields: 

• densities (gross and net densities) 

• part of build-up land 

• individual land consumptions 

• housing prices 

• transport indicators 

• emissions. 

The tool suggests to calculate values for these indicators at two dates, to get a view on their evolution.  

The next pages present the USET tables of indicators to be completed by the user (they were completed for the 6 case cities and are provided in the tool, 
for purpose of example and benchmaking) and some “screens” of USET. 

The Urban Sprawl Exploratory Tool is available on www.casa.ucl.ac.uk/monitor and also from the SCATTER web site www.casa.ucl.ac.uk/scatter . 
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Diagnosis (1) - Densities and land consumption
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Consumption of non-residential land per job
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Diagnosis (2) - Mobility and environmental impacts

Home - work distance travelled by worker
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