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Abstract

River port cities are on the frontline of climate change — as both
part of the solution and as early victims of its impact, which de-
mands new strategies for all river port communities. With sev-
eral study cases, we explore how actions being taken relate to
sustainability agendas such as Agenda 2030 of the Association
Internationale Villes et Ports. We illuminate the role of heritage
in maintaining and fostering identity, integration and sustaina-
ble development in port cities. In Strasbourg (France), we show
how a port authority can act to improve the connection be-
tween port and urban activities, but also how port heritage can
be used to educate citizens about port activities. We consider
a more institutional approach to fluvial heritage preservation in
the case of Lyon (France) and cases in Australia and Cameroon
that show how local and port authorities can make efforts to re-
spect local communities along the river and how those efforts
can help them plan their development more sustainably.

Policy Recommendations

+ Decision-makers in river port-cities should leverage their
river heritage — whether historical, cultural, industrial or
spiritual — to promote sustainable development of their ter-
ritories.

< Fig. 1 Confluence of Rhoéne & Sadne rivers, Jardin du Musée des Confluences, La Confluence, Lyon (Source: Guilhem Vellut,

2017. CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons).
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Introduction

Historically, many major cities have developed
by taking advantage of a strategic location
along ariver (e.g., Paris, London, Hamburg, Rot-
terdam, New York). Watercourses have played
a key role in urban development, fulfilling many
functions necessary for their evolution from
simple human settlements to the global cities
of today. They have provided water for drinking,
cleaning, farming, worship and spiritual and re-
ligious rites, but also have provided water as
an infrastructure for transport and trade — ef-
fectively including a large range of the water
values identified in a previous edition of the
Blue Papers (Hein et al. 2025). Each river port
city has its own size, geographical, political,
economic and social context. Members of the
Association Internationale Villes et Ports (the
AIVP), represent the global variety of river port
cities, ranging from local ports to global epi-
centers of trade. Despite their diversity, we can
observe similar processes everywhere, linked
to the relationship between port and city, as
well as the impact of climate change on both.

Improving the multifaceted relationship be-
tween local authorities, port authorities and
local stakeholders was one of the original
goals of the AIVP, which became an interna-
tional NGO in 1988. Since then, the AIVP has
developed a process of cooperation and eco-
nomic development that aims to make ports
and cities more sustainable, innovative and
inclusive, while placing citizens at the heart of
the dialogue. Notably, in 2018, the AIVP trans-
lated the framework of the sustainable devel-
opment goals (SDGs), developed by the United
Nations (UN), into its own Agenda 2030 (fig.
1, (the AIVP 2018b)). While the 17 UN SDGs
promote international cooperation and aim to
provide a "shared blueprint for peace and pros-
perity for the people and the planet” (United
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A\ Fig. 2 AIVP Agenda 2030 Cover Image (Source: AIVP
2020).

Nations 2025), the AIVP's Agenda 2030 com-
prises 10 goals aimed at achieving its vision
for sustainable port cities and offering a holis-
tic framework for port-city relationships (see
fig. 2). Addressing a wide range of issues, from
biodiversity to governance, the Agenda 2030
recognizes the specific role of port cities as in-
novative and key players in sustainable devel-
opment that is adapted to present and future
effects of climate change. The adoption of the
Agenda 2030 goals by port city territories rep-
resents a step forward in aligning with global
and national efforts to implement the SDGs.

Challenges faced by river port cities can be
captured in one key question: How can local
stakeholders use their spatial, geographical,
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N Fig. 3 AIVP Agenda 2030: The Ten Goals for Sustainable Port Cities (Source: AIVP, 2020).

cultural and economic advantages, as well
as their heritage, to be at the forefront of the
fight against climate change? We offer some
examples that showcase the resilience and
resourcefulness of river port cities in adapting
to threats, and how those examples can lever-
age sustainability agendas such as the AIVP's
Agenda 2030.

Of the 10 goals identified in the AIVP Agenda
2030 we showcase/highlight four more rele-
vant for the present paper:

+ Climate change adaptation (Goal 01): River
basins will be impacted heavily by climate
change. More specifically, river port cities
will suffer most from the two extremes of
severe droughts and heavy flooding. In re-
sponding to climate change, quality of life
in river cities should be considered impor-
tant for example, their ability to offer cool-
ing spaces. However, these advantages

are severely impeded by climate change it-
self, with increased periods where the wa-
terways are not navigable or usable due to
extreme weather events.

Sustainable mobility (Goal 03): inland wa-
terways can be the facilitator of the transi-
tion to more sustainable modes of trans-
port of goods and people (Notteboom and
Rodrigue 2022), notable by being way more
fuel efficient than other modes of trans-
ports (Niu, Shao and Zhu 2024). Inland
waterways' restrictive geographical nature
also tends to be a source of tension, with
the shared usage of inland waterways an
important challenge. Logistics companies
need to ensure their operation while con-
sidering environmental impacts along the
waterways and respecting a variety of rec-
reational uses.

Port—city interface (Goal 08): This goal
aims to balance port and urban fonction
by improving measures to reduce port
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\ Fig. 4 View of the Capitainerie, to be transformed into a Port Center in the Port of Strasbourg (Source: Niko67000, 2014. CC
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BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons).

nuisances and promote the architectural
and landscape integration of port facili-
ties. Recently in many cities, citizens have
returned to rivers, notably for leisure ac-
tivities. Whether for swimming, rowing, or
stand-up paddleboarding, citizens request
more access to the water and its leisure
activities.

Port culture and identity (Goal 06): (Re)cre-
ating a sense of identity linked to the river
and activities carried out on it can be a way
for port city actors to bring citizens closer
to the port. According to UNESCO experts,
heritage-based sustainable development
plays a key role in promoting social cohe-
sion and the livability of cities (Hosagra-
har et al. 2016). This perspective is further
supported by ICOMOS (the International
Council on Monuments and Sites), which
emphasizes a need to consider culture and
cultural heritage in urban and infrastruc-

ture planning, while also working to con-
serve both tangible and intangible heritage
(Hosagrahar et al. 2016).

The role of heritage for achieving the SDGs can
be seen in several case studies, presented in
the next section.

Using Heritage to Pursue Sustainable Devel-
opment in River Port Communities: Strasbourg
and Lyon

The river port city of Strasbourg (France) fac-
es the challenge that both its urban and port
areas are expanding. As they have expand-
ed, the buffer zone between them has begun
to disappear. To affirm its role as part of the
solution and not as a source of the problem
in terms of climate change, the Port of Stras-
bourg has formulated a strategy to enhance
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A Fig. 5 Quai Fulchiron in Lyon, France (Source: Krzysztof Golik, 2024. CC BY 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons).

its visibility and help the public understand its
operations and significance. It implemented
information boards outside port areas to al-
low residents to observe port operations and
explain the work, without allowing residents to
enter the operational area. The port authority
is also converting the old harbormaster build-
ing, la Capitainerie, (fig. 3) into a Port Center’
(a concept developed by the AIVP 2018a). The
Port Center will offer a mediation space where
port authorities can present their activities and
foster dialogues with the local authorities and
citizens. This building is in the Coop subdis-
trict, where the dichotomy of urban space us-
age and port activity is readily apparent. The
Port Center is a good example of how a port
heritage building can be used to improve the
relationship between a port and its citizens
to create a more sustainable future. The port
authority also wishes to promote river trans-
port and transition from traditional industrial
activities to more sustainable ones, including
a shift in the type of energy that is produced in
the port. One of the energy transition projects
is to transform the historic oil depot into a hub

for decarbonized energy (Port Autonome de
Strasbourg 2024a). The port has been working
very closely with local authorities to align as
much as possible with their policies and signed
a "development contract” with the municipal-
ity, the Metropolitan Authority and the Region
Grand Est, an administrative entity responsible
for some policies over the whole administrative
region (Port Autonome de Strasbourg 2024b).
This strategy is heavily influenced by the New
Green Deal of the European Union (European
Commission 2025), and it is aligned with the
AIVP Agenda 2030, more concretely with Goal
2, the energy transition, as the port authority
has been a long-time member of the AIVP net-
work. This is an example of a port authority us-
ing its heritage to promote sustainable devel-
opment. It is also an example of the necessity
of engaging in constructive dialogue with local
and regional authorities.

To leverage heritage preservation amid sus-
tainable development, stakeholders often
need institutional assistance. Recognition as a
UNESCO World Heritage Property can be a very

1. https://www.aivp.org/en/home/our-initiatives/port-center-by-aivp/concept/.
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powerful tool to achieve sustainable goals and
the Historic Urban Landscape (HUL) approach
offers a means to achieve that (Hosagrahar
et al. 2016). This can be seen in the case of
the Sadne and Rhone rivers in Lyon (France),
which formed the city's historic boundaries.
Approximately 10 per cent of Lyon's territory is
designated as a World Heritage Site (UNESCO
2025), and both rivers are encompassed in the
site, with the Sadne riverbank particularly dot-
ted with significant historical landmarks (fig.
4). The city's 2024-2030 strategic plan for the
UNESCO site emphasizes the importance of
leveraging the rivers and their heritage to fu-
ture-proof the city (Métropole de Lyon 2025).
Heritage quays are being used for testing in-
novative solutions in river transportation and
urban logistics. Voies Navigables de France
(VNF), the French waterway manager, over-
sees the two rivers upstream of Lyon and in
the city center, providing technical and finan-
cial support for experiments concerning the
urban logistics linked to waterways and cycle
transport (Voies navigables de France 2025).
The Compagnie Nationale du Rhone (CNR), the
agency that oversees the Rhone River and its
ports, is experimenting with projects such as
ariver-based waste disposal system to reduce
congestion and CO, emissions (CNR 2023; VNF
2023). In 2024, the VNF, the CNR and the Met-
ropolitan Authority of Lyon released a River-
bank Use Plan, a partnership agreement for the
harmonious development of riverbank uses.
It has three main axes: strengthening the link
between citizens and rivers, preserving natural
heritage and re-naturing spaces. These initi-
atives, supported by the continuous engage-
ment of the stakeholders in the AIVP's activ-
ities and aligned with national river transport
strategies, are key to Lyon's sustainable devel-
opment, although viable business models for
these experiments are still being established
(Voies navigables de France n.d.).
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Broadening the scope of the AIVP Agenda’s
goal on “Culture and Identity”: International
Examples of Religious and Community River
Values

When analyzing the French cases above, we
considered four goals of Agenda 2030. The
discussion of the following two cases will
emphasize on “culture and identity." Outside
Europe, we can observe very different river
port cities, with challenges and advantages
of their own. In the cases of Congo and Aus-
tralia, it is possible to consider the role of cul-
tural and religious rites and how they can be
used to promote sustainable development.
As Fuldauer and colleagues (2022) empha-
size, heritage-based sustainable development
must involve the participation of Indigenous
communities when they are part of the broad-
er community. The port authority of Fremantle
(Australia) developed in 2023 a Reconciliation
Action Plan (Fremantle Port 2023) to support
and engage with Aboriginal people following
the environmental and ecological changes
produced in the 1890s by the construction of
Fremantle Inner Harbor. The Noongar peo-
ple in the Walyalup/Fremantle region anchor
their territory where the Swan River is locat-
ed (Western Australia Government 2024). The
Fremantle port is now located at the river's
mouth, and the port authority acknowledges
the Noongar people as the Traditional Custo-
dians of the port land and waters. This involve-
ment of the Aboriginal society is now crucial
for balancing heavy industrial development of
port areas and has the potential to protect the
natural environment. This intangible heritage
holds important value within the community
and can serve as a driving force for sustain-
able development (Lerario 2022). While these
aspects are not key levers in most Western
countries, they can be powerful ways of sync-
ing port development with the aspirations of
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A Fig. 6 Ngondo Festival scene (Source: BACHELOR45, 2024. CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons).

local communities and should be highlighted
as a way to translate and empower sustaina-
bility agendas in some parts of the world.

Another example of leveraging the cultural and
religious heritage of a river for sustainable de-
velopment is the Wouri River in Cameroon. The
river is of great importance to the various pop-
ulations living around it, such as the Sawa peo-
ple, who highlight the importance of the river
during their Ngondo festival (Mazo 2016). The
autonomous port of Douala is situated at the
mouth of the Wouri and is also responsible for
several improvement projects along the river.
The port authority's revitalization of infrastruc-
ture along the Wouri is much needed due to the
popularity of the Ngondo festival, which has
boosted tourism and contributed significantly
to the local economy (Meikengang 2023; Mazo

2016). Many informal settlements are located
close to the river, but with no access to it; most
of the space is occupied by the port. The city is
trying to improve the connection with the water,
but a better balance of use has yet to be found.
The port authority, citizens and the municipal
government still lack a common vision for the
city's sustainable development, which would
need to consider both natural and cultural
preservation. Port and local authorities could
be inspired by measures such as the ones in
Australia to promote sustainable development,
including responsible tourism and port activi-
ties, while respecting the Wouri people's right
to engage in spiritual activities.

In the AIVP's Agenda 2030, the culture-

and-identity goal is more specifically related to
port activities and history. However we believe
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its interpretation should be extended to the re-
lationship to the river itself. Activities and rites
happening in the river's vicinity can help make a
stronger case for sustainable development.

Conclusion

The initiatives mentioned above can serve
as inspiration for river port cities around the
world. The various cases are works in pro-
gress: Some solutions will need to be adjusted,
as in the case of Lyon, where the different parts
of the local governance are aligned, but the
business case still needs to be made, and the
strategy needs to be translated into practice.
In the case of Douala, there is work to be done
to develop dialogue between the port and local
authorities.

The Agendas 2030, from the UN and AIVP's,
both foster local dialogue and provide guid-
ance towards sustainable development in the
local contexts. While the United Nations frame-
work serves as the primary global reference, the
AIVP's Agenda 2030 constitutes a limited but
valuable sector-specific initiative that com-
plements and operationalizes these objectives
within its scope. We also acknowledge that the
SDGs and Agenda 2030 both have limitations
that we cannot fully detail here. However, we
support the idea that these frameworks can be
opportunities for local stakeholders to grasp
the very complex and global challenge that is
climate change.

We call on river port city actors to use local le-
vers they can make use of — whether heritage
buildings, natural heritage, aligned governance
or the national and international sustainability
frameworks — to build a common vision and a
commitment to action for port territories that
are fit for the future.
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