
SELB STEP BY STEP
A guide for a more inclusive and resilient city

Towards an ecological urbanism

In the current geological epoch of the Anthropocene, the boundaries between artificial and natural, the built and 
unbuilt environment, have blurred to become indistinguishable. Far from implying the rule of man over nature, 
we confront the paradox of dominating a planet beyond our control. The effects of climate change and its global 
scope are increasingly becoming undeniable. The floods that hit central Europe in the summer of 2021, espe-
cially Germany, are just one example of how urgent taking action is. As often happens with crises, those already 
vulnerable due to other factors (age, race, social and economic class, in the case of humans and endangered in 
terms of biodiversity) will suffer disproportionately the effects of climate change.

In this context, our proposal turns to ecological systems theory and landscape urbanism perspective to develop 
the spatial intervention tools to tackle this challenge. If social and environmental aspects are so closely intercon-
nected, we need to learn from ecology about which conditions increase biodiversity and how habitats become 
resilient and thrive.

‘Selb Step by Step’ is a guide to take action in the built environment that proposes a vision for the short and long 
term future of Selb in relation to broader policies. The European Commission aims to achieve climate neutrality 
by 2050; it has set key targets to be met by 2030: 55% greenhouse gas emissions cut, 32% share for renewable 
energy, and 32.5% improvement in energy efficiency. Working in synchrony with the EU framework, this guide 
sets out three directions for Selb to follow in order to become a social-inclusive and climate-resilient town by 
2050: Rewilding, Diversifying, and Decarbonising. To achieve them, it proposes and describes a list of tangible 
steps towards those objectives in the next decade. These steps are discreet spatial interventions with different 
scales and scopes that can be implemented progressively, both independently or in combination. Their impact 
can be measured and assessed through indicators, informing the following steps to achieve the targets best.

 Steps towards REWILDING Selb

Rewilding is defined as a progressive approach to conserving, restoring and managing natural processes and wil-
derness areas. It implies “enabling natural processes to shape land and sea, repair damaged ecosystems and restore 
degraded landscapes. Through rewilding, wildlife’s natural rhythms create wilder, more biodiverse habitats.”
As such, rewilding is one of the methods identified by the UN to achieve massive scale restoration of natural 
ecosystems and meet climate targets. The steps proposed by this guide in this direction focus on creating the 
right conditions for nature’s self-management (by uncovering the Erkersreuther Bächlein river, by reducing 
active management of wildlife populations and by allowing natural forest regeneration), providing connectivity 
between natural areas (Selbbach riparian areas or the forest northeast of the cemetery) and protecting and rein-
troducing keystone species. Furthermore, rewilding contributes to individual and collective well-being -as the 
current pandemic has demonstrated- connecting with wild nature positively impacts mental and physical health.
 
 Steps towards DIVERSIFYING Selb

Diversity refers to all the variety of life found in Selb, including the communities they form and the habitats in 
which they live. Biodiversity is essential for the resiliency of ecosystems for their intrinsic value and the ecosystem 
services and benefits it provides. However, diversity in our built environment needs to foster not only the diver-
sity of natural species and habitats but also of different people in terms of age, socio-economic status, culture 
and race. The steps proposed in the guide attract heterogenous dwellers and visitors and keep those already 
established in three ways. First, by mixing various uses of ranging sizes within buildings and in neighbourhoods. 
Secondly, by ensuring affordability of housing, commercial, and cultural spaces. Finally, by contributing to a 



more welcoming public realm for as many agents and species as possible; care and well-being are the priority of 
all interventions.
Diversity and complexity are vital factors for urban resiliency. Thus, the proposed spatial interventions are meant 
to be future proof by ensuring flexibility and adaptability to tomorrow’s uncertain challenges, uses, and users.

 Steps towards DECARBONISING Selb

Decarbonisation refers “to the process of reducing ‘carbon intensity’, lowering the amount of greenhouse gas 
emissions produced by the burning of fossil fuels.” The built environment contributes to nearly 40% of carbon 
emissions globally. The three primary sources of these emissions are mobility, operating buildings, and building 
materials; therefore, the steps proposed to focus on these three aspects. First, promoting non-polluting mobility 
such as pedestrian or active travel (like cycling) and operating energy-efficient electric public (and private) trans-
port. Secondly, reducing energy consumption by making buildings more efficient (retrofit and newly built) and 
producing more clean energy than they consume through carbon-negative buildings. Finally, by using building 
materials with low embodied energy and tectonics that allow for demounting, and thus, reusing components, 
recycling materials, and reducing waste.
By working towards decarbonising our built environment, we can not only decrease emissions but also contrib-
ute to healthier and fairer communities.

Territorial strategies for enhancing Spatio-temporal connectivity of habitats in dynamic 
urban landscapes

 NODES

A range in size and types of nodes of urban networks is essential to attract a diversity of actors across time (daily, 
weekly, and seasonally). Selb’s town centre is a 
linear commercial node of human activity for the area. Singular buildings with public functions like the youth 
centre, the school or the elderly home act as nodes for specific groups. Large green and blue areas work as critical 
nodes hosting numerous vegetal and animal species.
The project proposes to progressively expand the existing network of nodes in the area between Obere Bergstrasse 
and Friedhofsplatz with a combination of linear commercial uses and singular cultural public uses. Multigenera-
tional dwellings face communal courtyards with permeable grounds, vegetation and water ponds attract wildlife. 
Uncovering the Erkersreuther Bächlein river creates a fluvial linear park, acting as a new node for humans and 
non-humans alike.

 LINKS

Improving the connectivity between the various nodes is a crucial aspect that urban design can tackle to strength-
en interaction and cohesion. Vehicular traffic and asphalt roads are the main current deterrents for people and 
species to dwell in or visit Selb. Therefore, all the steps proposed univocally promote walkability and low emis-
sions mobility, such as cycling and public transport, resulting in a safer, barrier-free and pedestrian-friendly 
environment.
The proposal strengthens existing pedestrian, shared and permeable links in the town centre and proposes new 
ones connecting existing and new nodes. Pedestrian-only links traverse the proposed development in Obere 
Bergstrasse, and vehicular access is always through low speed, shared streets. The new fluvial park links the north-
east neighbourhoods, and new pedestrian connections are opened between Lorenz-Hutschenreuther-Straße and 
the green and leisure infrastructure along Selbbach.



 STEPPING STONES

Linear connections are not the only way to link nodes, nor are they enough to ensure that certain citizens - such 
as the elderly or those with reduced mobility- and species – for example, insects- feel welcomed and be able to 
move between destinations in their journey. We define stepping stones in our guide for Selb as small pocket spac-
es with amenities that offer refuge and a place to pause for them to travel across. Their size, location, and number 
determine the distance that actors can travel and thus are vital for achieving an inclusive city.

Through multiple and complementary steps, the project proposes a range of stepping stones -commercial 
uses, benches, drinking water, trees and vegetation, etc. - along both Obere Bergstrasse and Lorenz-Hutschen-
reuther-Straße. Similarly, paths of stepping stones with public amenities are proposed along the green and blue 
corridors connecting Selb with other urban and landscape centres. For example, we propose placing a bench or 
ledge every 100m along urban links to provide pause points every 500 steps for those with short step-length like 
elderly people.

A vision for Selb 2030

The size and complexity of the site and the ambition of the competition brief cannot be responsibly and sensi-
tively addressed with a monolithic architectural intervention or a closed urban masterplan. Quite the opposite, 
the transition towards an ecological urbanism requires that a number of steps are progressively taken towards the 
objectives stated: rewilding, diversifying, and decarbonising. In the following documents, we describe in detail 
our vision for Selb for the next decade.
Plate 2 enumerates the steps proposed for the next decade and identifies a limited number of key agents and spe-
cies to keep in mind when designing and assessing the interventions. The extensive view of the site demonstrates 
how some of these steps can be implemented and how the networks of people and wildlife will be strengthened. 
As can be appreciated, these measures will improve the connectivity of their networks by developing nodes, links, 
and stepping stones.
Plate 3 zooms into the area delimited by Obere Bergstrasse in the West, Erkersreuther Bächlein to the North, the 
cemetery to the East and Lorenz-Hutschenreuther-Straße to the South. It describes the typologies of public realm 
and buildings proposed and presents the guiding principles and how they connect with the three long-term 
goals. Furthermore, this sample demonstrates how this environment could be inhabited, becoming a thriving, 
inclusive and resilient urban ecosystem.

List of steps forward to be taken

This list is open by definition, and we expect it to be developed in conversation with stakeholders and over time, 
reflecting in their monitoring and evaluation. The steps are organised according to their scope: Buildings (B), 
Uses (U), Urban furniture and amenities (F) and Street design and life (S).

(S01) Bike-friendly roads / reduced speed (S02) Riverside walk (S03) Planting new street trees (S04) Safe pedes-
trian crossings (S05) Expand street width (S06) Decluttered and Barrier-free streetscape (S07 ) Permeable surfac-
es (S08) Reduce on street parking (A01) Intergenerational public space (A02) Inclusive benches and ledges
(A03) Improved street lightning (A04) Drinking Fountains (A05) Provide houses for animals (A06) Active travel 
hub (A07) Kiosk (B01) Pollinator window trail (B02) Façade renewal (B03) Construction waste recycling (B04) 
Green roofs (U01) Ground floor retail (U02) Support sustainable gardening (U03) Informal play spaces (U04) 
Raising community awareness (U05) Civic activation of vacant spaces



Critical agents & Keystone spices

As it is impossible to consider the endless diversity of species and agents, the guide proposes to focus on the 
needs and desires of a limited number of critical agents and keystone species that have a disproportionately large 
effect on their environment relative to their presence and abundance. The selection has been made attending to 
two criteria. Either their vulnerability ensures that if they can thrive, everyone else can, or they play a critical 
role in maintaining the structure of an ecological community. Without critical agents and keystone species, Selb 
urban ecology would be dramatically different.
Elderly people / Endangered spieces / People with visual imparements / Pollinators & Ecosystem engeniers / 
Young people / Wild habitats / People on wheels

Neighbourhood as Inclusive Multispecies Habitat 
The ecological performance of Open Building

Open Buildings are flexible, adaptable, circular and resilient. With distinct architecture, they contribute to a 
dynamic urban context. Drawing on principles advanced by J. Habraken in the 1960s and developed over the 
years by visionary and pioneer designers, their principles offer strategies and scenarios to work towards open and 
dynamic neighbourhoods, affordable and inclusive housing , and building innovation and circularity. When 
adaptive-reuse and retrofit of existing buildings is not possible, this guide proposes to build buildings and public 
realm that are integrated and follow Open Building principles. Below, we outline the main features of the pro-
posed urban and building typologies.

 Morpho-typological principles
Active bands Beyond served and servant spaces
Variable width To respond to context and To host larger diversity of uses
Room-based flexibility Building as a collection of polyvalent rooms Louis Khan meets Hertzberger
Permeable Perimeter Balconies, terraces & passages The importance of in-between space

 Passive Bioclimatic principles
Performance principles that reduce energy consumption by increasing efficiency and increase energy production 
through clean energy and harvesting resources.

 CLT Industrialised timber tectonic
Tectonic principles  towards Decarbonising 
• Materials with low embodied energy 
• Locally sourced timber > Circular economy   + Reduce emissions from transport 
• Demountable dry construction  > Reuse components  > Recycle material  > Reduce Waste  > Optimisation of 
lifespan of each component

 Inclusivity through a flexible mix of uses and sizes
The morpho typological, bioclimatic and tectonic principles result in spaces that can host a wide range of dif-
ferent uses (housing, commercial, office, workshop, cultural centre) and an equally broad range of types within 
those uses (studios, 1-4 bed apartments, cluster homes for communal living of up to 14 bedrooms) that will 
attract a large diversity of households (in terms of age, lifestyle, socioeconomic status, race, culture, household 
structure, etc.). Furthermore, the size and program of this spaces can change over time, generating few waste and 
carbon emissions.

 Urban planning principles for program allocation  
• Commercial uses mainly facing high street to increase and benefit from footfall
• Access to vertical core mainly facing pedestrian courts to foster community 
• Ground floor to absorb varying ground levels through double heights and mezzanines


