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Abstract

Legal and urban policy frameworks worldwide, including in North Macedonia, recognise citizen participation as
an important component of planning processes and regulate it through mandatory mechanisms for civic
involvement in the planning of settlements. However, the existence of participatory mechanisms raises a
fundamental question: to what extent are citizens equipped with the knowledge necessary to engage meaningfully
in urban development processes? Legislation may ensure access to participation, but it does not ensure the capacity
to interpret spatial proposals, evaluate trade-offs, and assess the long-term implications of urban transformation.
Without such competencies, participation risks becoming symbolic rather than substantive.

UNESCO also emphasises active citizen participation in the development of cities and human settlements, while
stressing that meaningful participation requires education. Through its Education for Sustainable Development
frameworks, also promoted in North Macedonia, UNESCO seeks to equip citizens with the knowledge, skills,
values, and critical understanding needed to contribute positively to sustainable development. However, the role
of basic urban planning and urban design literacy in supporting informed civic participation in urban development
processes remains insufficiently emphasised.

Drawing on urban theory, this research argues that urban planning and urban design play a central role in shaping
sustainable urban environments. Principles such as density, mobility, walkability, connectivity, mixed-use
diversity, permeability, adaptability, and the quality of the public realm directly influence environmental
performance, social inclusion, accessibility, and urban resilience. Therefore, sustainability education frameworks
should also integrate basic education on urban planning policies and urban design principles. In this way, it will
generate informed civic participation in urban decision-making and a multidimensional approach to sustainable
urban development.
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Introduction

Urban planning and design discourse has increasingly positioned citizen participation as a
central component of democratic and sustainable urban development. International frameworks
and planning theory emphasise that inclusive decision-making processes can enhance
legitimacy, responsiveness, and long-term urban resilience (Healey, 1997; Innes & Booher,
2004; Alexander, 1977, 2002-2005; Carmona, 2001). In parallel, national legislations,
including those of North Macedonia, have incorporated formal mechanisms to involve citizens
in the planning process. Yet, citizens are typically involved at later stages of the planning
process, and their contributions remain largely consultative, with limited influence on final
decisions. However, the existence of participatory mechanisms raises a fundamental question:
to what extent are citizens equipped with knowledge for engaging meaningfully in urban
planning and design processes? While legislation ensures access, it does not ensure
understanding. The capacity to interpret spatial proposals, evaluate trade-offs, and assess long-
term impacts requires specific knowledge and competencies. Without these, participation risks
becoming symbolic rather than substantive, aligning with what Arnstein (1969) described as
tokenistic participation, where citizens are heard but lack real influence over outcomes. This
reveals a critical gap between formal inclusion and actual capacity for participation.
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On the other hand, UNESCO also emphasises the importance of active citizen participation in
the proper development of cities and human settlements. However, it argues that meaningful
participation requires education and public awareness, as citizens need adequate knowledge
and critical understanding of environmental, social, economic, and spatial processes in order
to effectively engage in sustainable development. Through its Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) framework, UNESCO promotes the development of knowledge, skills,
values, and participatory capacities necessary for more sustainable and inclusive urban
environments. Similar initiatives related to sustainability education and civic participation have
also been promoted in North Macedonia through collaborations between UNESCO, national
institutions, and international organisations. (Polenakovikj, 2024) However, they do not
explicitly address urban planning and design as a distinct and necessary domain of knowledge,
despite the fact that cities represent an important spatial context in which sustainability is
materialised.

Urban planning and urban design constitute the operational interface through which
sustainability principles are translated into the built environment. Urban planning primarily
addresses the strategic organisation of land use, density, mobility, infrastructure, and the
distribution of urban functions, while urban design focuses on the physical and experiential
qualities of urban space, including walkability, connectivity, permeability, mixed-use diversity,
adaptability, legibility, and the quality of the public realm. Together, these principles directly
influence ecological performance, social inclusion, accessibility, economic vitality, and long-
term urban resilience. From this perspective, sustainable development depends not only on
environmental policies and technological systems, but also on the spatial organisation and
everyday experience of the city (Carmona, 2021; Bentley et al., 1985; Homes and Communities
Agency, 2013; English Partnerships et al., 2007; Ferati et al., 2019; Saidi et al., 2024; Saidi
Qazimi, 2025). Without an understanding of these processes, citizens remain unable to
meaningfully engage with the decisions that structure their urban environments.

Therefore, this research argues that sustainability education frameworks should integrate basic
education on spatial, urban planning, and urban design principles that support healthy and
sustainable environments. Such education should be introduced progressively across different
stages of learning, from early awareness of the built and natural environment in preschool and
primary education, to more critical engagement with mobility, land use, public space, density,
infrastructure, and urban decision-making in secondary, higher, and adult education. In the case
of North Macedonia, the existing Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) framework
and climate education initiatives already aim to integrate sustainability across educational
levels and teacher training. (Polenakovikj, 2024) However, they do not yet define sustainable
urban planning and urban design literacy as a concrete educational domain. Without this spatial
and regulatory literacy, citizens may become environmentally aware, yet remain unable to
understand, evaluate, and participate meaningfully in the planning decisions that shape the
sustainable development of their settlements.

Legal Framework and the Limits of Effective Participation

The legal framework of urban planning in North Macedonia reflects a long-standing
recognition of public participation. Public engagement was first introduced through the Law
on Urban Planning (3akoH 3a yp6anuctuuko mianupame, 1958), which dedicated Articles 10,
11, and 12 to public inspection and the collection of citizens’ comments and proposals over a
consultation period of 30 to 60 days. These mechanisms were later redefined by the Law on
Regional, Spatial and Urban Planning (3akoH 3a permoHajgHO, MPOCTOPHO U ypOAHUCTHYKO
wianupame, 1965), which provided for public inspection during the adoption of regional and
urban plans, while leaving the procedure to municipal assemblies. The Law on Spatial and
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Urban Planning (3akoH 3a mpocTOpHO W ypOaHUCTHYKO Tutanupame, 1973) made public
inspection compulsory at all phases of spatial and urban planning, although the implementation
procedures remained under the authority of local assemblies. The Law on the System of Spatial
and Urban Planning (3akoH 3a CHCTEMOT Ha MPOCTOPHOTO M YPOAHUCTUYKOTO IUIaHHPAHE,
1985) introduced councils and mandatory public debates as mechanisms of social influence in
spatial and urban planning. Later, the Law on Spatial and Urban Planning (3akoH 3a mpocTopHO
n ypbanucTuuko mianupame, 1996) allowed public surveys and expert debates, enabling
citizens to participate through written remarks, although this participation remained time-
limited and predominantly advisory. Participation was further expanded through the Law on
Spatial and Urban Planning (3akoH 3a mpocTOpHO 1 ypOaHUCTHUKO utaHupame, 2005), which
introduced municipal participatory bodies, mandatory public presentations and surveys, and
transparent reports with written responses to submitted remarks. The Law on Spatial and Urban
Planning (3akoH 3a mpocTopHO M ypOaHUCTHYKO IaHupame, 2014) further detailed public
survey and public presentation procedures through the e-urbanism system, including written
and electronic submissions and mandatory responses to submitted survey sheets. The current
Law on Urban Planning (3akon 3a yp6anuctuuko mianupame, 2020) formalises participation
through public surveys lasting between 30 and 90 days, public presentations of proposed plans,
and participatory bodies composed of representatives from local government, civic
associations, urban and local communities, experts, and activists.

Although participation is legally embedded, official mechanisms are often perceived as
procedural formalities rather than instruments of meaningful engagement, since they are
standardised, time-bound, and primarily oriented toward statutory compliance rather than
genuine dialogue. In addition, these mechanisms are usually activated in the later stages of the
planning process, when the main spatial parameters and planning agendas have already been
defined. This limits citizens’ ability to influence the formulation of planning priorities from the
outset and confines participation largely to commenting on already developed proposals
(Dokuzova et al., 2026).

These limitations are not only procedural but also educational and interpretive. A recent study
conducted in North Macedonia, specifically in Skopje, shows that public participation tends to
be fragmented, uneven, and reactive, clustering around controversial plans rather than
reflecting sustained and systematic civic engagement. The same study found that, when citizens
were asked to observe and represent their immediate urban environments, their interpretations
were often rooted in localised everyday experience, while wider spatial relations and systemic
urban structures remained less apparent. This does not mean that citizens lack valuable
knowledge; rather, it shows that lived experience does not automatically translate into
planning-relevant input. Without accessible visualisation tools, a shared spatial vocabulary,
and basic planning knowledge, citizens often rely on descriptive narratives rather than
analytical reasoning, making it difficult for their observations to enter formal planning
discourse. (Dokuzova et al., 2026)

Such findings correspond with broader debates in planning theory. Participation is often
institutionalised procedurally but lacks substantive impact when citizens are heard without
being able to influence outcomes (Arnstein, 1969; Hordijk et al., 2015). As Forester (1989)
argues, planning processes are shaped by the management of information, knowledge, trust,
and power; therefore, meaningful participation requires more than formal access. Similarly,
communicative planning theory emphasises dialogue, mutual learning, and the construction of
shared understanding among stakeholders (Healey, 1997). This position is theoretically
supported by Habermas’s theory of communicative action, in which rational communication
and public justification are central to reaching understanding and coordinating collective action
(Habermas, 1984).
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Christopher Alexander’s (2002-2005) understanding of design as a gradual and generative
process further strengthens this critique. He rejects mechanical, top-down design methods and
instead argues for adaptive processes in which environments are shaped step by step, through
decisions that respond to the existing spatial and social structure of a place. Such an approach
implies that inhabitants should not be consulted only after plans have been completed. Their
knowledge of everyday routines, needs, and spatial experience should inform the project while
decisions are still being developed. Participation, therefore, is not a late-stage procedure for
reacting to fixed proposals, but part of the generative process through which coherent and life-
supporting environments are formed. Thus, effective participation requires both earlier
inclusion in the planning process and the development of citizens’ capacity to understand,
evaluate, and communicate spatial issues in ways that can meaningfully inform urban decision-
making.

Education as a Precondition for Informed Civic Agency

The limitations of civic participatory planning cannot be understood solely as institutional
shortcomings; they must also be examined as a consequence of insufficient civic capacity.
While legal frameworks provide mechanisms for inclusion, they do not equip citizens with the
knowledge required to engage meaningfully with complex planning processes. In this sense,
participation is not simply a matter of access but of competence. The ability to interpret spatial
information, evaluate planning proposals, and engage in reasoned deliberation depends on
forms of knowledge that are neither intuitive nor universally distributed. Therefore, one of the
main ways to develop citizens’ capacity for informed evaluation and meaningful participation
is through education.

This perspective aligns with the broader principles of UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD), which emphasises that sustainable societies require citizens to be
educated in the principles of sustainable development so that they can understand complex
environmental, social, and economic interdependencies, make responsible decisions, use
resources sustainably, and contribute to more just, inclusive, and climate-resilient societies.
UNESCO has played a central role in promoting ESD and, for the period 2020-2030,
introduced the framework Education for Sustainable Development: Towards achieving the
Sustainable Development Goals. This framework seeks to integrate ESD and the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals into education systems worldwide. It focuses on developing the
knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes that learners, as future citizens and active members of
society, need to contribute to sustainable development. Its implementation roadmap identifies
five priority action areas: advancing policy, transforming learning environments, strengthening
the capacities of educators, empowering youth, and accelerating local-level action. (Anon.,
2022; Polenakovikj, 2024)

However, although UNESCO strongly emphasises the need to educate citizens in the principles
of sustainable development, its framework does not sufficiently foreground education in the
basic principles of urban planning and urban design. This is a relevant gap, because urban
planning and urban design shape many dimensions of sustainable development in cities and
settlements, including land use, mobility, density, public space, environmental quality, social
inclusion, and everyday urban life. If citizens are not educated in these spatial and planning-
related issues, sustainability education remains partial. At the same time, the legal right granted
to citizens to participate in planning processes remains limited in practice, since they may lack
the knowledge required to understand, evaluate, and influence decisions that direct the
sustainable development of their settlements. Without an understanding of these processes,
citizens are unable to connect abstract sustainability concepts with the concrete realities of
urban development.
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In the context of North Macedonia, the integration of Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD) and Climate Change Education (CCE) into the education system is considered
particularly important for preparing future generations to respond to challenges such as
uncontrolled urbanisation, air pollution, waste management, the lack of green spaces, and
climate change. Education should not only raise individual awareness but also influence how
cities, infrastructure, and public policies are planned and developed. According to the 2024
Action Plan, North Macedonia aims to integrate ESD and CCE across all levels of education
and teacher training, in line with UNESCO principles. Its main priorities include the integration
of ESD and CCE into curricula, the development of educators’ capacities, and investment in
educational infrastructure. (Polenakovikj, 2024) These curricula would become more complete
if they also integrated education on urban planning processes and on the principles through
which healthy and sustainable cities and settlements are planned, designed, and developed.

In the education system of North Macedonia, particularly at the primary and secondary levels,
ESD topics are mainly focused on environmental protection, biodiversity, pollution, energy,
and waste management. (Polenakovikj, 2024) However, more concrete content related to
sustainable urban development remains insufficiently developed. This includes topics such as
urban planning, public transport, rational land use, sustainable consumption, ecological
construction, and the relationship between urbanisation and climate change. Issues related to
active citizenship and social responsibility are also not addressed in sufficient depth. As a
result, students may develop general environmental awareness, but still lack a clear
understanding of urban challenges and of the role that individuals and communities can play
in shaping more sustainable cities.

This gap is important because urban planning represents the link between sustainability
principles and concrete decisions concerning land use, infrastructure, mobility, public space,
and the built environment. Without the basic ability to interpret plans and understand urban
processes, civic participation often remains limited to short-term concerns or individual
interests. Citizens may evaluate urban conditions mainly through personal experiences,
everyday inconveniences, or immediate needs, but such evaluations do not necessarily address
the broader structural and global processes that shape the city and its sustainability, such as
climate change, resource consumption, mobility systems, social inequality, land-use pressures,
or long-term environmental resilience (Dokuzova et al., 2026). For this reason, such
competencies should begin to develop from early education and continue through formal and
non-formal learning.

Workshops, digital platforms, and community-based learning environments can help citizens
connect everyday spatial experience with professional planning discourse. However, the most
important step is to embed these issues within formal education by preparing teachers and
integrating spatial literacy, urban sustainability, and civic participation into school curricula.
This would allow citizens to gradually develop basic knowledge about urban processes from
an early age, rather than engaging with planning only when specific local problems directly
affect them. Spatial education could also take place through the way children experience, use,
and interpret their school environment. In this sense, the schoolyard can also function as a
pedagogical space for learning, social interaction, play, contact with nature, and the gradual
development of environmental and spatial awareness (Dehari et al., 2022). In this context,
gradual education becomes a precondition for meaningful participation, enabling citizens to
move from fragmented reaction toward more informed and proactive civic engagement in
sustainable urban decision-making.

Well-informed citizens can contribute not only to decisions concerning sustainable urban
development in general, but also to more specific issues that directly affect everyday urban life
and experience. For example, when abandoned buildings or neglected sites appear within the
city, citizens can recognise their potential and question the absence of sustainable strategies for
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their management and reuse (lbraimi & Radevski, 2025; Ibraimi, 2022). They can also
critically respond to decisions driven primarily by short-term economic interests or private
investment priorities, rather than by long-term sustainability goals that include the community
and correspond to its needs (Ibraimi et al., 2025). Similarly, informed citizens can defend their
rights when built and unbuilt public spaces fail to accommodate all users equally, which
contradicts the social dimension of sustainable urban planning (Ibraimi & Merxhani, 2023).
They can also raise their voice when the physical and experiential qualities of cultural heritage
need to be protected or cultivated, whether in relation to individual buildings (Saidi et al., 2021)
or to the collective memory of characteristic traditional urban elements (Limani, 2023, 2025).
Several developed Western countries have already integrated aspects of spatial awareness,
urban development, and civic education into broader educational and public-learning
frameworks. Germany offers one of the most developed examples of institutionalised civic
education in Europe. The Federal Agency for Civic Education (Bundeszentrale fir politische
Bildung / bpb), established in 1952, has as its central mission the strengthening of democratic
awareness and political education. Through publications, seminars, educational materials,
digital platforms, and public programmes, it supports citizens’ ability to understand political
and social processes. Its work also addresses themes related to democracy, participation,
society, and public life, making it a relevant example of how civic education can intersect with
spatial and urban issues without necessarily being organised as a separate urban planning
subject (Bundeszentrale fiir politische Bildung, 2003, 2011).

Denmark provides another illustrative example. The Danish Folkeskole is structured around
national aims that prepare pupils for participation, responsibility, rights, and duties in a
democratic society, while also developing their understanding of the relationship between
human beings and the environment. Within this educational framework, spatial and
environmental knowledge can be introduced through subjects such as geography, social
studies, biology, and other curriculum areas concerned with society, environment, resources,
and everyday life. This shows that urban and environmental awareness can begin in
compulsory education, without treating urban planning as an exclusively professional field
(Danish Ministry of Children and Education).

The Netherlands is also relevant as a comparative context because of its long tradition of
integrated spatial planning and consensus-oriented public decision-making, often associated
with the “polder model.” Dutch planning culture has been linked to cooperation, negotiation,
democratic self-rule, and consensus-building in economic, environmental, and spatial
governance. This does not mean that citizens automatically possess planning expertise, but it
suggests that public participation becomes stronger when it is supported by long-term
institutional cultures of dialogue, public debate, and spatial decision-making. The Dutch case,
therefore, illustrates that citizens’ urban awareness is not accidental but shaped through
sustained educational, cultural, and institutional practices. (Schreuder, 2001)

The following section briefly elaborates on how urban planning and urban design influence
sustainable development, and why this research insists that citizens should be better informed
about these principles. If citizens are expected to participate in the planning of their cities and
settlements, their participation should be supported by an understanding of how planning and
design decisions shape environmental quality, social inclusion, mobility, public space, and the
long-term sustainability of urban life.

Urban Planning and Design as a Determinant of Sustainable Urban Environments
Urban planning and urban design play a fundamental role in shaping sustainable urban

environments because they determine how settlements are organised, used, and transformed
over time. Through decisions concerning land use, density, urban growth, mobility,
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infrastructure, public space, and the relationship between built and natural systems, planning
and design influence ecological performance, social inclusion, economic activity, and cultural
continuity. At the environmental level, these decisions affect energy consumption, emissions,
land transformation, resource efficiency, and the preservation of natural systems. Compact and
well-connected urban structures can reduce transport-related energy use and limit the
conversion of agricultural and natural land, while dispersed development tends to increase
infrastructure costs, car dependency, emissions, and environmental degradation. In this sense,
sustainable development is not shaped only by technological innovation, environmental
regulation, or individual behaviour, but also by the spatial and physical structure of settlements
themselves. (Ness, 2001; Larco & Knudson, 2024)

Urban planning and urban design influence sustainable development across multiple spatial
scales, from the region and city to the neighbourhood, street, block, and parcel. Each scale
contributes differently to ecological performance, social well-being, economic vitality, and
long-term adaptability. Sustainability is therefore not produced through a single intervention,
but through the coordination of planning and design decisions across interconnected levels. At
the regional and city scale, planning decisions determine the direction of urban growth, the
protection of natural and agricultural land, the location of major infrastructure, and the
relationship between settlements, transport systems, and ecological networks. These decisions
influence land consumption, emissions, commuting distances, access to services, and the long-
term resilience of urban systems. Compact and well-connected urban growth can reduce
pressure on agricultural land and natural habitats, while fragmented and dispersed development
tends to increase infrastructure costs, car dependency, and environmental degradation. (Naess,
2001; Larco & Knudson, 2024; Carmona, 2001)

At the neighbourhood scale, decisions concerning density, land-use mix, public facilities, green
spaces, schools, local services, and mobility networks shape the quality of the environment,
everyday accessibility, social inclusion, and health outcomes. A well-planned neighbourhood
can reduce dependence on private vehicles by placing daily needs within walking or cycling
distance, thereby helping to lower traffic-related air pollution and emissions. It can also support
residents’ physical and mental well-being through safe pedestrian routes, accessible green
spaces, active public spaces, and opportunities for social interaction. Thus, neighbourhood
planning becomes a direct determinant of both environmental quality and everyday well-being.
(Naess, 2001; Larco & Knudson, 2024; Carmona, 2001)

At the street and block scale, urban design shapes the quality of the environment and the
everyday well-being of residents through the way movement, safety, public life, and
environmental comfort are organised. Street connectivity, pedestrian comfort, shade, active
frontages, traffic calming, stormwater management, and ecological continuity influence
whether streets operate only as traffic corridors or become livable public spaces. Well-designed
streets and blocks can reduce exposure to traffic stress, improve walkability, moderate heat,
support safer movement, and create conditions for social interaction. At this scale,
sustainability becomes directly experienced through walkability, microclimate, safety, social
activity, and the capacity of streets and blocks to support multiple forms of use. (Ness, 2001,
Larco & Knudson, 2024; Carmona, 2001)

At the parcel and building interface, design decisions shape the quality of the environment
indoors as well as outdoors and residents’ everyday well-being through the way buildings meet
the street and relate to the surrounding public space. Building orientation, setbacks, ground-
floor use, vegetation, surface permeability, entrances, edges, and the transition between private
and public space influence energy performance in indoor spaces as well as outdoor ones,
environmental comfort, privacy, safety, and opportunities for social interaction. This scale is
important because it mediates between individual buildings and the wider urban environment.
A building can either activate the street, provide shade, support pedestrian comfort, and create
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a clear relationship between public and private space, or it can contribute to inactive edges,
poor microclimatic conditions, social isolation, and fragmented urban experience. In this way,
even small-scale design decisions affect how sustainable, comfortable, and socially responsive
an urban environment becomes over time. (Carmona, 2001; Gehl, 2011; Larco & Knudson,
2024; Goxha et al., 2024).

Environmental policies and green technologies often define the desired outcomes of sustainable
development, including reduced emissions, resource efficiency, ecological protection, and
healthier environments. Urban planning and urban design translate these outcomes into spatial
conditions through the form, configuration, and interrelation of primary urban elements, such
as buildings, parcels, blocks, streets, and open spaces. Through these spatial arrangements,
planning and design shape movement, accessibility, public life, ecological continuity,
environmental comfort, and everyday urban use, making urban form a central mechanism
through which sustainable development is generated.

The discussion above presented only a brief overview of how the built environment, together
with urban planning and urban design strategies, can influence sustainable development and
the creation of healthy environments for living. Several influential works in urban literature
have attempted to synthesise the principles through which the planning and design of cities
shape urban quality of life in ecological, economic, social, cultural, psychological, and
temporal terms. One of the most comprehensive frameworks is offered in the work of Matthew
Carmona (2001), where urban environments are understood through multiple interrelated
dimensions: morphological, functional, social, visual, perceptual, and temporal. This
perspective shows that urban sustainability depends not only on environmental performance,
but also on how urban form supports accessibility, public life, identity, safety, adaptability, and
long-term change.

A similar user-oriented logic is developed in Responsive Environments (Bentley et al., 1985),
which explains how urban design can increase people’s choices through permeability, variety,
legibility, robustness, visual appropriateness, richness, and personalisation. These principles
suggest that well-designed environments are those that people can move through, understand,
use in different ways, adapt over time, and develop attachment to. The book “A Pattern
Language: Towns, Buildings, Construction” (Alexander et al., 1977) adds another important
layer by translating everyday spatial experience into recurring patterns of human use, showing
how settlements, neighbourhoods, streets, buildings, thresholds, and rooms can be shaped to
support social life, comfort, belonging, and everyday well-being. Taken together, these works
demonstrate that the built environment has a direct role in shaping both the sustainability and
the lived quality of urban settlements.

However, such works often remain selectively used by professionals and require considerable
theoretical and practical commitment to be understood and applied by non-professionals. In
contrast, the Urban Design Compendium 1&2 represents an attempt to simplify and
operationalise key principles of urban planning and urban design in a more accessible form. It
translates complex urban design knowledge into practical guidance related to character,
continuity and enclosure, public realm quality, ease of movement, legibility, adaptability,
diversity, density, mixed use, streets, public spaces, safety, and resource efficiency. In this
sense, it is not merely a professional manual, but a bridge between specialised urban knowledge
and broader public understanding of how the built environment can be improved.

This is important because urban literature already contains substantial evidence and practical
knowledge on how spatial planning and urban design can contribute to more sustainable and
higher-quality environments. Many of these principles are also present, at least implicitly, in
planning laws and regulations, where notions such as the humanisation of space, spatial
harmony, protection of local character, environmental quality, and public interest are often
mentioned as criteria that should guide planning decisions. However, these principles are
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frequently formulated in broad and abstract terms, without clearly explaining the spatial
mechanisms through which they should be achieved. As a result, they may remain declarative,
weakly interpreted, or easily neglected in practice. The challenge, therefore, is not only the
absence of knowledge but also its accessibility, simplification, operationalisation, and
contextual adaptation.

While some principles of sustainable urban planning and design have broad relevance, others
must be critically examined and adapted to the physical, social, cultural, and institutional
conditions of specific settlements. For North Macedonia, this means that existing urban design
knowledge should not be adopted mechanically. It should be analysed, contextualised, and
translated into clear educational content and practical mechanisms that can be integrated across
different levels of schooling. The aim is for these principles to become internalised knowledge,
not only for citizens as a basis for informed public evaluation, but also for future professionals
who will participate in planning, designing, regulating, and managing the built environment.
In this way, education can help transform abstract planning values, such as spatial harmony,
humanisation of space, protection of local character, and environmental quality, into more
concrete capacities for understanding and shaping sustainable urban environments.

Conclusion

This research addresses the importance of educating citizens on the basic principles of urban
planning and urban design, so that the legal and institutional right granted to them to participate
in urban decision-making can become informed, meaningful, and effective. While legal and
policy frameworks increasingly recognise citizens as participants in the planning and
development of settlements, the mere existence of participatory mechanisms does not
guarantee substantive engagement. A central concern raised in this paper is whether citizens
are sufficiently equipped to understand spatial proposals, evaluate urban plans, identify trade-
offs, and provide relevant input that can contribute to the sustainable development of their
cities.
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The discussion has shown that meaningful participation depends not only on legal access, but
also on knowledge and interpretive capacity. UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable
Development frameworks attempt to strengthen citizens’ ability to contribute to sustainable
development by promoting knowledge, skills, values, and critical understanding. However,
these frameworks tend to address sustainability in broad environmental, social, and economic
terms, while the role of urban planning and urban design as key determinants of sustainable
urban environments remains insufficiently emphasised.

By briefly demonstrating how planning and design decisions shape land use, density, mobility,
public space, infrastructure, ecological systems, environmental quality, social inclusion, health,
and everyday urban life, this research argues that sustainability education should also include
basic urban planning and urban design literacy. Citizens cannot meaningfully evaluate or
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influence the development of their settlements if they do not understand how the physical
structure of the city is produced and how it affects sustainability.

The main contribution of this paper is therefore to argue for the integration of sustainable urban
planning and urban design principles into education frameworks for sustainable development.
These principles should be analysed, simplified, contextually adapted, and introduced across
different levels of education, so that they become part of citizens’ and future professionals’
basic knowledge. In this way, participation can move beyond formal consultation and become
a more informed civic capacity. If citizens are expected to contribute to the sustainable
development of their settlements, they must also be educated in the essential spatial and design
principles through which such development is actually shaped.
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