20-minute neighbourhood or 15-minute city?
Richard J Dunning, Alessia Calafiore and Alexander Nurse consider the core elements of the 20-minute neighbourhood, draw some key lessons from planning within the context of the actual when planning for the possible, and argue that distinctions between the 15-minute city and the 20-minute neighbourhood should not be ignored

The ‘20-minute neighbourhood’ is the zeitgeist of urban planning. Support for the concept from Parisian Mayor Anne Hidalgo has propelled 20-minute neighbourhoods – or, as they are also called, 15-minute cities – from spirit of the age to physical manifestations. The TCPA,1 among a large number of advocates for enhancing the health and environmental conditions of urban life, have been at the forefront of propagating a deeper understanding of how the 20-minute neighbourhood can be implemented in the UK. The concept has arrived as the pinnacle of contemporary sustainable urbanism. In this article, we explore the core elements of the 20-minute neighbourhood and argue that the semantic difference from the 15-minute city should not be ignored.

The idea of the 20-minute neighbourhood is relatively simple. A resident’s daily and weekly needs should be met within a 10-minute walk, in each direction, of their home. Thus, time, as measured against active travel, is the core spatial descriptor within which routine services are provided.

Within the idea of the 20-minute neighbourhood is the concept of proximity to other neighbourhoods, yet linguistically it separates neighbourhoods from their wider urban context. Confusingly, the 20-minute neighbourhood is often considered a synonym of the 15-minute city. The two names certainly describe similar planning concepts, but that does not mean we should use either term uncritically.


Carlos Moreno is the self-styled progenitor of the 15-minute city, from which the 20-minute neighbourhood draws many of its arguments. Moreno’s conceptualisation of the 15-minute city sees dense and diverse neighbourhoods in their broader, city-wide context. He argues for a form of chrono-urbanism that:

‘means transforming the urban space, which is still highly mono-functional, with central city and its various specialised areas, into polycentric city, based on four major components: proximity, diversity, density and ubiquity, in order to offer this quality of life within short distances, across the six essential urban social functions: living, working, supplying, caring, learning and enjoying.’2

Moreno puts a new title to an older idea within urban planning – that of mixed-use high-density living.3 While elements of this model (proximity to urban green spaces and mixed-use communities) overlap with the Garden City movement, there is more than a nod to arguments by Jane Jacobs (who was a staunch critic of the Garden City movement) for higher urban density and mixed uses, ideas that were built upon through New Urbanism. While this is not the place to resolve the conflict between Jacobs and the Garden City movement, part of the apparent dichotomy is in the application of concepts for urban living on pre-existing urban forms or new settlements. Jacobs was driven by the actual; the Garden City movement by the possible. And so, the 15-minute city or 20-minute neighbourhood, drawing on lessons from both, requires planning for the possible in the context of the existing.

The necessity of planning within the actual should not, however, be considered a barrier to the implementation of the 20-minute neighbourhood. In contrast, it means that we can draw on empirical insights from planning practice to inform both our urban aspirations and our active travel plans. In other words, we can fill in gaps in the guidebook for 20-minute neighbourhood planning from history and consider whether the linguistic distinction from the 15-minute city might matter. Here, we briefly consider two lessons.


First, not all services are equal. To undertake analysis of the multi-faceted service provision required for 20-minute neighbourhoods, there needs to be some simplification of the classification process. For example, schools are often identified as a core service, with a binary approach to classification, without regard to the quality of the school in question. Given the impact of differential school performances on housing markets in the UK, it would be surprising if residents considered the presence of any school an indicator of a successful neighbourhood. The TCPA helpfully highlights a normative assessment of green space in this assessment: ‘good green spaces in the right places’,1 because not all green space is created equal (both Jane Jacobs and Ebenezer Howard agreed on this!). However, distinguishing between the quality of some services (green space4) but not others (schools5) presents an artificial evaluation of the relative significance that is not clearly grounded in residents’ preferences.

Second, not all neighbourhoods are equal. It is almost a tautology that where there is differential service provision between neighbourhoods in free housing markets there is selection of neighbourhoods by ability to pay rather than need. However, planners need to be continuously aware of the distributional impacts of their actions.

To illustrate this point, we have developed an assessment of neighbourhoods in Liverpool that could currently be considered a 20-minute neighbourhood, illustrated in the map below. Through our analysis, we suggest that 21% of the population is currently in a 20-minute neighbourhood. This is both a positive for those living in these neighbourhoods and an indicator of existing inequality in the provision of active travel and services. Liverpool is a socio-economically divided city, and it is clear that there is some correlation between access to services and existing socio-economic distinctions. It is encouraging to read of the evidence of new low-traffic neighbourhoods in London being developed in low-income areas.6 However, as planners, we need to take care that the implementation of new services and infrastructures may exacerbate existing inequalities.
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Areas of Liverpool with high and low accessibility to services within a 10 minute walk

Spatial clusters of areas with high and low access to services within a 10 minute walk. The analysis relies on Ordnance Survey POI data, Crown Copyright and database right, Ordnance Survey licence number 100025252, 2021

Over the last 30 years New Urbanism has been one of the most dominant proponents of social mixing and mixed-use neighbourhoods. Yet, in practice, it has been rolled out incrementally in cities and thus, while antithetical to its principle, has enabled capital to flow from neighbourhood to neighbourhood through sequential gentrification. Examples of displacement in New Urbanist inspired neighbourhoods are common in the USA (for example in Atlanta, Georgia7). Although evidence is less clear in the UK, there has nonetheless been concern in places such as the London Docklands, where some New Urbanist principles are observable.8 The question of equity and concerns over displacement thus need to be considered by planners when supporting 20-minute neighbourhoods, in order to prevent exacerbation of existing inequalities or simply enable the movement of capital around the city.


When these two lessons are taken together, there is strong evidence that the concept of the 15-minute city needs to be grounded in residents’ actual needs and wants, but that simultaneously a holistic city-wide perspective is needed. These lessons do not preclude enhancing active travel and implementation of the 15-minute city, but, if they are to be for the people holistically, then planners need to engage deeply with their contexts and not roll out tokenistic 20-minute neighbourhood criteria.

Furthermore, the distinction between a 20-minute neighbourhood and a 15-minute city matters. The evidence is compelling that delivering a 20-minute neighbourhood brings widespread but not universal benefits for its residents. But how the neighbourhood connects to the wider urban infrastructure and population will impact on the externalities of other city dwellers. Planning practice, therefore, needs to incorporate the impact beyond the neighbourhood and should not lose sight of the 15-minute city when planning for the 20-minute neighbourhood.
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The creation of low-traffic neighbourhoods in low-income areas is an encouraging development, but we need to be aware that gentrification can lead to displacement and exacerbation of existing inequalities
