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Abstract: The UK has one of the world’s most urbanised societies where nearly 83% of the total population lives 13 
in cities. The continuing population growth could lead to increases in environmental pollutions and congestion 14 
within cities. The framework of urban metabolism uses an analogy between cities and ecosystems to study the 15 
metabolic processes within complex urban systems akin to natural biological systems. It remains as a challenge 16 
to fully understand the complicated distribution of resource flows within an urban network. In this paper, 17 
Ecological Network Analysis was applied to study the intra-city flows between economic sectors in 35 functional 18 
urban areas in order to investigate their respective metabolic relationships. The intra-city flows network of each 19 
area was also supplemented with the geographical distance between the workplace zones to study the impacts of 20 
spatial distribution on the density of resource flows. The metabolic systems were dominated by 64% of 21 
exploitative relationships with an average mutualism index of 0.93 and synergism index of 3.56 across all 35 22 
areas. The consumption-control and production-dependency relationships revealed the hierarchical orders among 23 
the sectors resembling the pyramidal structure of an urban ecosystem. Network community classification 24 
emphasized the importance of inter-relationship within the organisation of each community class. The producer-25 
type and consumer-type communities showed the tendencies of those sectors to cluster based on their respective 26 
hierarchical roles in the ecosystem. This work provides an insight into the wide range of intra-city ecological 27 
metabolic characteristics which can potentially expand to a multi-scale assessment of urban metabolism across 28 
the country. 29 

Keywords: Urban Metabolism; Input-Output Analysis; Ecological Network Analysis; Network community 30 
structure; Workplace spatial distribution.  31 
 32 

1. Introduction 33 

Urban population which made up to 55% of total population worldwide in 2016 is undergoing fastest growth 34 
in history, from 34% in 1960 and is projected to increase to 66% by 2050 (DESA, 2016).  The UK has one of the 35 
world’s most urbanised societies where nearly 83% of the total population lives in cities (World Bank, 2017). The 36 
continuing trend of rapid urbanisation presents a challenge for national and local governments to maintain the 37 
economic growth and standards of living in cities while ensuring the rates of resource consumption return to being 38 
within planetary limits.   39 

The concept of urban metabolism by Wolman (Wolman, 1965) proposes an analogy between cities and 40 
ecosystems to study the metabolic processes within complex urban systems akin to a natural biological system 41 
using a hypothetical model. Since Wolman’s pioneering study, research efforts have been invested to explore and 42 
expand the conceptual model by applying real data from various cities (Huang and Chen, 2009; Huang and Hsu, 43 
2003; Newcombe et al., 1978; Warren-Rhodes et al., 2001; Zuchetto, 1975). Despite the wide range of analytical 44 
frameworks developed to account for various types of material flows entering and leaving the cities (Cencic and 45 
Rechberger, 2008; Hunt et al., 2014; Page et al., 2008), it remains a challenge to fully understand the complicated 46 
distribution of resource flows within the urban network. Material flow analysis applies mass balance to quantify 47 
in- and out-flows of resources and evaluate the remaining stocks in cities. This accounting technique is useful in 48 
tracking circulations of material and to optimise disposal of waste generated from urban activities through 49 
recycling. However, it does not address the spatial distribution and resource flows within the internal organisation 50 
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of a complex urban ecosystem (Ravalde and Keirstead, 2015). For energy flow analysis, emergy approach is 51 
proposed based on the concept of embodied energy in the flows of certain materials, which was developed by 52 
Odum (Odum, 1976, 1996) in his theory on the functioning of ecological system.  In theory, the emergy approach 53 
addresses and rectifies the problem of incomparable flows between different subsystems and improves 54 
consistency for the losses and efficiencies of different transformations taking place within the system. The concern 55 
for such approach lies on the use of an appropriate measurement in converting the units of energy and must be 56 
determined for all flows to ensure a unified standard.   57 

From the perspective of ecological networks (Bai, 2016; Huang, 1998; Newman, 1999), urban ecosystem is 58 
governed by the complex interactions among its components which lead to a unique mechanism in the shaping of 59 
ecological structure and social communities of a city. The Ecological Network Analysis (ENA) approach dissects 60 
the problems of urban ecosystem at each hierarchical level of the system based on its respective functioning roles 61 
and the rates of resource consumption. The concept of ENA was formed by connecting the smaller individual 62 
entities in the system as an ecological network to understand the existing direct and indirect linkages among the 63 
components, sharing a similar concept with a natural ecosystem. The work of ENA integrated with Input-Output 64 
techniques from Leontief’s model to study the structural distribution of different components in an ecosystem 65 
(Hannon 1973; Leontief, 1986), hence its impact on the interrelations between different trophic levels based on 66 
the hierarchical structure of an ecological pyramid. ENA was further improved and refined by incorporating with 67 
flow analysis (to address the total system throughflow, average path-length and cycling index) and hence, the 68 
concept of “environ” was generated to study the behaviours of an ecological network with the pre-determined 69 
input and output flows at each component (Fath and Killian, 2007; Finn, 1976; Patten, 1982). From ENA, the 70 
energy and material flows through an ecosystem were simulated to investigate the structural distributions and 71 
functionality of the system (Jørgensen, 2000; Szyrmer and Ulanowicz, 1987). ENA provides an analytical tool for 72 
various applications to study metabolism in cities from different perspectives i.e. ecological hierarchy relationship, 73 
spatial variation, energy flows in previous scholarly researches (Chen and Chen, 2014; Fan et al., 2017; Fath and 74 
Borrett, 2006; Fath et al. 2010; Zhang et al., 2010, 2016). The technique of ENA is not limited to intra-system 75 
flows scaled on a single level such as city, region or country but also applied to study interregional energy flows 76 
between connected cities at combined levels, as demonstrated in the case study of Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei in China 77 
(Zheng et al., in press). 78 

To understand the requirements on resource management and examine the metabolic characteristics of an 79 
urban system, application of ENA on 35 functional urban areas in England and Wales was implemented in this 80 
study. ENA linked the socio-economic sectors in the urban area in an inter-connected network and investigated 81 
the pairwise metabolic relationships through the intra-city monetary transactions, reflecting the dependencies of 82 
the urban ecological network in terms of its resources flows and consumptions. The study was further extended 83 
with the estimated geographical distance between the sectors from the respective workplace zones classifications 84 
to address the spatial impact of urban network. For city planning and policymaking, this work demonstrates a 85 
better understanding of different resource demands and circulations within the local flow network, enabling the 86 
regulation of the needs and wastes of each sector in the city. Strategic resource management should improve the 87 
efficiency of the urban metabolism and lead to long-term benefits for the society. 88 

The goals of this paper are twofold, firstly, it presents a novel attempt to conduct an in-depth inspection of 89 
intra-city metabolism across all urban areas in England and Wales at an aggregated level, highlighting the 90 
ecological interactions between the components of the urban ecosystem as a whole. Secondly, this paper addresses 91 
the spatial characteristics of urban network community structure and discusses the impact on community 92 
classification based on flow densities. 93 

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. The next section in this paper explains the methodology adopted 94 
in the process of data sourcing and preparation, followed by the ecological methodologies and the functional 95 
analysis implemented in this work. Furthermore, the result of metabolic relationships and network community 96 
structures are also included. The final section concludes the study with the potential implications and future 97 
investigations on intra-city metabolism. 98 

2. Methodology  99 

2.1 Data Preparation 100 
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The UK National Input-Output Supply and Use Table 2011 published by Official National Statistics (ONS, 101 
2017a) was used in this study. In order to examine the flow at a local scale, the data for Gross Value Added (GVA) 102 
2011 (ONS, 2017b) of different sectors for each functional urban area were used to scale down the national flow 103 
data accordingly, assuming the same ratio for local production and consumption of goods and services compared 104 
to the national figures. This could result in erroneous estimations of import and export since international cross-105 
boundary flow does not scale with the local GVA.  The resultant format of the input-output data for all industrial 106 
sectors must comply with Leontief’s model (Leontief, 1986). The input-output monetary flows within the city 107 
were tabulated in the form of a balanced square matrix. This was then used as the adjacency matrix was to 108 
construct the resource flow network. In this paper, 35 case studies were identified based on the boundary of 109 
functional urban areas in England and Wales. Table 1 shows the abbreviation and name for all 35 functional urban 110 
areas, in a decreasing order of their total population. The urban audit boundary was set to define the scope of the 111 
study for 35 functional urban areas in England and Wales, which includes the core central city of each area and 112 
its commuting zones (Eurostat, 2017). In this case, the wider functional urban areas might consist of multiple local 113 
authorities (the lowest administrative level of local governing councils) as data collecting units. The resultant data 114 
of urban population and GVA of the urban areas were obtained by combining all the local authorities within the 115 
respective boundaries.  116 

 117 
Rank Abbrev. Functional Urban Area Population1 Gross Value 

Added (GVA)1 

/£ millions 

GVA 

Fraction 

(%)  

1 LO London 12,142,021 413,048 48.4 

2 WM West Midlands (Birmingham) 2,864,763 52,211 6.1 

3 MA Greater Manchester 2,776,368 52,800 6.2 

4 LP Liverpool 1,506,492 26,784 3.1 

5 NE Tyneside Conurbation (Newcastle) 1,199,547 25,672 3.0 

6 LD Leeds 1,160,663 26,575 3.1 

7 SP Sheffield 908,572 15,597 1.8 

8 BZ Bristol 894,582 23,235 2.7 

9 CD Cardiff 885,276 15,418 1.8 

10 NG Greater Nottingham 870,408 16,528 1.9 

11 LC Leicester 836,641 15,845 1.9 

12 KH Kingston upon Hull 590,796 10,151 1.2 

13 CV Coventry 542,820 10,004 1.2 

14 PO Portsmouth 520,816 10,905 1.3 

15 BU Bournemouth 511,926 10,399 1.2 

16 SJ Stoke-on-Trent 469,806 7,579 0.9 

17 MB Middlesbrough 465,356 7,906 0.9 

18 CH Cheshire West & Chester 459,774 8,751 1.0 

19 NR Norwich 381,393 8,024 0.9 

20 SS Swansea 378,571 5,971 0.7 

21 BE Brighton and Hove 370,536 7,287 0.9 

22 SO Southampton 361,722 8,248 1.0 

23 PR Preston 356,826 7,137 0.8 

24 DB Derby 343,858 7,405 0.9 

25 EX Exeter 328,271 6,664 0.8 
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26 BP Blackpool 325,870 5,359 0.6 

27 RG Reading 310,282 10,773 1.3 

28 BB Blackburn with Darwen 285,498 4,944 0.6 

29 CB Cambridge 272,567 8,321 1.0 

30 IP Ipswich 258,319 5,630 0.7 

31 NP Newport 236,975 4,331 0.5 

32 LL Lincoln 201,603 3,883 0.5 

33 GL Cheltenham 197,914 5,006 0.6 

34 TN Hastings 180,902 2,786 0.3 

35 BN Burnley 176,608 2,651 0.3 
1Combined regional data based on Local Authority in the UK (2011) (ONS, 2017c) 118 

Table 1. Name and abbreviation of 35 functional urban areas in England and Wales. 119 
 120 

The sectors in the National Input-Output Supply and Use Table at intermediate product level were 121 
categorised according to UK Standard Industrial Classification of Economic Activities (SIC2007) (ONS, 2017d) 122 
to allocate the 105 sectors to 11 categories of the GVA data provided by the local authorities based on the types 123 
of economic activity, as shown in Table 2. This was to reduce the resolution of economic activities in order to 124 
obtain the input-output flow data at urban level through GVA scaling. See supplementary Table 1 and 2 for the 125 
national input-output data of 105 and 11 sectors respectively. See supplementary Table 3 for local intra-city input-126 
output table for 35 urban areas, scaled to local GVA.   127 

 128 
Sector Number Sector Code Contents 

1 A Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing 

2 BDE Production other than manufacturing: 

Mining and quarrying 

Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 

Water supply, sewerage, waste management, remediation activities 

3 C Manufacturing 

4 F Construction 

5 GHI Distribution: 

Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles. 

Transport and storage 

Accommodation and food service activities 

6 J Information and Communication 

7 K Finance and Insurance Activities 

8 L Real Estate Activities 

9 MN Business Service Activities: 

Professional, scientific and technical activities 

Administrative and support service activities 

10 OPQ Public Administration and defence; compulsory social security 

Education 

Human health and social work activities 

11 RST Arts entertainment and recreation 

Other service activities 

Household activities for own use. 

Table 2. Industrial classification. 129 
 130 

Workplace zones classification data based on the workforce populations (Cockings et al., 2015) were applied 131 
to investigate the spatial distribution of the local community structure and its impact on resource consumption. 132 
Sector allocations were carried out based on the employment data documented by ONS (2012) in each workplace 133 
zone and two sectors with the two highest workforce populations were selected. There were two exceptional cases 134 
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of special condition in this part: first, if the employment number for multiple sectors are similar, the zone is 135 
allocated under multiple sectors simultaneously; second, if one sector only exists in a particular workplace zone, 136 
it is selected regardless of its population in that area. Geographic Information System (GIS) was used to measure 137 
the spatial distance between the sectors within the urban areas and to study the relationship between the spatial 138 
connection among the sectors and their monetary flows. The “spatial join” function combined the workplace zones 139 
with each urban audit function area of the 35 cases (ONS, 2017c) inspected in this study. The centroid, or 140 
geometrical centre of each polygon in the workplace zone area was identified using GIS to represent the location 141 
of the respective sector, as shown in Fig. 1. A distance matrix (11×11) was generated to tabulate the average 142 
pairwise distance between all 11 sectors for each area. 143 

 144 

Fig. 1. Map showing the geographical location of 35 functional urban areas including (a) the workplace zones in 145 
Leeds with its respective classification based on industrial type and (b) the conceptual schematic diagram of 146 

Leeds to demonstrate the network model with multiple sector nodes and connecting flows between them. 147 

2.2 Ecological Network Analysis 148 

The conceptual ecological network model in Fig. 1b shows that each node represents a sector, located at the 149 
centroid of each workplace zone on the map of an urban area and the arrow connection between the nodes 150 
represents the resources flow. In this study, the network had bi-directional flows with different weights, 151 
corresponded to the monetary value of the flows. For steady-state operation, the input-output flow system was 152 

assumed to be in equilibrium, where the sum of inflows equals to the sum of outflows, 𝑇𝑖(𝑖𝑛) = 𝑇𝑖(𝑜𝑢𝑡)
. Given that 153 𝑓𝑖𝑗  represents flows from compartment 𝑗 to compartment 𝑖  and vice versa, the formulae for total inflow and 154 

outflow at compartment 𝑖 are 155 

𝑇𝑖(𝑖𝑛) = 𝑇𝑖 = ∑ 𝑓𝑖𝑗𝑛
𝑗=1 + 𝑧𝑖 (1) 

𝑇𝑖(𝑜𝑢𝑡) = 𝑇𝑗 = ∑ 𝑓𝑗𝑖𝑛
𝑗=1 + 𝑦𝑖  (2) 
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where 𝑧𝑖 represents cross-boundary inflow and 𝑦𝑖 represents cross-boundary outflow. 156 

However, the initial regional input-output table was not in equilibrium. Inter-city flows were not accounted 157 
when scaling down the input-output flows according to local 𝐺𝑉𝐴 data. Only the national import and export were 158 
taken as cross-boundary flow into and out of the city. To balance the local intra-city input-output table, any 159 

computed difference between the initial 𝑇𝑖(𝑖𝑛)
 and 𝑇𝑖(𝑜𝑢𝑡)

 was treated as addition to the total cross-boundary flows 160 
around each urban area, regardless of inter-city or international flows. 161 

With the balanced flow matrix, the Ecological Network Analysis (ENA) method (Chen and Chen, 2014; Fan 162 
et al., 2017; Fath and Borrett, 2006; Fath et al., 2010; Jørgensen, 2000; Zhang et al., 2010, 2016; Zheng et al., in 163 
press) was employed to study the metabolic relationships between the sectors within an urban area with each 164 
sector being treated as a compartment in the urban network. The functional analysis frameworks of ENA are as 165 
demonstrated in the next section. 166 

2.2.1. Throughflow Analysis 167 

Throughflow Analysis transfers the initial direct and dimensional flow matrix into two dimensionless 168 
integral flow intensity matrices, in which 𝑁  refers to the output-oriented flows while 𝑁’ refers to the input-169 
oriented flows. Firstly, the non-dimensional inter-compartment flow matrices, 𝐺 = (𝑔𝑖𝑗) and 𝐺′ = (𝑔′𝑖𝑗) are given 170 

as: 171 𝑔𝑖𝑗 = 𝑓𝑖𝑗𝑇𝑗  (3) 

𝑔′𝑖𝑗 = 𝑓𝑖𝑗𝑇𝑖  (4) 

The integral flow intensity matrices, 𝑁 and 𝑁’ can be calculated from 𝐺 and 𝐺’ as shown in the following 172 
equations: 173 𝑁 =  𝐺0 + 𝐺1 + 𝐺2 + 𝐺3 + ⋯ +  𝐺𝑛  = (𝐼 − 𝐺)−1 (5) 𝑁′ =  (𝐺′)0 + (𝐺′)1 + 𝐺(𝐺′)2 + (𝐺′)3 + ⋯ +  (𝐺′)𝑛  = (𝐼 − 𝐺′)−1 (6) 

The identity matrix 𝐺0 and (𝐺’)0 represent the self-flow of the compartments, 𝐺1 and (𝐺’)1 represent any one-174 
step, direct flow between 2 compartments, 𝐺2  and (𝐺’)2  represents any two-step, indirect flow between 2 175 
compartments and 𝐺𝑛 and (𝐺’)𝑛 represents the 𝑛-step, indirect flow between 2 compartments in the network. This 176 
enables the integral throughflow across multiple path-lengths to be considered in ENA. 177 

2.2.2. Control Analysis 178 

Control Analysis (Schramski et al., 2006) was conducted to quantify control and dependency relationships 179 
between the compartments. Control Allocation ( 𝐶𝐴 ) matrix reflects how the receiving sector controls the 180 
supplying sector, while Dependence Allocation (𝐷𝐴) Matrix reflects how the supplying sector depends on the 181 
receiving sector. The equations for 𝐶𝐴 and 𝐷𝐴: 182 

𝐶𝐴 =  [𝑐𝑎𝑖𝑗] = {𝑛𝑖𝑗 − 𝑛′𝑗𝑖 > 0, 𝑐𝑎𝑖𝑗 = 𝑛𝑖𝑗 − 𝑛′𝑗𝑖∑ 𝑛𝑖𝑗 − 𝑛′𝑗𝑖𝑚𝑖=1𝑛𝑖𝑗 − 𝑛′𝑗𝑖 ≤ 0, 𝑐𝑎𝑖𝑗 = 0                         (7) 

𝐷𝐴 =  [𝑑𝑎𝑖𝑗] = {𝑛𝑖𝑗 − 𝑛′𝑗𝑖 > 0, 𝑑𝑎𝑖𝑗 = 𝑛𝑖𝑗 − 𝑛′𝑗𝑖∑ 𝑛𝑖𝑗 − 𝑛′𝑗𝑖𝑚𝑗=1𝑛𝑖𝑗 − 𝑛′𝑗𝑖 ≤ 0, 𝑑𝑎𝑖𝑗 = 0                         (8) 

The results control and dependency relationships are expressed on a scale of 0 to 1 based on to what extent the 183 
sectors are in control or dependent on one another. 184 

2.2.3. Utility Analysis 185 
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In Utility Analysis (Patten 1991; Fath and Patten, 1998), the type of the inter-compartment relationships can 186 
be characterised by using the dimensionless integral utility intensity matrix, 𝑈, which is formulated as 187 𝑈 =  𝐷0 +  𝐷1 + 𝐷2 + 𝐷3 + ⋯ +  𝐷𝑛 = (𝐼 − 𝐷)−1 (9) 

where 𝐷 is the direct utility intensity matrix, in which the elements 𝑑𝑖𝑗 can be calculated as  188 𝑑𝑖𝑗 = (𝑓𝑖𝑗 − 𝑓𝑗𝑖)𝑇𝑖  (10) 

From the positive or negative signs of the pair (𝑢𝑖𝑗, 𝑢𝑗𝑖) in 𝑈 matrix, the types of ecological relationship 189 

between compartments 𝑖 and 𝑗 can be determined, as summarised in Table 3.  190 
 191 

(𝒖𝒊𝒋, 𝒖𝒋𝒊) + − + Mutualism Exploitation − Exploitation Competition 

Table 3: Ecological relationship between two compartments based on sign pairs from 𝑈 matrix. 192 

 193 
 If the signs of 𝑢𝑖𝑗 and 𝑢𝑗𝑖 are both positive (+, +),  both compartments benefit from each other and hence 194 

have a mutual relationship.  195 
 If both 𝑢𝑖𝑗  and 𝑢𝑗𝑖 are negative (−, −), it means the two compartments are negatively influenced by each 196 

other and compete for resources available so there is a competitive relationship.  197 
 If 𝑢𝑖𝑗  is positive while 𝑢𝑗𝑖  is negative, then compartment 𝑖 receives positive benefit from compartment 𝑗 198 

while compartment 𝑗 receives negative impact from compartment 𝑖, in which case, compartment 𝑗 is the prey 199 
and is being exploited, while compartment 𝑖 is the predator and exploits compartment 𝑗. Hence, it is an 200 
exploitation relationship when 𝑢𝑖𝑗 and 𝑢𝑗𝑖 have different signs (+, −), or vice versa. 201 

 202 
To identify the overall inter-compartment relationships of the network, two dimensionless quantities, 203 

namely, mutualism index, 𝑀, and synergism index, 𝑆, were computed from 𝑈. 𝑀 is defined as ratio of the total 204 
number of utilities with positives signs to the total number of utilities with negative signs in the 𝑈 matrix. 205 𝑀 = 𝑆+𝑆− = ∑ 𝑚𝑎𝑥 [𝑠𝑔𝑛(𝑢𝑖𝑗), 0]− ∑ 𝑚𝑖𝑛 [𝑠𝑔𝑛(𝑢𝑖𝑗), 0] (11) 

If 𝑀 is greater than 1, it implies that there are more beneficial relationships than non-beneficial cases in the system 206 
and hence the system can be considered mutualistic and healthy. 𝑆 is defined as ratio of the numerical sum of all 207 
positive utilities to numerical sum of all negative utilities in the overall 𝑈 matrix. The value of 𝑆 represents 208 
benefit-to-cost ratio of the system (Fath and Borrett, 2006). 209 𝑆 = ∑ 𝑚𝑎𝑥 (𝑢𝑖𝑗 , 0)− ∑ 𝑚𝑖𝑛 (𝑢𝑖𝑗 , 0) (12) 

Hence, the overall benefit gained by a system is proportional to the 𝑆 value which depends on the signs of 

the utility elements,  𝑢𝑖𝑗 computed from the flow amount between the sectors. High 𝑆 value indicates more 

benefits at lower cost.  

 

2.2.4. Network Community Detection 210 

Networks are divided into modules or grouped in smaller clusters when the nodes of the same cluster have 211 
denser connections compared to other nodes. In this study, clusters of economic sectors were treated as 212 
communities and modularity measures the strength of these communities. Modularity of a network can be 213 
computed using a community detection algorithm (Blondel et al., 2008) to study the clustering properties of the 214 
nodes and classification of the community groups based on the flow weights. The algorithm determines the 215 
community classification by unfolding the hierarchical structure of the system and calculates the optimised 216 
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modularity based on the clustering properties of the network. It by-passes the resolution limit (Fortunato and 217 
Barthélemy, 2006) to detect smaller communities in the given network of small number of nodes.  218 

Network visualisation and community classification were carried out based on two flow conditions: 219 
monetary-throughflow between 11 sectors, and throughflow density (throughflow per unit distance). For 220 
comparison across all 35 urban areas under different flow conditions, the flow values in the datasets were 221 
normalised over the total maximum flow across all the networks 222 

 223 

3. Results and Discussion 224 

Across all 35 functional urban areas in England and Wales listed in Table 1, Leeds, one of the major cities 225 
in the UK, was used as the example to represent the common case observed in the results, unless stated otherwise. 226 
This is because Leeds showed average performance and exhibited the urban structure commonly found in other 227 
areas through in-depth investigations at different perspectives. 228 

3.1 Intra-city Metabolism 229 

From an ecological perspective, intra-city metabolism resembles a natural ecosystem consists of multiple 230 
hierarchical levels. Individual units in different levels are connected through interactions with each other in the 231 
form of a pyramidal structure based on the ecological characteristics (producer or consumer) of the units, as shown 232 
in Fig. 2. 233 

 234 

Fig. 2. Pyramidal structure showing the different hierarchical of an ecosystem. 235 

Those units represent different roles in the ecosystem to maintain the functionality of the system and promote 236 
organisational growth as a whole. From the lowest level, the producer supplies resources to the units in upper 237 
levels to fulfil their needs or in other words, the upper levels survive on sufficient inputs from the lower levels. 238 
These form unique paired relationships among the units in different hierarchical levels and the types of existing 239 
relationship can be explored through ENA.  240 

Control Analysis identifies the degrees of control relationship based on consumption-input and dependence 241 
relationship based on production-output between the 11 sectors. Fig. 3 shows the results of network control (𝐶𝐴) 242 
and network dependency (𝐷𝐴) relationships for the urban ecological network with a normalized scale from 0 to 243 
1.  244 



L. M. Tan et al.  Resources, Conservation & Recycling xxx (xxxx) xxx-xxx  

9 

 

 245 

Fig. 3. Results of (a) network control (sector number in column controlled by row sector) and (b) network 246 
dependency (sector in column depended on row sector) of Leeds, and the average results of (c) network control 247 

(sector in column controlled by row sector) and (d) network dependency (sector in column depended on row 248 
sector) of all 35 functional urban areas. 249 

Network control result in Fig. 3a shows that Business was not controlled by any other sectors but it controlled 250 
the consumption-input of all 10 other sectors in Leeds network. The highest degree of control relationship was 251 
74% over Production, followed by 68% control over Finance and Insurance. In terms of dependency relationship 252 
in Fig. 3b, Business was completely independent while the Public Administration was found to be highly 253 
dependent on the production-output of other sectors, in which it fully dependent on Distribution and not been 254 
depended on by any other sector in Leeds.  255 

Furthermore, the average of 𝐶𝐴 and 𝐷𝐴 matrices across all 35 cases were computed to investigate the overall 256 
network control and dependency relationships in all 35 urban areas. From the average network control results in 257 
Fig. 3c, Business remained as the key controlling sector of resources consumption-input in those urban areas. In 258 
this context, identifying the significant control relationship in the urban ecological network helps in understanding 259 
the functions of each economic sector and the impacts on other sectors. For the case in Fig. 3c, the network control 260 
relationship between Business, Production, Manufacturing, Construction formed a structured ecological pyramid 261 
to demonstrate the resources supply chain from the producer at the lowest level to the top-levelled consumers, as 262 
shown in Fig. 4a. The chained relationship between these sectors formed a control hierarchy as the resources 263 
supply from the lower level controls the consumption of the level above it, and affects all the subsequent levels, 264 
under the same principle as the natural ecosystem pyramid shown in Fig. 2. To connect the producers to 265 
consumers, processes of material transformation at the intermediate levels were being controlled by the producers 266 
while it also had control over the consumers. However, due to the high population densities and intensive business 267 
activities in the urban areas, the Business sector remained in strong control over all other sectors, hence it was 268 
placed at the lowest level of the pyramid to show its dominance over the consumption of all the upper sectors 269 
despite of being a resources consumer in nature. This presents a challenge in regulating the supply and demand 270 
for resources in urban development planning to ensure sustainable consumptions with adequate production flows 271 
within the network.  272 

From the average network dependency results shown in Fig. 3d, dependency relationship was identified 273 
between Finance and Insurance, Real Estate, Distribution and Public Administration (PA). On the highest level 274 
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of the pyramid shown in Fig. 4b, PA activities such as education, social security and defence depended on the 275 
production of Distribution sector, including the services provided by the local transportation system and goods 276 
delivery. On the second highest level, Distribution was dependent on Real Estate on the lower level which in turn 277 
relied on the production of Finance and Insurance on the lowest level of the pyramid.  278 

 279 

Fig. 4. Pyramidal structure of urban ecosystem based on (a) 𝐶𝐴 and (b) 𝐷𝐴 results. The width (shown in 280 
percentage) of each level reflects the degree of control or dependency relationships between the sector and the 281 

sectors the lower level. 282 

Further analysis on stable metabolic relationship identified the repetitive characteristics in the pairwise 283 
relationships which the 35 urban areas have in common. This was done by intersecting 35 sets of relationship 284 
matrices of all areas to find the common relationships. The results are tabulated in Fig. 5 as a symmetrical square 285 
matrix along the diagonal based on the types of relationship. Moreover, the exploitative relationship is directed to 286 
tell which sector is being exploited by the others. See Supplementary Table 4 for tabulated relationship matrices 287 
of 35 urban areas.  288 

 289 

Fig. 5. Stable relationships between the 11 sectors across all 35 urban areas. 290 

Excluding self-flow at each sector for internal promotions (Patten, 1991), no stable mutualistic relationship 291 
was found in all 35 cases. Three pairs of competitive relationship were observed in six different sectors. 292 
Exploitative relationship dominated the overall network as fifteen pairs were observed, with the highest 293 
occurrence at the Distribution sector for exploiting others while the Business sector was mostly exploited by 294 
others. For instances, Distribution exploited Production, Manufacturing, Real Estate and Business. On the other 295 
hand, Business was being exploited by Construction, Distribution, Public Administration and Other Activities. 296 

Fig. 6 shows the results of 𝑀 and 𝑆 indices from Utility Analysis on all 35 urban areas, in a decreasing order 297 
of the index values from left to right on the horizontal axes. Box plots are used to show the data distribution across 298 
all cases. 299 
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 300 

Fig. 6. Bar charts of (a) Mutualism index, 𝑀 and (b) Synergism index, 𝑆 of the 35 urban areas and the respective 301 
data distribution plot. 302 

From Fig. 6a, only ten cases, which corresponded to seven urban areas in the ten highest populated areas and 303 
also Reading (Rank 27), Brighton and Hove (Rank 21), and Portsmouth (Rank 14) have mutualism index value 304 
greater than 1, indicating a healthy urban metabolic system. The average 𝑀 across all 35 cases was 0.93 which 305 
implies only 48% of all utilities were positive, in which London had the highest mutualism index of 1.20 and 306 
Blackburn had the lowest, 0.70. It is worth noting that these areas have comparative synergism indices as shown 307 
in Fig. 7 and were both above the average value. In term of 𝑆, Leeds (Rank 6) lied at the average value of 3.56 308 
with Derby (Rank 23) at the highest and Ipswich (Rank 30) was the lowest. With larger population in major urban 309 
areas, formation of a more diversified and matured economic structure strengthened the connections in the 310 
network to promote mutual benefits locally for growth.    311 
 By definition, 𝑀 measures the overall system mutuality quantitatively by the number of positive or 312 
negative utility count observed while 𝑆 takes into account of the numerical magnitude so it is affected by the 313 
quality of each count. From observation in Fig. 6a, 𝑀 changed gradually from the highest value on the left to the 314 
lowest value on the right compared to the change in 𝑆 which showed a larger difference in the values between two 315 
consecutive areas illustrated in Fig. 6b. The gap between the highest and the second highest 𝑆 values was seven 316 
times larger than the gap between the second and third highest 𝑆 values. According to the distribution of 𝑆 data 317 
shown in the box plot, the four lowest values were the outliers in this case. This was due to the large differences 318 
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between the magnitudes of those positive utilities in the 𝑈 matrix. The main contributor of those positive utilities 319 
was the self-flow of a sector for internal benefits and promotions, so these observations suggest that the inter-320 
sectoral flows were less mutualistic than the internal flows and more prompted to exhibit an exploitative 321 
relationship with other sectors. This is supported by the domination of exploitative relationships (Fig. 5) which 322 
made up to 64% (Competitive 20; Mutualistic 16%) of the overall urban metabolic system across all 35 cases.   323 

Findings from the Utility Analysis agreed with the pyramidal structure of the urban metabolic ecosystem 324 
constructed based on the network control and dependency results from the Control Analysis. Business sector was 325 
located at the lowest hierarchical level of the ecosystem as the limiting factor on the system’s metabolism by 326 
controlling the consumption of other sectors and it is also mostly exploited by other sectors as a consumer.  327 

3.2 Network Community Structure 328 

Structural Analysis studies the clustering of the economic sectors within the urban ecological network based 329 
on the minimal nodal modularity to identify the classification of community groups formed among those sectors. 330 
In this study, throughflow network of 35 urban areas were constructed to study the clustering properties of the 331 
network community structure. A common structure was observed in majority of these areas showing the similar 332 
community groups classification except for four sparsely-populated areas which exhibited a varied version in their 333 
throughflow network structure. This was based on the total throughflow value calculated at each sector using 334 
Throughflow Analysis to account for all direct and indirect flows across multiple path-lengths through other all 335 
sectors within the same network. The throughflow value represents the integrated flows across the full network.  336 
The clusters formed are known as community groups where the sectors belong to the same community group are 337 
more strongly attached to one another. Classification of network community groups considered the modularity at 338 
each node with one of the computing parameters being the resultant weighted throughflow value from all other 339 
nodes across the fully connected network after normalisation. 340 

Visualisation software was used to demonstrate the classification of colour-coded community groups in all 341 
urban areas studied. The results of community groups classification based on throughflow network are as shown 342 
in Fig. 7. The common network community structure was illustrated using the example of Leeds in 2011, which 343 
shared the similar clustering structure with 30 other cases including some of the highly populated urban areas such 344 
as London, Birmingham Manchester, Liverpool, Newcastle as well as areas with smaller population in Burnley, 345 
Hastings and Cheltenham. The size of the nodes and edges are proportional to the overall degree and weight of 346 
the flow respectively. The placement of nodes was arranged in a circular layout with descending order of weighted 347 
in-degree to each node in counter-clockwise direction to show the consumption-input of resources at each sector. 348 

As in Fig. 7a, the largest node, Manufacturing had the highest weighted overall degree as it plays an 349 
important role in the processes of energy transformation as an intermediate consumer, connecting the producing 350 
sector to the final-users. However, according to the placement order of the nodes in counter-clockwise direction, 351 
Manufacturing had the lowest weighted in-degree of resources consumption flows into the sector, followed by 352 
Business, implying that Manufacturing and Business sectors were the main producers in the network with high 353 
output contributions and low input consumptions. In richer areas with fast growing business activities and higher 354 
GVA per capita, such as London and Reading, the Business sector overtook Manufacturing as the largest node 355 
within the intra-city network. An exceptional case is Kingston upon Hull where Construction was larger than 356 
Business. On the other hand, Real Estate, had relatively high consumptions as it was ranked as the lowest in terms 357 
of weighted in-degree among the 11 sectors although Agriculture was the smallest node with the lowest weighted 358 
degree in all cases.  359 

In terms of community group classifications, two clusters were formed which consist of eight and three 360 
sectors respectively.   361 
 Larger cluster: Business, Information and Communication, Finance and Insurance, Other Activities 362 

(including arts, entertainment and household activities), Distribution, Construction, Public Administration 363 
and Real Estate 364 

 Smaller cluster: Manufacturing, Production and Agriculture 365 
From the clustering structure, the producers and intermediate consumers in the small cluster had higher tendencies 366 
to form a cluster among those sectors with stronger economic connections. The larger cluster in the network 367 
consisted of mostly final consumers or end-use sectors in the ecosystem. The two largest nodes with the highest 368 
overall weighted degrees, Manufacturing and Business, belonged to two different community groups. Hence, the 369 
classification of the remaining nine sectors could be influenced and determined by the weightage of the flow 370 



L. M. Tan et al.  Resources, Conservation & Recycling xxx (xxxx) xxx-xxx  

13 

 

connections between the remaining nodes and the two largest nodes, representing the two clusters. In Leeds, the 371 
eight sectors in larger cluster were mainly the consumer-type receivers from Business sector while the remaining 372 
three sectors in the smaller cluster act as the producer-type suppliers to Business with supportive role.  373 

A different type of community structure, as shown in Fig. 7b was observed in Norwich, Ipswich, Lincoln 374 
and Exeter. In these areas, the Production sector belonged to the large cluster dominated by Business and the 375 
smaller cluster consisted of two nodes: Manufacturing and Agriculture only. Comparing this result with the more 376 
common structure in Fig. 7a, the Production sector was more connected to consumer-type receivers in the larger 377 
cluster with more connections and increased its overall degree. This might be caused by overwhelming 378 
consumption of resources in these areas resulting in insufficient production to meet the high demand. Nonetheless, 379 
the types of economic activities (including mining, quarrying, electricity and water supplies) in Production sector 380 
indicates its fundamental role as a primary producer in an urban ecosystem. In this study, the analysis was limited 381 
to intra-city flows only hence, any inter-city supplies of resources such as export of local products to other regions 382 
was not considered. Further investigations on inter-city metabolism could explore the flows between different 383 
areas and their interactions with the external surroundings. 384 

  385 

Fig. 7. Classification of community groups into two clusters based on throughflow network (white nodes for the 386 
large cluster and grey nodes for the small cluster) showing (a) the common structure in Leeds and (b) the 387 

variation observed in Norwich. 388 

Investigations of the spatial impact of geographical distance between the sectors on network community 389 
structure gives throughflow density networks, as shown in Fig. 8. Classification of community groups based on 390 
throughflow density network in Fig. 8a were similar to the throughflow network in most cases with the common 391 
structure shown in Fig. 7a. The sectors were grouped based on its economic activities and functioning roles in the 392 
urban ecosystem, either consumers-type in the large cluster or producer-type in the small cluster. However, sizes 393 
of the node differed in the throughflow density networks because the weighted degree changed with the average 394 
spatial distance between the sectors. In the density networks, Business had higher degree and denser connections 395 
than Manufacturing and the size of the Manufacturing node decreased with low density due to the larger distance 396 
between industrial zones for manufacturing activities and the other consumers in the same urban area. In contrast, 397 
the biggest node, Business sector processed higher density flows due to its proximity benefits from closer location 398 
and higher accessibility to the consumers in other sectors.  399 
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In some cases, the lower degree and reduced dominance of Manufacturing sector in the density network 400 
resulted in more complicated interactions in the urban ecosystem when the impacts of spatial characteristics were 401 
considered. For example, the throughflow density network of Derby in Fig. 8b shows both the producers and 402 
consumers were found in the large cluster while the small cluster consisted of Public Administration and Other 403 
Activities only. The producer and consumer sectors are well spatially scattered and equally distributed across the 404 
area owing to the strategic geographical location of Derby in the Midlands, spanning the central region of England 405 
(Midlands Connect, 2017). Derby’s highly connected resources network contributes to its highest synergism index 406 
(𝑆 = 4.03) and benefit-to-cost ratio across all 35 areas. 407 

Another variation in Fig. 8c shows the different clustering properties in Exeter where the Manufacturing 408 
node was smaller than Business and Construction. In Norwich, classification of community groups based on 409 
throughflow density network shows a similar structure as its throughflow network except for the changes on the 410 
size of the nodes due to the spatial distribution of the sectors in the urban network, as shown in Fig. 8d. 411 

 412 

Fig. 8. Classification of community groups into two clusters based on throughflow density network (white nodes 413 
for the large cluster and grey nodes for the small cluster) showing (a) the common structure in Leeds and the 414 

variation observed in (b) Derby, (c) Exeter and (d) Norwich. 415 
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 There were insufficient spatial data on several sectors in Blackpool and Burnley, resulting in smaller sample 416 
sizes for the number of sector nodes in the network and therefore, Structural Analysis on clustering properties of 417 
the throughflow density network of these areas are excluded in this study. 418 

3.3 Implications and Limitations 419 

The intra-city flow network, constructed with ENA and supplemented with the geographical distance 420 
between the workplace sectors, represents the inter-connected structure of an urban ecosystem. The flows between 421 
the sectors were projected in the network to study the distribution of resources within the boundary of a functional 422 
urban area. Understanding the ecological relationships between the sectors and the classification of the community 423 
groups in an urban network helps to identify the points of intervention for efficient policymaking with larger 424 
impact by targeting the dominating sector with the strongest influence on other sectors.  This provides a foundation 425 
to build an effective resource network in urban areas through regulating the overall production and consumption 426 
of the sectors through the chained relationships in the intra-city ecosystem. 427 

Findings from the throughflow density networks provide a new dimension to the current scope of ENA 428 
studies to address the spatial component of the system. This would have potentially contributed to a novel 429 
investigation into the spatial properties of urban flows network with more structural variations in terms of the 430 
network clustering and classification of community groups based on the flow densities. The current 431 
implementation of flow densities, however, should not go unqualified. As presented in this study, a census-based 432 
classification of workplace zones has been used to examine the spatial distance between the eleven sectors. This 433 
mostly identifies the predominant activity taking place within a workplace zone and not necessarily articulated in 434 
terms of the economic sectors under which the activities would fall. As such, the assignment of sectors to 435 
individual zones has been primarily based on the likelihood of the sectors activity matching the classification 436 
profile for a given zone. This has necessitated the use of average pairwise distance in this work by taking the 437 
average distance between all zones tagged under the same classification of workplace sector within an urban area. 438 
In strict terms, this would smooth out the pair-wise distance distribution between economic sectors. Besides, since 439 
the intensity of activity within each workplace zone is unknown, distances are treated equally and unweighted 440 
possibly biasing the mean distances used. Overcoming the effects of such aggregate approach would require a 441 
further consideration of sectoral employment surveys and travel-to-work modes in order to better identify the 442 
workplace zones associated with certain sectors and the intensity of activities take place in each zone so that the 443 
spatial profile can be weighted based on the prominence of economic sectors. 444 

On intra-city level, granularity of data remains the main constraint since scaling to aggregated urban level 445 
from larger scales (eg. national and regional data) is required. Cross-boundary flows including imports, exports 446 
and inter-city flows are excluded from the analysis of network community structure due to the limitations of data 447 
available.  The steady-state assumption was made to compensate for any unbalanced flows with external import 448 
or export. As such, the downside would be negligence of the differential between inter-city and international trade 449 
flows. Although the approach taken in this study managed to capture the interactions between the sectors at intra-450 
city level, there will be space for improvement if more detailed data becomes available to future researchers. 451 

In this study, monetary transactions of the Input-Output Supply and Use Table were used as material flows 452 
between the sectors within urban areas. Nonetheless, in reality, monetary and material flow accounts are non-453 
equivalent. To counterbalance for any non-equivalences between the flow values, there is a need to explore the 454 
knowledge gaps in understanding of the correlation between monetary and material flows for different sectors in 455 
future research. Other suggestions for further investigations are: (1) data acquisition at local urban level for each 456 
urbanised area including inter-city flows to accurately account for all cross-boundary flows in and out of the area; 457 
(2) trends and temporal changes in the metabolic relationships and community structure between the sectors within 458 
the network; (3) the impacts of spatial distribution on the characteristics of metabolic relationships and the relevant 459 
numerical indices. 460 

4. Conclusion  461 

The ENA results in this study described the metabolic characteristics of the urban system in England and 462 
Wales as exploitative. The exploitative behaviour observed in the ecological network of 35 functional urban areas 463 
suggests that their metabolic systems are still in developing phase for further improvements. The Business sector 464 
was being exploited by others and also in control of the consumptions in most of the other sectors. The sector was 465 
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exploited as it was at deficit in terms of the resultant throughflow with higher outflows than inflows passing 466 
through the Business node. As such, the sector also acted as the limiting node or the “gatekeeper” to control the 467 
amount of resources received and consumed by other sectors.  Highly concentrated business related activities and 468 
services in cities have significant impact on urban metabolism. Mutualism and synergism indices generated prove 469 
that London has the most matured system among those cities. Economic diversity in the urban areas with larger 470 
population contributes to the development of healthy urban metabolic systems through balancing and regulating 471 
the distributions of resources among different sectors in the cities based on various types of activities and demands 472 
for different resources.  473 

In terms of community structure, the classification of sectors shows the importance of the inter-relationship 474 
within the organisation of each community class.  In most of the areas, formation of the producer-type and 475 
consumer-type clusters separated the economic sectors based on their respective hierarchical roles in the 476 
ecosystem. The producer-type cluster maintains the foundation of resources supply chain to different sectors in 477 
the cities while the consumer-type cluster focuses on the distribution of resources received by the consumer sectors 478 
for final expenditure. The throughflow density network emphasizes on the impact of spatial distance between the 479 
sectors within a functional urban area. The analysis considered the size of the city, proximity and accessibility of 480 
those sectors. In the case of Derby, the geographical location of a city could also affect the community structure 481 
of its ecological network. This result emphasises on the importance of addressing the impact of spatial distribution 482 
in planning resource management strategies.   483 

Understanding the correlations between the economic activities and their spatial distribution assists 484 
policymakers in the decision-making process and implementation of sustainable resource management strategies. 485 
This study has considered the intra-city network of all functional urban areas in England and Wales to provide a 486 
better understanding for the characteristic sectoral exchange patterns in the overall urban system of England and 487 
Wales which facilitates development of national levers for change, rather than solutions isolated to a single city. 488 
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