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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Transformative Urban Greening: advancing green space governance



Urban green and blue spaces can make a major contribution toward more livable, sustainable, and climate resilient cities. To better utilize the multiple potentials of green infrastructure and nature-based solutions, new modes of governance are required for the development, retrofitting, and maintenance of urban green and blue. However, the public domain with established separation of responsibilities and often dwindling resources for green space planning and management is challenged by these complex issues that require systemic transformations. Moreover, in many urban regions, green and blue spaces, including farmland and forests in the peri-urban, get lost or are impacted by ad hoc urban development and planning authorities lack leverages to steer urbanization processes toward sustainability.

Experience from previous larger research projects such as the EU FP7 funded project GREEN SURGE (2013–2017) (Pauleit et al., 2019) and the results from more recent projects within EU's Horizon 2020 on nature-based solutions (Bulkeley, 2020) suggest that there is a particular need for more scholarship on:

- Multi-level and multi-actor governance: i.e., integration of different sectors of the public domain into the strategic planning of green infrastructure and working across horizontal and vertical boundaries of decision-making; including new ways of funding for urban greening

- Participation and cooperation: Developing inclusive and just planning and governance models and identifying the potential of co-created or citizen-led urban greening initiatives

- Power structures and mechanisms between governments, companies, and civil society in order to understand how those can be influenced.

Eight papers written by a distinguished set of authors were included in this article collection. These papers address not all but a surprisingly broad range of the themes mentioned above. Three of the paper are most closely linked to participation and cooperation, four address multi-level and multi-actor governance, even though often from a perspective of governmental stakeholders. One paper more specifically addresses the systemic understanding needed in order to be able to induce urban transformation. In addition, they provide a critical lens on the state and value of the concepts of urban green infrastructure and nature-based solutions—from planning to management in different regional and urban contexts.

Challenges for participation and cooperation are highlighted with an emphasis on social justice. Based on a systematic literature review, it can be concluded that tools for participation need to be better adapted to the various needs of the local communities, specifically marginalized groups. In addition, there is a big deficit in knowledge on how to include civil society in green space management. A “cyclic process model for long-term participation in strategic management of urban green spaces” is suggested to guide such efforts (Fors et al.).

For co-produced urban green infrastructure, urban agriculture is another increasingly popular concept. Citizen-led urban agriculture offers the potential for stimulating economic growth and creating jobs, not least for migrants to the cities while simultaneously enhancing food security and it raises hope for solving pressing problems of rapid and unplanned urbanization in Africa, as shown by case studies. Yet, barriers initiatives include lack of supportive policies and need for resources for external stakeholders (Cilliers et al.). Requirements for the mainstreaming of more inclusive nature-based solutions (NBS) into planning were elaborated in a discussion paper (Basnou et al.). Such processes require not only experienced facilitators and the use of innovative participatory techniques but also a good understanding of local context with its specific social inequities, power relationships among actors and their preferences.

Several papers address the development of urban greening from the perspective of governmental or similar stakeholders with decision-making power. In Latin America, government-led initiatives for the development of green infrastructure prevail. A systematic literature review shows that they often are weakly resourced and fail to recognize specific challenges and conditions of informality and indigenous communities. As with some other papers in this article collection, the review thus highlights the need for green infrastructure development that better accounts for local contexts and needs and, to this end, better involves civil society, specifically the more marginalized and vulnerable groups (Breen et al.). Interviews with urban foresters in Northern America revealed the preference of urban foresters from different sectors in order to discuss differences in how citizens perceive urban forests and argue for co-governance approaches that should bring professional and public perception together (Sax et al.). In another paper, interviews with Scandinavian local governments shed light on how children are considered in green space planning and management. Despite awareness on children as a vulnerable group that benefits from urban green spaces, there are great differences in how explicitly children are considered in green space planning. Forms of co-governance were identified as an important success factor to better account for children in green space planning and management (Jansson et al.). Based on interviews with NBS practitioners involved in three major EU projects, O'Sullivan et al. show that NBS as a concept has the potential to facilitate communication with lay people on the benefits of nature when compared to more technical concepts such as ecosystem services. However, interviewees cautioned against a narrow and idealized representation of nature by NBS as a solution to every urban challenge—a promise unlikely to be kept and which may compromise the overall credibility of the entire concept in the longer run.

A more systemic perspective is applied for three case studies in Europe and Japan and reveals tensions between power structures on which the existence of NBS partially depends and overall ambitions to create more sustainable and just cities. Adoption of reflexive forms of NBS governance that promote arenas for learning and readjustment of institutions and practices are suggested (van der Jagt et al.). For considering urban greening as contribution to urban transformations, researchers should more strongly consider the complex systemic issues that contribute to unsustainable conditions and trajectories, from institutional path dependencies to social and economic injustices, and how those can be changed. Urban transitions literature as well as political ecology can provide additional lenses and conceptual underpinning for doing so (Wolfram et al., 2019; Hölscher and Frantzeskaki, 2021; Tzaninis et al., 2021).

In conclusion, the article collection “Transformative urban greening: advancing green space governance” provides a good cross-section of themes and issues related to the governance of green infrastructure and nature-based solutions. It demonstrates the viability of these and related concepts such as urban forestry and urban agriculture not only in the academic world but also in practice. The collection complements with a governance and management perspective the vast amount of scientific publications on the environmental functions and services of green infrastructure, often narrowly focusing on single aspects such as stormwater management. The need to better engage with vulnerable groups of society in decision-making and to encourage citizen-led initiatives in developing socially inclusive green infrastructure is clearly emphasized in this article collection. Reducing social and environmental injustices should therefore be key themes for the governance of green infrastructure.
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