RMIT University
The University of Melbourne
The University of Western Australia
The University of Wollongong

Planning and managing urban nature-based
solutions: Governance perspectives

Urban green-blue spaces, such as parks, waterways, street trees, gardens and nature reserves are essential
elements of resilient and liveable cities. As well as being aesthetically pleasing, green-blue spaces provide many
functions and benefits for people and the other species that call our cities home. They cool our cities, treat air
and water, provide space for recreation and connection, and habitat for biodiversity.
Governance – encompassing the actors (within and beyond governments), their roles and responsibilities, the decisionmaking and implementation processes involved in ongoing planning and management – is an important element
of establishing and maintaining resilient and healthy urban green-blue spaces. Effective governance structures and
processes link and coordinate participants, organisations, resources and expertise across different jurisdictions, levels of
government and with non-government actors.
Effective management of green-blue spaces is supported by having clear, agreed governance processes, division of
responsibilities, communication and reporting mechanisms. Effective governance structures and processes potentially
promote opportunities for participation from the range of potential stakeholders, including community members.
The following sections set out the key elements and considerations for building effective governance structures and
processes, as well as questions to ask when creating participatory governance structures.
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What about decision-making and power?
• Who has control over decision-making?
• Can decision-making be shared/devolved?
• What power remains with authorities (regulations,
subsidies, etc.)?
• Will re-distributing power result in the weakening of
democratic institutions and responsibilities?
• How can environmental justice and the unequal availability
of social capital across citizens and neighbourhoods be
addressed?
• How will potential tensions be managed between topdown (government) processes and bottom-up (community,
grassroots) perspectives? Can these be addressed through
‘mosaic’ governance arrangements that bring together
top-down and bottom-up perspectives?
• How can the governance structures and processes
embrace participatory approaches and inclusive decisionmaking?
• Can ‘mosaic governance’ that brings together diverse
voices and perspectives build broader capacity and
capability (knowledge, skills, expertise – on-ground,
governance, communication, negotiation, group dynamics
and organisation)?
What do innovative governance arrangements look
like?

Image: Cormorants in Albert Park, Melbourne. Credit: Judy Bush

• Combining across scales, aims, actors
• Multi-functional and inclusive
• Multi/transdisciplinary – what about the ‘unusual’
suspects? Who isn’t present who should be included?

What are the dimensions of ‘governance’?
• Actors and their coalitions involved in the policy domains
• Division of power and other resources between the
actors
• Rules of the game (formal and informal: from legislation
to local ‘norms’)
• Policy discourses (including aims and objectives)
Why is governance necessary?
• Increasing effectiveness of action
• Reducing conflict, duplication, working at cross
purposes
• Defining rules (formal or informal) of engagement:
communicating, planning, implementing, financing,
involving, monitoring, enforcing
• Defining the boundaries of action: type of activity,
location of activity, scale of activity, design of activity
• Sharing information, resources, data, monitoring
• Creating a ‘platform’ for participation
• Ensuring that everyone has a common understanding
of the scope of activity, the power of relationships and so
on: roles, responsibilities, discourses, decision-making and
implementation processes

Image: Fostering community participation in planning and managing urban greenblue spaces. Princes Park, Melbourne. Credit: Judy Bush

The following table summarises the key elements to consider in the governance of green-blue spaces; a shared and
agreed approach amongst the governance stakeholders can strengthen governance arrangements.
Governance elements

Options

What are the aims?

•

Increased on-ground implementation

•

Changed/strengthened/advocated policy instruments

•
•

Who are the actors/
participants?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What are their roles and
activities?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is the governance
structure?

•
•
•
•
•

What is the greening
context? What is the
scope?

•
•
•
•
•
•

What are the decisionmaking processes and
dynamics?
What is the scale of the
governance group?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Increased funding provision

Broad participation (professional and volunteer)
Increased collaboration and participation
Traditional Owners

Federal government
State government

Local government

Water utilities, transport, health
Community groups
Individuals
Businesses

Researchers

Social enterprises

Urban biodiversity, urban nature, urban ecosystems, species and organisms
Information sharing, data collection and warehousing
On-ground implementation
On-ground monitoring

Planning and scheduling
Policy and regulation
Funding

Community involvement

Vertical/horizontal coordination

Administration (including risk, compliance, etc.)
Championing

Alliance (formalised, roles of membership)
Network (informal)
Partnership

Separate/new organisation

Reference group/advisory group/technical group
Urban forest
Public land

Private land

Parks, waterways, wetlands, open space
Pop-up/informal

Community gardens/urban agriculture

Collaboration ↔ Cooperation ↔ Competition
Experimental/pilot ↔ mainstream/scaling up
Social media/e-tools

Neighbourhood/street
Suburb

Municipality

Region (west/north/east/south; inner/middle/outer/peri-urban)
Metro-wide

For local residents: Get involved!
• Find out about opportunities for contributing to the planning and management of nature in your area. Does
your local council have an advisory group? Can you contribute to community engagement and planning for
new parks, new approaches to biodiversity planting?
• Is there a local Gardens for Wildlife group near you? If not, why not get together with your neighbours and
start one?
• Become part of a local citizen science group (eg Frogwatch, BirdLife), so you can contribute valuable
information to decision-making.

For policymakers and planners: Lead with good practice!
• Support local resident groups active in your local area. Share experiences with other governments and
organisations in running biodiversity and greening programs such as Gardens for Wildlife.
• Build biodiversity and urban nature networks by linking with your neighbouring jurisdiction’s biodiversity
programs to create wildlife corridors.
Find out more:
• Gardens for Wildlife Victoria: https://gardensforwildlifevictoria.com/
• Victorian Environment Friends Network: https://www.friendsvic.org/
• Waterwatch: http://www.waterwatch.org.au/

More information
CAUL Indigenous engagement program: Indigenous knowledge
and nature in our cities https://videopress.com/v/ThCVLpy9
CAUL research: Mata L, Ramalho CE, Kennedy J, et al. (2020).
Bringing nature back into cities. People Nat. 2020;00:1–19
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