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ABSTRACT
Traditional interventions to “bring nature into the city” were often
motivated by a concern to create forms of public space which
would provide a public good. Despite such well-intentioned
motivations, these public forms of urban nature have always
been to some extent bounded, serving some in favor of others,
authorizing particular uses and forms of behavior as more or less
legitimate, and policing the boundaries of who is/not included in
such space. In this paper, we argue that new interventions
seeking to bring nature-based solutions (NBS) into the city serve
to further trouble these boundaries. NBS seek to use nature to
address urban sustainability challenges and they navigate and
serve to reconfigure what is (and is not) public in the city. We
draw on research undertaken in three cities – Newcastle (United
Kingdom), Cape Town (South Africa) and Athens (Greece) to
explore the ways in which notions of the private and the public
are being remade with and through nature, and its implications
for how we might understand urban politics. Our conclusions
point to the need for governance arrangements that can support
the long-term stewardship of nature in the public interest and
with due accountability and we suggest three arrangements.
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Introduction

Although the division between cities and nature is often perceived as clearly demarcated,
the development of urban life has been intimately bound up with the production of
diverse forms of nature. Traditional interventions to “bring nature into the city” were
often motivated by a concern to create forms of public space which would provide
various forms of public good such as improving health, reducing pollution, and fostering
senses of well-being (Jones, 2018). Yet despite such well-intentioned motivations, these
public forms of urban nature have always been to some extent bounded, serving some
in favor of others, authorizing particular uses and forms of behavior as more or less
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legitimate, and (increasingly frequently) policing the boundaries of who is/not included
in such space. Concerns about whether and how such public forms of nature should be
restricted are currently receiving significant attention as local authorities feel the strain of
providing public goods in the urban realm. Parks in particular have been at the forefront
of budgeting cuts and/or constraints due to the politics of austerity affecting many cities
in Europe and North America. Indeed, in the United Kingdom, a report by Members of
Parliament showed that park budgets have been cut by 92% since 2010–2011 and local
authorities are increasingly searching for ways to subsidize their budgets (Carrington,
2017). Such efforts to find alternative ways of financing parks have raised awareness
of, and opposition to, the creeping privatization and commodification of parks e.g.
music festivals in London parks for most of the summer (Hancox, 2019). At the same
time, private provision of urban nature e.g. private gardens, corporate enclaves, priva-
tized water systems, is never fully enclosed, yielding wider forms of public benefit that
“escape” the sites, markets and institutions through which they are provided, in terms
of generating spaces for biodiversity, supporting improvements to air quality or efforts
to address climate change. Urban nature has then the quality of occupying a liminal
space in the urban milieu between the public and the private. To understand urban
nature in this sense, recent work on the urban commons as a meaningful category dis-
tinct from the public and private is useful (Blomley, 2008; Eidelman & Safransky,
2021). Commons and commoning can be viewed as beyond the asset or the resource
whose management might be done by some local commons. In the case of public
parks for example, the park might be maintained by the state, but the uses are negotiated
through a community of users. Therefore, commons can include goods belonging to par-
ticular publics but are at the same time never fully open to “the public at large” so it is an
in-between category which suggests that there are degrees of publicness in property and/
or resources.

As new efforts to bring nature to the city are increasingly framed as nature-based sol-
utions and existing forms of nature are repurposed towards new (sustainability) ends, it is
perhaps unsurprising that these interventions both trouble existing borders surrounding
the public/private qualities of urban nature and introduce new dilemmas about the urban
commons. Nature-based solutions are heralded as bringing multiple benefits for nature
and society, including the capacity to respond to climate change and enhance biodiver-
sity, but also to generate new forms of economy and sustain well-being. How and for
whom such benefits are realized comes then to be an essential part of urban politics,
with critiques emerging that suggest that such benefits are far too often being directed
towards places and communities who already have substantial advantages (Connolly &
Anguelovski, 2021; Rigolon & Nemeth, 2020). Yet the malleable and liminal character
of urban nature suggests that we need to more carefully excavate how nature-based sol-
utions in the city not only reveal public/private divides, but also serve to constitute what
is “public” and “private” in the city.

Rather than drawing an apriori distinction between the public and private, we inter-
rogate how, why and with what consequences nature-based solutions are troubling such
categories, requiring a perspective that regards them as multi-layered, multi-level and
always contested. Focusing on formal governance, how such processes and arrangements
(put in place to design, manage and maintain NBS) deal with the challenge of the fluidity
of the public/private, we examine how nature-based solutions are troubling public/
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private boundaries and what this in turn means for how the dynamics of urban justice are
being recast, where justice is understood as having multiple distributive, procedural and
recognition dimensions (Bulkeley et al., 2013). To answer this research question, we draw
on a range of literature and three case studies of urban parks conducted as part of the
H2020 NATURVATION research project.

We turn first to consider how ideas of the public/private have been advanced in the
literature on urbanization and the particular ways in which these categories have come
to inform debates on urban nature, before introducing the case-studies and the NATU-
VATION project of which they are part and detailing the complementary ways in which
interventions with urban nature have come to trouble private/public boundaries in the
city and with what consequences. In the last part of the paper, we reflect on the case
studies and discuss what the reconfiguring of public/private through new urban nature
means for its consequences for justice and urban politics. In conclusion, we find that
interventions seeking to bring or re-purpose nature in the city are often met with con-
testation precisely around the terms in which they are intended to create new public
arenas and forms of relation and over how the boundaries between what will be consti-
tuted as private are formulated and enacted. In this sense, urban nature interventions that
are cast as nature-based solutions may not only serve to exacerbate existing ways in
which public/private divides serve to shape who benefits from different forms of
public good and essentially private benefits, but actually reconfigure the very basis of
what constitutes the public and the private in the urban realm.

Situating nature in urban space: configuring and contesting notions of
public/private

Within different academic disciplines and in Western thought and practice there is a
long, rich and contested history of boundaries e.g. the distinction and division
between public and private urban space used in multiple and contradictory ways
(Sibley, 1995). As many scholars have argued, public/private binaries are overly simple
and do not capture the complexities of gendered social relations or indeed, how the char-
acter of public/private spaces are constantly being contested socially, politically, econ-
omically, psychologically and spatially and rarely (if ever) exist as wholly private or
public when subject to scrutiny (Beebeejaun, 2017; Bodnar, 2015; Bondi, 1998; Davis,
1990; Gieseking et al., 2014; Mandanipour, 2010; Mitchell, 1995, 2017; Sorkin, 1992).
Other scholars have argued that the very idea of public or private space is an attempt
to apprehend through static categories what is better understood as the dynamic move-
ment of the struggle for power (Fraser, 1990). Such critiques emphasize the importance
of combatting the restraining effects of labels like public or private to ensure we avoid the
pitfalls of treating space as formed and having a monolithic and determined meaning and
experience (Staeheli, 1996) and instead explore imaginaries for understanding the com-
plexity of boundaries and their materialities, paradoxes, leakages, fractionalities, practical
enactments, and variations (Mol & Law, 2005).

Nevertheless, such dichotomies persist in everyday life because attempts to organize
space and/or the environment are coupled with exclusionary discourse (designating
certain things not belonging) thus creating liminal zones (Low, 2006; Sibley, 1995).
These liminal zones are spaces of ambiguity and discontinuity and as Sibley (1995,
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p. 8) argues, “exclusionary practices and the maintenance of boundaries are a response to
the anxiety created by the liminal spaces – the urge to make separations” – between them/
us, ordered/disordered, men/women, production/consumption, active/passive, culture/
nature and public/private. Questions about who has access to space are crucial to under-
standing the process of exclusion and the dynamics of the struggle for power. Access has
been a major issue in much of the literature on public/private space over the past three
decades and such concern corresponds with the end of Keynesianism and the rise of neo-
liberal urbanism which has led to two related debates in literature: first, the increased pri-
vatization of public space and second, the resultant end or loss of public space (Gareau,
1991; Glazer, 1992; Lang & Rothenberg, 2017; Mitchell, 1995, 2017; Sorkin, 1992). Con-
cerns about the loss of public space are not unfounded as with increased privatization
and marketization of public space has come an array of regulations, land use policies,
architectural policing (e.g. physical barriers and street furniture such as benches that
prevent sleeping) and surveillance techniques (including ethnic profiling), all of which
undermine the public dimension of urban spaces as use and access is restricted
(Austin, 1998; Brain, 2019; Flusty, 1994; Low, 2016). Adding nature to these debates,
as we explore in this paper, further complicates public/private spatial dynamics.

Understanding nature in urban settings is complex because, on the one hand, the
urban setting is often imagined as bounded and controlled, e.g. a town, city or neighbor-
hood is defined by formal and informal rules, laws, governance arrangements, politics
and social conventions. Whereas, on the other hand, nature is imagined variously as
uncontrollable, wild, cultivated, formal, ordered, productive, non-productive, invasive
etc. all of which is as much due to distinct disciplinary lines of thought (ecology, plan-
ning, forestry, environmental management, conservation biology, ecological economics
etc.) as due to historical patterns of struggles for domination and control that led to
the creation of distinct socionatures and narratives around them (Robbins, 2004), as
highlighted by political ecologists.

The literature that advances understandings of not only the human world view but
also non-human ecologies such as “urban wild things” is particularly illuminating
when considering boundaries and urban nature (see Hinchcliffe et al., 2005; Whatmore,
2002). Scholars point to the “return of nature to the city” (Wachsmuth & Angelo, 2018)
with the rise of urban sustainability policy, but point out the complex entanglements of
urban nature with what it means for a city to be sustainable. Urban nature is found to
take many forms, from relatively managed sites with specific functions to forms of
“wild nature” or “other than human ecologies” that emerge in “disorderly spaces”, gen-
erating an aesthetics of decay and saproxylic (rotten wood invertebrates) geographies of
urban space (Gandy, 2019; Lorimer, 2016). Layered across these complex geographies of
urban nature are different understandings of what constitutes public and private, which
in turn shape what it is about urban nature that comes to be valued, by whom and with
what consequences. Understandings of and relations with nature vary, but the deep roots
of environmental, social and racial inequalities can perpetuate culturally dominant views
about what nature is and which kinds of relationships with nature have value (Tozer
et al., 2020). Most commonly public green space is seen to include parks and reserves,
sporting fields, riparian areas like stream and riverbanks, greenways and trails, commu-
nity gardens, street trees, and nature conservation areas, as well as less conventional
spaces such as green walls, green alleyways and cemeteries (Roy et al., 2012). Whereas,
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private green space is usually considered to include private backyards, green roofs, com-
munal grounds of apartment buildings, and corporate campuses (Wolch et al., 2014). An
interesting example of how such public/private boundaries can be re-configured is by
Blomley (2004). He explores how residents in a low-income, inner-city neighborhood
of Vancouver approached the local city government under its Neighborhood Greenway
project in 1995. The residents wanted to create a greenway to reduce anti-social behavior
by demonstrating that the area was being cared for. In this case, the act of gardening can
be understood as “defensible space” (Newman, 1996) whereby, residents took control of
their neighborhood, and a sense of ownership and responsibility was created. As Blomley
(2004) argues, central to this concept are the notions of territory and property ownership
in that through physical design, a sense of proprietary concern can be extended into
public space. This is meant to deter potential offenders. However, unlike the actual pri-
vatization of public space, this extension is provisional and extra-legal and as Blomley
(2004, p. 617) argues, residents’ claim to adjacent space is, in that sense, a form of “illu-
sory property”, or “un-real estate”. From the perspective of this paper what is important
is the idea that un-assigned spaces are seen as problematic by authorities and signaling a
clear and legible statement of ownership – whether that is public or private – is pivotal to
liberalism and the legal world of bright lines and determinacy or in other words “the
security of knowing which is mine, and which is thine is said to reduce the possibility
of conflict” (Blomley, 2004, p. 622).

Yet, what it is about such forms of urban nature that make them public or private is
rarely interrogated. Urban open space, meaning vegetation-dominated “green spaces”
(parks, street trees, playgrounds) are often described as publicly accessible with numer-
ous public benefits e.g. ecosystem services for society (Anderson & West, 2006; Irwin,
2002; Jansson et al., 2018; Jones & Reed, 2018). The term “open space” is deceptive as
it suggests such spaces are publicly accessible but more often such “pseudo-public
spaces” are highly regulated with restrictions on behavior and activities (Mitchell,
1995, p. 121). Similarly, Greenberg (1990, p. 324) argues that whereas public spaces
had civic functions, the primary purpose of increasing the amount of open space was
“to separate functions, open up distance between buildings, allow for the penetration
of sunlight and greenery, not to provide places for extensive social contact”, suggesting
that there is no easy fit between notions of the “open” parts of the city and their public-
ness. Furthermore, the production and configuration of urban nature is far from value
neutral or politically benign. Just like other parts of the urban realm, urban nature has
significant implications for the ways in which public/private divides are established
and felt in the city. In a comparison of strategies to green urban spaces in the United
States and China, Wolch et al. (2014) find that access to green space is increasingly recog-
nized as an environmental justice issue with the main beneficiaries being predominantly
white and more affluent whilst urban greening can have paradoxical effects making
neighborhoods more healthy and attractive but also increasing house and land values
which can lead to gentrification and displacement of the residents it was meant to benefit.

As city planners and designers increasingly turn to creating, reshaping or indeed
taming nature as part of public–private urban [re]developments, they create both poten-
tial for new public benefit through nature but at the same time risk the very real possi-
bilities of exacerbating urban inequalities through processes of gentrification and
exclusion (see Anguelovski et al., 2017, 2020; Dooling, 2009; Gould & Lewis, 2017;
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Pearsall & Pierce, 2010). The creation and/or re-purposing of urban parks in particular
forms a crucible for key issues to arise such as green gentrification as well as environ-
mental [in] justice and exclusion and/or displacement. According to Lang and Rothen-
berg (2017, p. 1753) there is a tension between the notion that parks, and public spaces
can in many cases increase property values becoming a guiding mantra for many city
planning officials, and park advocates and critics who argue that the economic priorities
of developers are inherently incompatible with the non-economic, social, and commu-
nity value of parks and other public spaces. The New York High Line is frequently
cited as an example of “green gentrification” with Lang and Rothenberg (2017) describ-
ing it as a development project masquerading as a park. The High Line was constructed
along a disused section of elevated railway in Manhattan and involved additions to spon-
taneous vegetation through the replanting of birch trees. As Gandy (2013, p. 1306)
argues:

… in this instance, the “wasteland as artifice” becomes a cultural motif that serves to under-
pin real estate speculation, and the boundary between private and public is reworked in the
form of a neo-pastoral urban spectacle. The park, in this context, is a designed fragment of
nature that inscribes social and political power into the urban landscape.

Therefore, malleability and liminality of urban nature suggests that we need to examine
how the reworking nature in the city both reveals and constitutes public/private
dynamics. The generation and development of urban nature in cities has profound
justice consequences and these are fundamentally shaped by their public/private qual-
ities, yet our understanding of urban nature comes remains limited.

Urban parks and the public/private constitution of city life

In order to examine how, why and with what consequences the design and introduction
of urban nature is troubling existing understandings of public/private boundaries in the
city, we decided to choose “urban parks” as our focus because they are arguably the most
visible manifestation of nature in an urban setting. Our research was conducted as part of
the H2020 NATURVATION project which involved studies in eighteen cities.1 This
paper draws upon case-studies of how nature-based solutions were being developed in
relation to urban parks in three of the eighteen cities included in the research project
– Newcastle, United Kingdom, Cape Town, South Africa and Athens, Greece. The
three case studies were chosen because they involved an urban park in different geo-
graphical locations with different histories, economic and political situations. They
were also at different stages of “green planning” (design, implementation and post-
implementation) and contestations about public/private had been a prominent tension
over the past decades in all three cases due to neoliberalism and austerity measures.

The fieldwork for each case study took place over six months in the period 2017–2019.
Data were collected through the analysis of academic and gray literature (e.g. policy,
newspapers, websites etc.) alongside semi-structured interviews (21 in Cape Town, 15
in Newcastle, and 10 in Athens). Interviewees included representatives of government,
NGOs, community groups, utilities, knowledge institutions, urban development and
planning agencies, engineering, urban development, design, architecture and other rel-
evant companies and small- and medium-sized enterprises. Therefore, we draw on a
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diverse set of empirical research (geographical, historical, economic and political) to find
complementary evidence in the three case studies rather than including and comparing a
range of stakeholder groups which would be beyond the scope of the paper. The 46 inter-
views were audio-recorded with the consent of interviewees and field notes were kept.
The interviews were transcribed and thematically coded using a template that was stan-
dardized across all case studies.

These case studies offer perspectives on how new interventions with urban nature are
troubling public/private boundaries. Newcastle Parks Trust (from 2019 called “Urban
Green Newcastle”) highlights the challenges faced by a municipal authority after
drastic public funding cuts to the park budgets due to austerity conditions. The pressing
need to search for a solution involved the development of a new business model and the
case study reveals how concerns can arise that unsettle the public/private boundary
because different publics’ value parks in different ways e.g. history, heritage and steward-
ship, access, inclusion and how these issues have implications for justice. In the case of
Two Rivers Urban Park in Cape Town proposals are being negotiated that would see an
industrial and degraded river area redeveloped into a mixed use, mixed income develop-
ment with green space rehabilitated into a park. The case highlights issues around
different values for nature, the role of economic development and green gentrification,
and public participation in planning urban nature projects. In Athens, the case of the
Hellenikon Metropolitan Park focuses on the creation and implementation of a plan
for a new green amenity as part of a larger brownfield redevelopment of the 620 hectares
site that used to host the National Airport of Greece. The overall development plan con-
cerns arguably the largest, (previously) publicly owned, urban, coastal, open area in
Attica (Prentou, 2012) and has come about through neoliberal crisis-driven policies.
The case shows how the private/public nature of a green space is defined by the socio-
political context not only within the country but also at European/global level, and the
surrounding urban planning and infrastructure patterns in which it is embedded. In Hel-
lenikon, There-Is-No-Alternative narratives on the privatization of public assets took
hold, while the public/private character of urban nature for recreation, leisure and
health, was as blurred by the developers and the related voted regulations as it was con-
tested by concerned citizen groups who fought for a right to urban nature. Using these
three cases, we interrogate how, why and with what consequences nature-based solutions
are troubling public/private categories with particular attention to the implications for
questions of justice.

Newcastle Parks Trust – “Urban Green Newcastle”

In the face of significant public spending cuts due to the political response to austerity in
the United Kingdom, between 2016 and 2018 Newcastle City Council (NCC) established
new governance arrangements for existing (mainly Victorian) parks and allotments in
the city. In the wake of the post-2010 UK National Government Austerity Programme
which required local authorities re-prioritize local spending and investment the park
budget for Newcastle had been cut by approximately 91% – reduced from 2.6 million
in 2010/2011 to £87,000 in 2017/2018 (Duncan & Hussain, 2017). After working with
the National Trust during 2015 and 2016, NCC became a “national pathfinder” for devel-
oping a charitable trust model for parks (Naturvation Interview, 2017). Figure 1 outlines
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the key aspects of the charitable trust model for Newcastle’s parks and allotments. A con-
sultation process took place between February and April 2017 with only one option on
the table, and some interviewees saw this as “tokenistic”. Indeed, a failure to consider
alternatives, such as an endowment model, led to reports in local media that “the
council have just made their mind up, if there were other options, surely those should
have been included in the consultation” (Chronicle Live, 2017). Such an approach
which gives the appearance of asking for citizen endorsement of a decision already
made can in turn erode trust in participatory processes involving institutions and
citizens.

Others were concerned that the shift away from municipal authority management of
parks to a charitable trust model had accountability implications whereby the “clear pol-
itical mechanisms of going to your local councillor if you’re not happy with how things
are being run” may be lost (Naturvation Interview, 2017). The underpinning logic of
using the charitable trust model as a means through which to accelerate the marketiza-
tion of public, natural space was another key concern because the parks are viewed as

one of the only remaining spaces for all people to be without feeling they need to pay money
… [because] even if it is a charitable trust they will look for funding streams that will include
making the parks an income generator, which is fundamentally not what they should be.
(Let’s Talk Parks, 2017)

Concern about the monetization of natural space relates to deeper issues such as a fear
that the shift to a charitable trust would generate new kinds of exclusion whereby
some may not be able to afford the charges for parking and activities in the park. For
interviewees, there was an implicit understanding that parks are “convivial” open
spaces where people are free to enjoy nature and be able to navigate the space as they
wish without restriction. Shifting to a charitable trust model troubles that perception
of public space because it serves to introduce elements of privatization both in terms
of how decisions are reached and who parks are for, in turn generating a sense of loss
of public ownership.

Figure 1. The proposed new business model for Newcastle’s parks.
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Another issue of concern stems from the historic value of parks which is particularly
strong in the UK context as many date back to the Victorian era when local authorities
were encouraged through various Public Health Acts to create parks for public enjoy-
ment, health and wellbeing. The legislation arose due to squalid living conditions and
overcrowding in many industrial towns and cities and “civic pride determined that
these newly public green spaces were maintained to a very high standard as symbols
of municipal power and excellence” (Crowe, 2018, p. 59). As volunteers/friends from a
park in Newcastle explain:

Our parks have been managed by the Local Authority since the 19th Century. Much of the
land was acquired with covenant and through philanthropy, on the understanding that it is
maintained under the stewardship of elected representatives. The Charitable Trust model
seriously jeopardizes and compromises the democratic principle of accountability. We
believe the Charitable Trust model offers at best a short term economic solution that
cannot guarantee long term sustainability on behalf of users. (Naturvation Interview, 2017)

In their view, the new business model for parks breaks the continuity of stewardship
dating back to the nineteenth century, “jeopardises and compromises” accountability and
is a short-term solution which overall, does not guarantee sustainability. Here we see
clearly the temporal dimensions of the debate i.e. the contestations that arise when a his-
toric public good, viewed as a commonly held resource available for all is threatened. As a
municipal employee – commenting on the consultation – explained:

… some of the events were very, very challenging, because you have got some very passio-
nate groups out there, who really think they could do things differently, but how they could
that differently, we haven’t really got to the bottom of. It was always a case of well why create
a trust, the council should run it, and then you have that sort of discussion about well the
reason we are doing this is because we haven’t got the money, and we got “well you must
have some money”, so it is all sort of discussions. (Naturvation Interview, 11)

Despite concerns being raised about the justice implications of the new business
model for parks in Newcastle, NCC with such a drastic reduction in budget for parks
had very little option but to pursue this pathway and in November 2017, NCC
Cabinet agreed to create Newcastle Park’s Trust. However, it was not until 1 April
2019 that the trust started operating across the city, with a new name “Urban Green New-
castle” and a website for Urban Green Newcastle was launched in 2020.

Two Rivers Urban Park, Cape Town

Two Rivers Urban Park is at the confluence of the Black River and the Liesbeek River.
This geography is a suitable metaphor for Cape Town; the Liesbeek River runs
through affluent neighborhoods as it snakes down from Table Mountain to the ocean
and has been substantially rehabilitated through the work of the privately funded non-
governmental organization. The Black River, on the other hand, runs through disadvan-
taged and racialized suburbs in the Cape Flats and has been substantially altered to
accommodate outflow from a wastewater treatment plant. At Two Rivers Urban Park
(TRUP), on land mostly owned by the City of Cape Town and the Western Cape Pro-
vince, the rivers meet. Close to downtown with large open space, it has been a prime
target for redevelopment since the 1990s. Existing uses include an eco-village,
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Valkenburg Psychiatric Hospital (which has operated on the site since 1891 originally as
two racially segregated hospitals on either side of the river), a medical technology park
and a private recreation club and golf driving range. At the time of research, the green
and blue space in the TRUP area was open space, accessed by some and not others,
wild/dangerous in some regards, marginally used for recreation, and had high levels of
pollution. Proposals for the site emphasize the need for private intervention to develop
part of the land to provide the resources necessary to rehabilitate and restore urban
nature so that it generates public benefits (Figure 2).

The Western Cape Government worked with the City of Cape Town to create a joint
redevelopment plan in 2011. The original intention was to develop a mixed-use area that
would have low/no car use and use rainwater harvesting and decentralized electricity
generation. The river and green space would be a centerpiece of the development and
provide fundamental ecosystem services. Through the various proposals, some of these
original intentions have retreated in importance (Naturvation Interview, 2018). Develop-
ment would be mixed use and concentrated in areas where development already exists,
although they would be higher density e.g. seven stories rather than one or two. This gov-
ernment-driven vision for the site prioritizes density and access to housing, transpor-
tation and economic opportunities while envisioning recreation opportunities in
rehabilitated green space. It focuses on the creation of accessible housing and green
space close enough to the downtown core to address the structural inequality of Cape

Figure 2. Proposed location for Two Rivers Urban Park, Cape Town. Source: Cartographic Unit,
Durham University.
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Town’s uneven development by providing housing for middle-income residents and
access to green space for low-income residents. Stark inequalities and spatial segregation
in Cape Town make housing in particular a politically charged social justice issue, but
poor access to green space is also an environmental justice issue. A City of Cape
Town representative explained how this relates to government-driven proposals for
the site:

People in the township and whatnot have access to the one rail line, it’s a hop, skip and a
jump, or they can walk, it’s not that far [to the TRUP site]. It’s just an amazing opportunity,
but now we’re not going to be able to make anything special out of it because of the facilities
that are unable to be. So the park for me was an important potential catalyst, and the idea
was that we would create a world-class park, as well as a facility close to Cape Flats. (Nat-
urvation Interview, 2018)

These early proposals for the TRUP site envision blue/green space that is, in many
ways, more functional and more public, with a focus on making it safer, providing
specific ecosystem services, and serving to enable development, but at the same time
relies on urban nature being both partly privatized and tamed to fit within the visions
of controlling urban development that dominate the vision for the site. As such, they
also serve to diminish the value that some people find in the existing urban park land-
scape and its historical and wild character.

These contested visions of what nature in the city should be came to the fore during a
series of co-design workshops throughout 2016 were the primary vehicle for public par-
ticipation in creating the vision for TRUP. The technical team presented stakeholders
with two diverging scenarios. However, a number of stakeholders (particularly
members of nearby resident’s associations) were dissatisfied with the way in which
this captured their input into the process and their key concerns for the site. A third scen-
ario developed by community groups representing existing residents near TRUP was pre-
sented as an alternative. This scenario sees the site maintained as open green space with
densification around the edges of the park in sites that are already developed: “We
support the idea of development densification as long as it’s done in consultation, and
in a quality way, which retains the heritage to an appropriate degree – and that includes
the environment” (Naturvation Interview, 2018). A representative from the Oude Molen
Eco-village elaborated:

We know that we need some development, but we don’t necessarily need this development
here… The city wants to densify because they want to accommodate more people closer to
work but there’s a lot of other areas that have already got a hard footprint. You don’t need to
be taking green space and putting a hard footprint on green space. We’ve got too little green
space to compromise.

Local medium to low density proposals for communities along the edge would be
pursued, but the design sees the area is the last large green space close to the city that
should be rehabilitated as an open natural area.

The development of TRUP will have a number of impacts with justice implications,
depending on which vision for the site is carried out. From the perspective of City of
Cape Town representatives, the site offers the opportunity to pursue more socially just
urban development that, to some extent, addresses the structural inequality of apartheid
that continues to relegate racialized communities to distant townships (Naturvation
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Interview, 2018). The site is close to employment opportunities, largely publicly owned,
and large enough to add significant housing. However, there is skepticism about how
much affordable housing would actually be included (Naturvation Interview, 2018).
There is distrust among the community that the government will deliver affordable
housing to benefit middle-income citizens as well as publicly accessible green space
since similar developments in the past have resulted in luxury private development.
The development of luxury apartments, with green space rehabilitated by developers
for residents, would privatize much of the green space and likely move it behind
fences for “security”. Leaving the green space open with no development, however,
would likely maintain much of it as what one person called a “wasteland” (Naturvation
Interview, 2018).

Competing visions for TRUP have different publics in mind. Depending on which
public is being considered, there is disagreement about how much and what kind of
private intervention is needed in order to make TRUP into functional urban space
and there is tension around how much intervention existing nature requires to make
it accessible. The top-down nature of the consultation effort led to competing visions
about the future, as evidenced by the creation of an alternative development scenario
by community groups composed of existing nearby residents, but the bottom-up
vision for the site does not necessarily represent the interests of non-residents according
to government stakeholders emphasizing housing provision and accessible green space.
Across these different visions for the site, there is a tension related to whether green space
is lost or enhanced, and for whom.

Hellenikon Metropolitan Park, Athens

Hellenikon, a contested plot of land of 620 ha on the coastal front of Athens used to host
the National Airport of Greece up until 2001. A development plan for Hellenikon has
been debated since 1995 but the period since the onset of the financial crisis in Greece
in 2008 has marked its fate. As part of the conditions for Greece’s financial bailout
through the first Memorandum of Understanding (structural adjustment program) in
2010 with the country’s international lenders (the EU and IMF), Hellenikon was a
public asset that had to be privatized and exploited in order to create new investment
environments (Konstantinidis & Vlachau, 2018). While in 1995, legislation (233/1995)
was put in place to safeguard the creation of a “metropolitan green zone” in Hellenikon,
in 2003, the government launched an international competition including the develop-
ment of the area, comprising business buildings, residences, restaurants, etc. The idea
of including economic activities to allow for self-funded park maintenance was already
part of the circulating plans and narratives over Hellenikon, but a public and openly
accessible green element remained central to planned developments. Gradually,
however, and as accelerated legal processes facilitated the privatization of Hellenikon,
public/green elements were giving way for gray developments, targeting investors, elite
buyers and upper-class consumers (Velegrakis & Frezouli, 2016). In 2011, the Hellenikon
site was moved into the Hellenic Republic Asset Development Fund and soon after, the
shares of Hellenikon were moved to the Hellenikon SA Company, whose mission was to
administer, manage and develop its land, premises and facilities. In 2012, a plan was pro-
posed for new infrastructure, which according to new legislation (Law 4062/2012) could

12 A. ARMSTRONG ET AL.



expand to cover more than 50% of the overall plot. In 2014, the shares of Hellenikon SA
were obtained by the private developer LAMDA.2 The legal agreement signed in 2016
between Hellenikon SA and LAMDA declared that the project would not differ substan-
tially from the investment plan that was proposed in 2014, but which never became
public and available for debate. In the midst of summer 2016, LAMDA’s final project
plan was released. Comprising 2,500 pages and going through fast-track consultation
for only 20 days (less than any environmental plan would legally require), meant that
this lengthy, yet vaguely written plan, escaped any meaningful public debate (Naturva-
tion Interview, 2017).

In the resulting and approvedMaster Plan (IDP, 2017), 200ha are designated as the so-
called Hellenikon Metropolitan Park, including sports centers, art and exhibition centers
and others, leaving less than 150ha of open green space (Figure 3).

Importantly, the type of urbanization planned around it comprises of exclusive villas
and luxury apartments, a casino, 7-star hotels, entertainment venues, shops, and restau-
rants (IDP, 2017), following an obsolete model of flagship architecture and locally
detached tourist-based economy that does not bring much benefit to local residents
(Doucet, 2007). At the same time, developers kept emphasizing that the planned park
would be “open for all”.3 Indeed, legislation mandates that the park as well as the
1 km of beach in part of the coastal front shall be openly accessible to all publics.
However, neither the park nor the beach was ever proclaimed as publicly owned.
While the majority of the land in Hellenikon will remain forever private (Law 4062/

Figure 3. Hellenikon Metropolitan Park, Athens. Source: Cartographic Unit, Durham University.
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2012), non-developed land (streets, squares, the park) will be returned to the Greek state
after 99 years. There is no clarity on what the property status will be of the 2.5 km of
coastline where the development of hotels, private marinas and houses has been
planned (Naturvation Interview, 2017).

Beyond issues of legal ownership, the decisions taken around Hellenikon and its re-
naturing have disrupted and re-defined the notion of public/private with what regards
to accessibility, usage, experience and representation connected to urban natural space.
In terms of direct accessibility, the plan foresees no direct connection of the surround-
ing municipalities with the coast, while their connectivity with the park remains limited
both in terms of public roads as well as due to the private infrastructure that surrounds
and delimits it (Naturvation Interview, 2017). It is not clear what kind of access the new
hotels and villas will have, for example, allowing passers-by to access the park, or what
security mechanisms will be installed in their premises, impacting the sense of freedom
and surveillance of the general public. This is especially worrying as the maintenance
and management of all open communal spaces in Hellenikon, including the park,
will be assigned to private entities and not to municipal authorities that usually
handle this responsibility (Naturvation Interviews, 2017). This creates confusion over
how behavior, policing and surveillance in those spaces will be governed, as they
uncomfortably fall in the pseudo-public sphere (Shenker, 2017). As one interviewee
told us:

The parts that are for public use, as it is defined, will be managed by a private body that will
be created with a public tender. Maybe there will be a door that locks at night. Maybe there is
an event and access is restricted. This cannot be done systematically, but reasons can be
created for doing so. (Naturvation Interview, 2017)

Like other high-end and tourist-oriented developments, the park is likely to develop
an elitist character which deters ordinary people from making use of it, as it will not rep-
resent their everyday experiences, needs and values. It is, in fact, obvious in the com-
munication materials of LAMDA that the audience envisioned for this new
development is white, high-income and consumption-oriented.4 As outlined by the
city-wide movement that formed in 2010 to demand the protection of Hellenikon as a
public asset and its transformation into a public park, there has been no public dialogue
and participation process on Hellenikon’s privatization or on the subsequent design and
development of the park (Member of the Struggle Committee for the Metropolitan Park,
Nov 2017). According to activists, what has been at stake in Hellenikon is not only the
level of public access, inclusive use and distribution of benefits stemming from the cre-
ation of the park, but a wider question of democratic accountability over what used to be
a public asset (Apostolopoulou & Kotsila, 2021). As one interviewee told us:

What is taking place here is that one of the last free public spaces in the Attica basin is chan-
ging hands. The loss of public control is very important, not only for the municipalities that
surround it but for the whole of all Attica. (Naturvation Interview, 2017)

Seen from an environmental justice lens, the Hellenikon case falls in the “classic” cat-
egory of brownfield development and greening that fails to address past inequities of
chronic lack of green space (Dillon, 2014), as it is particularly felt by low-income resi-
dents of densely urbanized neighborhoods with limited access to private green. In
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Hellenikon, it was not only the distributional aspect of justice that got compromised by a
drastic reduction of green open space, but also procedural and recognition aspects as
reflected in the decision-making process and the final composition and character of
the overall development.

Reconfiguring the public/private divide with urban nature

Rather than only being a place at which public/private divides in the city come to be
made, analysis of these case studies suggests that urban nature-based solutions provide
an arena within which what constitutes the public and the private, their standing,
value and meaning, are constituted and contested. Urban nature, in all its forms, is
largely regarded as a matter of and for the public – for public management, concern,
and benefit. Yet, as all our case studies show, even where urban nature appears to be
fully public in nature, we find that in practice, dynamics concerning ownership/
control, physical accessibility, as well as a lack of democratic participation and account-
ability serve to limit its publicness. While there was nominal commitment to public
access of nature in each of the three cases presented in this article, we detect three over-
arching trends: ownership or management moving out of public hands and into private
ones; access shifting to accommodate particular publics and not others (e.g. elite tourists
or high-income renters versus low-middle class local residents); and concerns being
raised about inadequate democratic participation in the decision-making around these
urban natures.

We find these projects are each to some degree pursuing a “pseudo-public” (Mitchell,
2017) path where sites are framed as public but are managed or owned privately, or acces-
sibility becomes conditional and exclusive, even where, for example in the case of New-
castle, that is done “in trust” for the public at large. This reconfiguration of the public
echoes what Madden (2010, p. 203) calls “publicity without democracy… [which] is
neither militarized nor inauthentic, but… is centred upon surveillance, control, com-
merce, and consumption [and]… is the increasingly dominant conception of the
public in the cities of today”. We can see this dynamic at work clearly when it comes
to considering the terms and degree of access to urban nature. In Newcastle, the commit-
ment to access came in the framing of developing the Trust in order to keep public parks
open, while in Cape Town and Athens each project proclaimed its intentions to make
nature more functional and hence more accessible. Residents and community groups
expressed concern that, while technically open to “the public”, the design of the interven-
tions would serve to be exclusionary. In Newcastle, criticism was raised that monetization
would exclude publics not able to pay from participating, while in Cape Town and
Athens there was concern that the redevelopment would be designed in such a way so
as to “gate” who had access to nature, along with concerns that private surveillance
and security measures would serve to police public access. In this sense, even when
the resource (the land hosting the parks) was not completely privatized, the use and
access to the related benefits of such natures were largely bound to private actors’
decisions. This has consequences for justice and urban politics not only in terms of prop-
erty relations and how space is reconfigured in private/public domains, but also in how
then the possibility of such space to “act” politically is also reconfigured.
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Further, across these case studies, we find that a degree of privatization of nature is
regarded as not only legitimate in its own right, but necessary in order to ensure the
enduring publicness of urban nature. With the withdrawal of public funding, the
parks in Newcastle will fall into disrepair and the health, well-being, and environmental
benefits of parks will be lost without private intervention. In Cape Town, Two Rivers
Urban Park is thought to need private intervention to bring nature from being a “waste-
land” to a useful set of assets. In Athens, Hellenikon is regarded as requiring privatization
to generate the long-term viability of the public realm. Such logics underpin the wider
discourse on nature-based solutions that seek to secure private investment in order to
realize both direct returns and secure public benefits, such as responding to climate
change, enhancing biodiversity, enabling well-being or addressing air pollution. Yet
involvement of private interests in these cases, introduced a motivation to maximize
profit with significant implications on where responsibility would lie to redress inequal-
ities. The funding model for maintenance and investment in Newcastle parks, for
example, introduced a concern that parks in wealthier areas would generate more
money and therefore receive more investment, while parks in poor areas would not, in
turn exacerbating existing inequalities in park quality, with implications for the health
and well-being benefits for the surrounding neighborhoods. Not only is the private pro-
vision of urban nature contested in its own right, such interventions also serve to reveal
and further open up cracks in any universalized notion of the public benefit of nature-
based solutions.

This is particularly starkly illustrated in the case of the TRUP, Cape Town, where com-
peting visions for the site were founded in different notions of which publics should
benefit, and what kinds of public benefit should be generated through the redevelopment
of the site. Community group representatives on one hand argued that preservation and
enhancement of open green space should be the priority, while government-led propo-
sals stressed that putting some of the land to use for housing would allow more diverse
residents access to both economic opportunities and urban green space. These different
visions of the kinds of problems that nature should be a solution to, who should benefit,
when and where, were in turn tied to very different notions of just how private nature
needed to become – government plans envisaged a far bigger role for the private
sector in order to deliver the kinds of investment in housing and access to green space
that lie beyond its remit and capacity, whereas for community representatives much
could be left as it is, with a stronger role for government in securing and managing exist-
ing green space. However, in limiting their concerns to the mainly local residents of the
TRUP area and surrounds, the community vision also serves to limit who it is who is
deemed a relevant public, potentially restricting access to lower income, racialized com-
munities who currently inhabit areas of the city with poor quality housing and limited
access to urban nature. Here it is clear to see that the private-ness and public-ness of
urban nature is highly relational, continually produced and always contested, and that
how this plays out in practice has profound consequences for social and environmental
justice.

Beyond the complex question of who accesses the benefits of urban nature, its complex
public/private provision raises questions of procedural justice and democratic account-
ability. The case studies demonstrate the different types of participation involved in
the reconfiguration of public space (i.e. consultation, forums, and community
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representation on new governance arrangements), but in these cases, as is also widely
reported in the literature, there are controversies around participation. The consultation
in Newcastle offered citizens only the option of transferring the parks to a Trust, while in
Cape Town a top-down consultation processes created little space for alternatives and in
Athens participation was minimized in order to fast-track development, while long
standing activist claims and proposals were dismissed. Across these cases, participation
was then at best tokenistic and at worst almost fully absent. In part, this speaks to the lack
of capacity amongst public actors to govern urban nature, but also points to the ways in
which matters of efficiency and ensuring “smooth processes” come to dominate when
private interests are at stake. Relatedly, a crucial point of contention in the cases was
the loss of democratic oversight. The redevelopment and management plans for each
of the cases involved a transfer of ownership or management of publicly owned green
space into private control, with limited provision for publics to hold private interests
to account. This matters not only because of a loss of democratic control over a set of
public assets, but also because even where urban nature comes to be designated as in
private control, ownership or management, it still generates public goods – whether
this be carbon sequestration, biodiversity, air quality or watershed management. Ensur-
ing that private interests enact their responsibilities for the public goods generated
through their urban nature assets is a collective challenge that cannot be left to individual
private actors alone.

Overall, our analysis suggests that attending to the ways in which the public and
private are constituted and contested in urban nature-based solutions is crucial for ensur-
ing that they adequately address the distributive, procedural and recognition dimensions
of social and environmental justice. Bringing private stakeholders into the provision of
urban nature is increasingly seen as a necessary means through which to scale up the
delivery of nature-based solutions, yet the terms on which this should take place and
the consequences of reconfiguring the public/private ownership, control and account-
ability for urban nature rarely figures in these policy discussions. These cases show
that even where the transfer of public assets to a benign, not-for-profit entity such as a
Community Trust, deep questions of accountability are raised, and that the inclusion
of for-profit business interests can seriously undermine the quality and equality of
urban nature provision. At the same time, the inclusion of some communities is no guar-
antee that the interests of the often diverse and unequal publics that need to be taken into
consideration can be realized. In this sense, adjustments to procedures of decision-
making – such as those proposed in co-design and co-development methodologies –
are a necessary but insufficient step for ensuring that nature-based solutions deliver
public benefits for they are unlikely to be able to sufficiently include under-represented
groups and cannot represent future communities whose interests are not yet known.
When coupled with the recognition that even ostensibly private nature-based solutions
generate public goods which may or may not be realized to their full potential, our
findings point instead to the need for governance arrangements that can support the
long-term stewardship of nature in the public interest and with due accountability.
These arrangements could involve, first, safeguarding key urban naturescapes through
either public or common ownership or the use of covenants to protect land under
private ownership in the future, second, explicit assessment of the impacts of urban
greening on gentrification and social exclusion and a requirement for measures to be
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introduced to counteract such impacts, and finally long-term participatory and delibera-
tive processes that enable ongoing and meaningful public debate, co-production and
engagement with urban nature landscapes as they change over time. While the precise
instruments and mechanisms through which such forms of governance can be enacted
will vary across urban contexts, such forms of governance are likely to ensure the
long-term stewardship of nature in the public interest and with due accountability.

Notes

1. NATURVATION, led by Durham University, involves 14 institutions across Europe inves-
tigating the contribution of nature-based solutions to urban sustainability between 2016 and
2021. One part of the project undertook fifty-four case-studies of the design and implemen-
tation of nature-based solutions in eighteen cities internationally. The research was funded
by the European Commission’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under
grant agreement no. 730243.

2. It is worth noting that the price LAMDA paid (915 million euros nominal value) was only a
third of what was the estimated value of Hellenikon according to the Technical Chamber of
Greece.

3. Available promotional material of LAMDA on Hellenikon: https://thehellinikon.com/the-
metropolitan-park/.

4. See the main promotional video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mbJLILbGrDA.
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