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Active citizens may contribute to the environmental, social, and

institutional resilience of cities. This review discusses how citizen

initiatives protect biodiversity hotspots, contribute to social

cohesion, institutional innovation, and diversity in urban green

space management. Challenges related to social inclusiveness,

ecological connectivity and continuity suggest government

involvement is pertinent, but needs to be refocused. To maximise

environmental outcomes of active citizenship, governments may

adopt an enabling and stimulating governance style that

harnesses the transformative potential of active citizenship. This

paper argues for mosaic governance to work with the

heterogeneous array of people, institutions, and spatial practices

associated with active citizenship. Mosaic governance aims for a

context-sensitive way of urban green infrastructure planning,

enhancing relationships between the diversity of landscapes and

communities across cities.
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104 05 Stockholm, Sweden

Corresponding author: Buijs, Arjen E (arjen.buijs@wur.nl)

Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2017, 22:1–6

This review comes from a themed issue on System dynamics and

sustainability

Edited by Niki Frantzeskaki, Dagmar Haase, Michail Fragkias and

Thomas Elmqvist

Received 21 June 2016; Revised 09 January 2017;

Accepted 11 January 2017

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2017.01.002

1877-3435/ã 2017 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
www.sciencedirect.com 
Green space governance and active
citizenship
The contemporary rapid pace of urbanisation is putting

pressure on green spaces in urban areas [1]. Despite this,

citizens expect good living conditions, including access to

urban green spaces. The concept of green infrastructure,

as an interconnected network made up of a mosaic of

different green spaces varying in character and ecology,

focused public agencies attention on the potential of

urban greenspaces, Urban Green Infrastructures may

accommodate a range of human needs and provide eco-

system services that might increase urban social and

ecological resilience.

The socio-cultural diversity of cities poses a challenge to

the inclusive governance of urban green infrastructure

[2]. Consequently, the need to adopt a multi-level,

collaborative, and polycentric governance approach

involving a diversity of actors and governance levels into

decision-making is paramount [3,4��]. Research suggests

that such inclusive models improve governance out-

comes, including environmental and social benefits [5]

and the resilience of civil and governmental institutions

[6]. In recent years, involvement of citizens in greenspace

governance has developed from a focus on public partici-

pation in government policies towards increased active

citizenship [7].

We understand active citizenship as citizens’ ability to
organize themselves in a multiform manner, to mobilize
resources and to act in the public [ . . . ] in order to protect
rights and take care of common goods [8, p. 11]. Active

citizenship usually does not start from government inter-

ventions but operates somewhat independently from

public authorities. It is also referred to as self-organisa-

tion, self-governance, Do-It-Yourself democracy, or bot-

tom-up governance. The engagement of citizens with

local green spaces can be motivated by a combination of

social and environmental objectives, rooted in a type of

environmental stewardship that goes beyond immediate

personal benefit and incorporates wider cultural values

[9].

There are many socio-cultural and institutional reasons

that may account for the increasing role of active citizens,
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including government retrenchment of central funding

for services supplying public goods [10,11]. Some

researchers have criticized attempts to mobilise citizens

to compensate for government retreat as neoliberal gov-

ernance techniques with little real shift in power from

public agencies to local communities [12]. Indeed

engagement processes can include implicit and explicit

mechanisms that exclude some citizens from taking part.

Active citizenship critically depends on cultural capital,

that is the capacity and capability of people to take part in

actions around spaces they value [13]. As this capital is not

distributed evenly across communities, retreating govern-

ment initiatives can lead to unintended impacts on envi-

ronmental justice and the fair distribution of access to

public green space with selective participation by vocal

and well organised interest groups in negotiation and

management [14].

Our objective for this review is to synthesise evidence of

how green active citizenship contributes to the resilience

of cities and urban areas and how governance processes

may relate to the complexity and diversity of active

citizenship. We use the term resilience to mean the

ability of urban systems to adapt and thrive in changing

circumstances. The positive contributions of active citi-

zenship come with a number of challenges, so our review

ends by outlining a governance framework for tackling

these while nurturing positive outcomes.

Contributions to environmental, social and
institutional resilience
In discussing the contributions of active citizens to the

quality of urban living, we focus on contributions of active

citizenship to the environmental [15], institutional [4��],
and social [16��] resilience of cities, using examples from

the literature as well as three ‘good practice’ cases from

new research in three European cities [17].

Environmental resilience

Active citizenship has been demonstrated to contribute to

environmental resilience through greenspace creation,

restoration, enhancement and maintenance efforts

[18��]. Such inputs to the quantity, quality and diversity

of urban ecosystems are important drivers of urban resil-

ience to natural hazards [15]. Reported benefits of active

citizenship include the provision of regulatory ecosystem

services [19], an increase in biodiversity and pollination

[20], restoration of biodiversity and ecosystem services

after natural disasters [21], and a decrease in CO2 emis-

sions [22]. Active citizens often focus on maintenance of

urban green. As such, they contribute to the on-going

challenge for municipalities of place-keeping [23�], that is

the resilient management of urban green spaces. Place-

keeping is important resilient management of urban

green spaces. Place-keeping is important to ensure the

long-term continuity of stewardship that is required to

preserve the social, environmental and economic values
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of a place [24]. Place-keeping is a continuous process

aimed at sustained engagement of a diversity of stake-

holders, including citizens [25]. For example, in the

Dutch city of Amsterdam, active citizens of the nature

association De Ruige Hof (‘The Wild Court’) have success-

fully been managing and safeguarding 13 hectares of

green spaces against urban encroachment for over 30 years

[17]. By adopting pieces of derelict land and managing

this for nature conservation, including targeted biodiver-

sity monitoring programs they have achieved improve-

ments to biodiversity as indicated by the return of multi-

ple red-listed species to the areas a result of habitat

creation and conservation management.

Long term place-keeping by active citizens is particularly

challenging given the voluntary nature of citizen contri-

butions, and the degree to which citizens are equipped to

take on these kinds of responsibilities [26]. Furthermore,

volunteers can be prone to burnout [27], or the engage-

ment may be short term or unreliable [14]. In addition,

many such initiatives increasingly suffer from insecure

funding and governmental budget cuts [e.g. 28].

Devolution and fragmentation of management of urban

greenspace has also led to random emergence of unex-

pected outcomes at larger spatial scales. The small scale

heterogeneity of urban land cover may result in loss of

ecological connectivity [29,30]. To tackle this potential

problem, initiatives from active-citizens need to be con-

nected to other actors and projects [31]. Depending on

the strength of the networks of active citizens and the

ecological characteristics of the area, municipalities or

NGO’s may be needed to initiate such collaboration.

However, tensions may exist between the autonomy of

active citizen groups and active involvement of higher-

scale institutions to ensure connectivity [32].

Institutional resilience

Active citizenship has been shown to build several aspects

of institutional resilience, that is the ability of governance

systems to withstand and adapt to disturbance in the

socio-ecological system [33]. This is mainly through

encouraging a more polycentric governance system where

active citizens complement other actors by providing

local knowledge [42], as well as experimenting with

innovative ideas [4��,34]. The autonomous, disorganised

and sometimes critical nature of civil society offers alter-

native ideas to addressing social and environmental pro-

blems [35]. An example of this is the dynamic urban

agriculture concept developed by a social enterprise

(Xenofilia) in Malmö (Sweden) [17] (Figure 1).

Responding to the challenge of urban expansion, whilst

incorporating the economic objectives of developers,

Xenofilia created temporary gardens on small areas of

derelict land and dynamic agriculture on larger areas,

supported by local community. As urban development
www.sciencedirect.com
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Hyllie, Malmö: institutional resilience through experimentation with

dynamic green spaces.
progresses, some of the gardens will be turned into public

parks and the farmland will gradually extend further

landward as the city expands. The focus of the project

is on creating and maintaining urban greenspace that can

support employment as well as provide other ecosystem

services. This example illustrates how involving non-

governmental actors can lead to innovative approaches

to land use mixing spatial and temporal dimensions of

place, and access to alternative funding streams, both of

which may increase institutional resilience.

Multiple parallel processes and inclusion of additional

decision making among heterogeneous interests high

transaction costs, especially at larger scales and higher

levels of governance [4��]. More dispersed governance

may make accountability issues less transparent and shift

power relations in unexpected ways [4��].

Social resilience

Thirdly, active citizenship may increase the social resil-

ience of cities and their inhabitants, that is the ability of
groups or communities to cope with external stresses and dis-
turbances as a result of social, political, and environmental
change [16��; pp. 347]. By bringing people together and

formulating shared goals, citizen groups are known to

contribute to social cohesion [36]. Improved self-organi-

sation through activities such as urban food growing can

help citizens build resilience to declining economic con-

ditions, and the promotion of environmental awareness

and education [37]. Citizen groups can have better access

to underprivileged communities such as ethnic minorities
www.sciencedirect.com 
[38], and can thus help in making greenspace governance

more inclusive. A good example of the role of active

citizenship in creating social resilience can be found in

Edinburgh (United Kingdom) [17]. Granton Community

Gardeners was started by local residents who wanted to

improve the local neighbourhood through a period of

financial austerity and build a sense of community in

one of the most deprived areas of Edinburgh. After six

years of operation they now manage 10 gardens on local

authority land. The initiative operates independently of

local government input. Active citizenship includes the

provision of, and education about, healthy and nutritious

food to residents and also provides an alternative to food

banks for the most vulnerable. The gardens have also

been important in positively changing the image of

Granton. By engaging citizens from a wide range of ethnic

and economic backgrounds to take part in communal

cultivation, harvesting and cooking/eating projects cul-

tural and local ecological knowledge exchange is sup-

ported [17], which may contribute to the building of

urban conviviality, social integration, social and cultural

capital.

Mosaic governance to foster active
citizenship
The development of effective and integrated governance

models for environmental sustainability is a key challenge

in current times [39,40]. As we have shown, citizen

engagement has a number of positive aspects to bring

to the table but also challenges. The potential problems

pointed to in the previous sections call for inclusive

governance capable of drawing on the strengths of public

participation while avoiding its undesired outcomes.

Local to regional authorities seem to be logical partners

to the citizen initiatives. Instead of a retreat of govern-

ment, a change is needed towards a more enabling and

stimulating governance approach that harnesses the trans-

formative potential of active citizenship [41��,42,43]. The

physical diversity of urban greenspaces [44], the cultural

diversity of urban citizens and their use of greenspaces

[45] and the institutional diversity of how citizens self-

organise [29] is not compatible with green space gover-

nance arrangements that are based on generic ‘one-size

fits all’ municipal engagement policies. It requires recon-

sideration of what inclusive planning and governance is

and needs to move away from the narrow focus of com-

munity involvement in formalised planning practices to

embracing a broad range of partnerships, from supporting

autonomously developed bottom-up initiatives right

through to cross-sector partnerships [41��].

In our view, what is needed in this respect is recognition

of governance that is sensitive to the diversity and dynam-

ics of active citizenship and which aligns with local

informal networks and across scales. We call this mosaic
governance (Figure 2). Mosaic governance goes beyond

polycentric governance, with its acknowledgement of the
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2016, 22:1–6
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Figure 2
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(a) Urban green infrastructure: urban green spaces are diverse but ecologically interdependent, often represented as a mosaic landscape. (b)

Traditional municipal-led planning and management to enhance and maintain urban green infrastructure. (c) Independent contributions from active

citizen groups to enhance and maintain local green spaces. (d) The challenge of developing mosaic governance to enhance horizontal and vertical

integration of policy and active citizenship (in order) to enhance urban green infrastructure. The diversity in blue lines between municipal sectors

and active citizens signifies the diversity in this relationship, dependent on, for example needs and demands from different types of citizen groups

related to the institutional diversity of how citizens self-organise.
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diversity of actors and scales, and beyond landscape

governance, with its acknowledgement of the spatial

dimension of environmental government [46]. Mosaic

governance demands a context-sensitive approach to

planning, acknowledging relations and interdependen-

cies not only between ecological and social scales, but

also between the geographically distinct urban land-

scapes, community identities, and specific practices of

active citizen groups across the city. Mosaic governance

delivers resilience through arrangements that differ by

greenspace type, by the character of the citizens that take

part and varies through time in a way that bridges spatial

and temporal boundaries of a site in response to changing

social and ecological circumstances. Local authorities can

provide some of the coordination of bottom-up initiatives

that is needed to achieve well-connected, multifunctional

urban green infrastructure, which is key to urban resil-

ience [31,47]. A crucial challenge in mosaic governance is

therefore to strike the right balance between acknowl-

edging the autonomy of individual those on strengthen-

ing social and ecological connectivity between the full

ranges of initiatives [17].

The concept of mosaic governance emphasises there is

unlikely to be a single combination of governance instru-

ments with optimal and resilient outcomes for both the

environment and local people [48]. A number of recent

literature reviews on the topic of urban greening and

urban forestry [6,49–51] have highlighted the sparse and

unsystematic nature of research detailing the diversity of

governance arrangements and their associated impacts.

Research which clearly and systematically reports on the

multiple ways in which context (e.g. policies, available

resources) and processes (e.g. evolving discourses, engage-

ment techniques) combine to produce different types of

governance outputs and outcomes [52��], may well be

able to demonstrate and convince public bodies and local

authorities about benefits of adopting a mosaic gover-

nance approach.
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