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A B S T R A C T

This paper discusses the long-term management or ‘place-keeping’ of urban green space by citizens and highlights
enabling and constraining factors that play a crucial role in this continuity. While authorities have historically
been in charge of managing public green spaces, there is an increased involvement of citizens in green space
management. It is therefore relevant to study how citizens can contribute towards place-keeping and realize a
continuity in managing and conserving the qualities of urban green spaces.

We contribute to these debates by looking at three European cases characterized by long-term involvement of
citizens in place-keeping. We conducted document analysis and interviewing of key informants to study green
space management over time. Our analysis highlights what factors have contributed towards the continuity of
this management, but also shows challenges and difficulties which citizens have experienced. Based on our
fieldwork, we identify three factors of particular relevance for the continuity of place-keeping involving citizens.

We found that long-term continuity is supported by a degree of formalization: established rules and procedures
within groups provide stability to citizens. We also highlight the importance of adaptive capacity: citizens need to
be able to adapt to contextual changes in order to cope with external political, socio-economic and cultural
developments over time. The supporting role of authorities was also key in legitimizing and supporting place-
keeping by citizens. Authorities can support place-keeping by citizens by providing security via stable policies,
formally protecting the involved spaces, allowing long-term management contracts and contributing resources.

1. Introduction

1.1. Active citizenship in urban green space

Urban green spaces provide a range of important ecosystem services
and can contribute to the improvement of the local climate (Lafortezza
and Chen, 2016); biodiversity (ibid.), water retention (McDonald,
2015), health and wellbeing of citizens (Tzoulas et al., 2007), and re-
creation (Lovell and Taylor, 2013). Although these services are in-
creasingly being recognized by scientists, conservationists and policy
makers (McDonald, 2015), green space in many urban areas is under
pressure. The quantity and quality of urban green space is negatively
affected by encroachment of residential areas and infrastructure
(McWilliam et al., 2015). Furthermore, many green spaces in urban

areas are inadequately managed, resulting in a loss of green space
quality (Burton et al., 2014; Perkins, 2010). With this, the benefits that
many green spaces provide to the urban environment and population
are under pressure (Dempsey et al., 2014b).

Citizens have become an increasingly important actor in the gov-
ernance of urban green (Rosol, 2010). While local authorities are often
the main managers of urban green space (Van der Jagt et al., 2016), a
lack of funding for green space management has spurred an interest in
potential contributions of citizens to this management (Perkins, 2010;
Rosol, 2010). Policy makers also express a desire to empower citizens
(Bailey, 2010; Mattijssen et al., 2015), and a trend towards active ci-
tizenship is visible through the emergence of an increasing number of
bottom-up initiatives (van Dam et al., 2015). There are nowadays many
citizens involved in a wide variety of green space management practices
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(Mattijssen et al., 2017b). Independently or in cooperation with au-
thorities and other actors, these citizens have the potential to realize a
wide range of environmental and social benefits (Mattijssen et al.,
2017a in review-a).

1.2. The long-term horizon of citizen engagement in urban green space
management

In the long term, the increased engagement of citizens might have
implications for the quantity and quality of urban green. While mana-
ging high quality green spaces typically requires on-going commitment
(Dempsey and Burton, 2012), the abovementioned trends are recent
developments. There is still uncertainty about the long-term continuity
of citizen engagement in green space management and what this means
for the quality of these spaces (Dempsey et al., 2014b). Recognition of
these challenges has led to an increased emphasis on responsive long-
term management and the role of citizens in this (Smith et al., 2014).

In this paper, we explore factors influencing long-term engagement
of citizens in the management of urban green space. For this, we use the
concept of place-keeping. Place-keeping is understood as ’responsive
long-term management which ensures that the social, environmental and
economic quality and benefits a place brings can be enjoyed by present and
future generations’ (Dempsey et al., 2014; p.9). The concept of place-
keeping sheds light on the socio-spatial processes of conserving and
maintaining the qualities of spaces (Dempsey and Smith, 2014). By
employing the concept of place-keeping, we thus focus on how citizens
play a role in maintaining the qualities of urban green over time.

There is a lack of research that assesses the effectiveness of long-
term management approaches (Dempsey et al., 2014a). Literature and
policy often focus on the planning and design of new green spaces, also
called place-making. However, there is much less focus on processes of
conserving the qualities of these spaces once they are created, the place-
keeping. The involvement of citizens in place-keeping is seen as being
‘still in its infancy’ (Smith et al., 2014; p. 64), so even less is known about
the role of active citizenship in place-keeping. There is thus a need to
better understand what influences the long-term continuity of green
space management by citizens in order to promote a long-term main-
tenance of the social, environmental and economic qualities of urban
green spaces.

We contribute to international knowledge on this by studying the
long-term management of urban green space by citizens in three
European cases. Previous research has indicated that citizen groups
managing local green spaces might encounter difficulties in ensuring a
continuity of membership (Mathers et al., 2015) and in securing (long-
term) funding (Lawrence et al., 2014). However, long-term place
keeping by citizens has not been systematically analysed before. In the
present study, we add to these findings with a more focused and sys-
tematic analysis of factors enabling and constraining long-term green
space management by citizens. This paper aims to answer the following
research question:

What factors contribute to and constrain continuity of urban green space
management by citizens?

Lessons from our research can be used to support place-keeping by
citizens. We will also provide recommendations to authorities who
might be interested in the possible contribution of citizens towards
place-keeping.

2. Analytical framework

Citizens always operate in a broader spatial (Lawrence et al., 2013)
and socio-political context (Bailey, 2010). While place-keeping is given
shape through daily management activities, it is influenced by pro-
cesses beyond the space itself: policy plans from local authorities, ex-
treme weather events or an economic crisis can directly or indirectly
influence management. We study place-keeping by citizens as part of
this wider governance context, with governance encompassing ‘the many

ways in which public and private actors from the state, market and/or civil
society govern public issues at multiple scales’ (Arts and Visseren-
Hamakers, 2012 p. 242).

2.1. An integrated approach to study place-keeping

In our study, we focused on activities that citizens employ to con-
serve and increase the quality of the involved spaces. It is through these
activities (e.g. mowing grass, planting trees, creating and maintaining
paths) that places are maintained and enhanced (Burton et al., 2014).
However, in order to identify important factors contributing to place-
keeping, we also needed to gain insight into the broader processes of
organizing these activities. In order to do so, we employed the Policy
Arrangement Approach (PAA; Arts and Leroy, 2006), which is an es-
tablished approach for analysing the governance of natural resources
(Ayana, 2014).

The PAA provides a comprehensive analytical framework for
studying this broader organizational context with the use of four ana-
lytical dimensions: discourses, actors, rules, and resources (Arts et al.,
2006). We adopted the PAA because these analytical dimensions pro-
vide a holistic and comprehensive perspective on governance while also
being practically applicable (see Ayana, 2014 for more details). Also,
the PAA can capture dynamic processes and changes over time
(Liefferink, 2006), fitting the idea of place-keeping as an ongoing pro-
cess. We have used insights from existing literature on place-keeping to
aid in operationalizing the PAA as a framework for studying place-
keeping by citizens.

2.2. Dimensions of analysis

We know from the literature that design and management are im-
portant themes in place-keeping (Burton et al., 2014). These themes
encompass the human activities through which places are created and
maintained. Important activities also include the coordinating and or-
ganizing of management (Mattijssen et al., 2017b).

With the actors dimension, we study the individuals and organisa-
tions involved in place-keeping and their specific role (Arts and Van
Tatenhove, 2006). Place-keeping often involves multiple actors who
cooperate or form partnerships (Burton and Mathers, 2014). In this, we
scrutinized the role of different actors but also processes of interaction
and cooperation. Throughout this study, we focused explicitly on the
role of volunteering citizens.

The rules include regulations and formal and informal procedures
that determine the barriers and opportunities for actors to act (Arts and
Leroy, 2006). Formal policies and regulations often have an influence
on place-keeping (Lindholst et al., 2014) and are important to study.
We also scrutinized how all kinds of formal and informal procedures
guided activities and the organization of place-keeping (Arts and Van
Tatenhove, 2004; Burton and Mathers, 2014).

The dimension of discourse refers to the content of governance and
includes the views and narratives of those involved (Arts et al., 2006). It
is important to understand the objectives of actors as what motivates
them to engage in place-keeping (Mathers et al., 2015). To do so, we
have studied the ideas that actors use to give meaning to their activities
and the involved places, including centrally formulated objectives as
well as personal motivations of different actors.

The dimension of resources scrutinizes financial and material re-
sources and skills that actors mobilize to achieve certain outcomes (Arts
and Leroy, 2006). Funding is essential to place-keeping (Dempsey and
Burton, 2012) and includes capital investment for one-off improve-
ments as well as funding for ongoing management (Kreutz et al., 2014).
Tools and equipment are also important resources for place-keeping
(ibid.), as is natural capital − in our study, the place of place-keeping
itself. We also look at social capital, including capabilities of actors,
knowledge and skills (Dempsey and Smith, 2014; Smith et al., 2014).

With the use of the above dimensions, we have operationalized the
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