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Protecting Urban Greenspace 
Policies, Programs and Partnerships 
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COMMUNITY-BASED APPROACHES to 
naturalizing urban landscapes represent a rapidly 
growing movement in Canada and around the 
world. In cities large and small, community groups 
are seizing opportunities to restore their local 
environment. And it's not just occurring in parks: 
Spaces such as rooftops, alleyways, utility corridors 
and even street planters are sites of creative urban 
greening projects. 

Municipalities and the public are becom
ing increasingly aware that the health of 
our communities depends on access to 
vibrant natural areas. Beyond the well
known ecological benefits of urban nature 
such as wildlife habitat and biodiversity, 
the social and economic contributions are 
becoming better understood. By bringing 
people together, urban nature strengthens 
community ties and creates a sense of 
place. Naturalized landscapes also reduce 
landscape maintenance and stormwater 
treatment costs, thereby increasing adja
cent property values and more.1 

These benefits, however, do not arise on 
their own. Successful projects require con 
siderable preliminary planning and design. 
Naturalization also crosses a number of 
mandates and therefore requires coopera
tion between municipal departments, sen
ior levels of government and other stake
holders. Municipalities best positioned to 
take on these challenges are those with 

proactive policies and program frame
works in place. Recognizing this, 
Evergreen, a national non-profit environ
mental organization with a mandate to 
bring nature to our cities, produced Urban 
Naturalization in Canada: A Policy and 
Program Guidebook, which explores the 
different approaches that municipalities 
are taking to incorporate naturalization 
into their official plans, policies and envi
ronmental programs.2 It provides practi
cal information that municipalities can 
adapt to meet local circumstances. 

The guidebook is based on a 2001 survey 
of fifty-three local government agencies, 
the results of which were developed into 
the following five categories: 

• Municipal plans and policies; 

• Community support and participation; 

• Partnerships; 

• Building internal capacity; and 

• Project management and design. 

The first three categories are the focus of 
our discussion here. 

Municipal plans and policies 
A policy framework for naturalization 
helps build commitment among politicians 
and staff that is critical to sustaining policy 
direction and funding. Specifying environ
mental standards from the outset also 
provides developers with clear direction, 
enabling them to submit plans that con
form to municipal requirements and sig
nificantly reduce approval times. 

Municipalities such as Guelph, Ont., have 
developed specific master plans for natu
ralization. The content of these docu
ments varies but typically includes: 

• Site selection criteria; 

• Community outreach strategies; 

• Native plant species lists; and 

• Implementation methods. 

Another approach is to address naturaliza
tion in official plan policies so that it's 
taken into account in future land-use 
decisions. 

19 

Community support and 
participation 
Public participation and the endorsement 
of local municipalities are crucial to build
ing community support and fostering 
environmental stewardship. Municipalities 
that have addressed these factors have 
found the payback to be significant, with 
more land being naturalized than if they 
had acted on their own. To ensure active 
community participation, the staffs of 
municipalities such as Burnaby, B.C., have 
included "stewardship coordinators" who 
work directly with local organizations and 
arrange city-sponsored events. 

Furthermore, some municipalities, recog
nizing that volunteers are less reliant on 
staff when they are given expertise in 
subjects such as natural history, plant 
identification, and planting techniques, 
have developed ongoing community out
reach and training programs. The 
"Partners in Parks" initiative in Waterloo, 
Ont., for example, provides training pro
grams in the city 's naturalized areas and 
produces educational publications on 
stewardship and stormwater manage
ment. 

Partnerships 
Broad-based partnerships facilitate project 
implementation and build support. They 
can involve not only communities but also 
municipal departments, senior levels of 
government, institutions and the private 
sector. An effective partnership is more 
than the sum of its parts. Each partner 
may contribute financial, in-kind and 
human resources, all of which invigorate 
the project. Partnerships also create new 
opportunities for community participation. 

One approach to fostering partnerships 
within local governments is to develop ini
tiatives that involve a number of depart
ments. Such projects lead to more effi
cient staffing and resource-sharing. An 
example of such a collaboration is 
Calgary's Stormwater Management and 
Design Manual, developed jointly by the 
city 's wastewater and drainage branch, 
and the departments of Urban 
Development; Building Development and 
Regulations; and Parks Development and 
Operations. The manual recognizes the 
need for innovative design to "improve 
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the aesthetic, recreational and environ
mental features of urban developments," 
and promotes the use of native plants. 

Future directions 
Although relatively new in Canada, the 
concept of partnerships between local 
governments and non-government organ
izations to enhance and steward public 
spaces is well established in other jurisdic
tions and has provided significant bene
fits. Here are two examples: 

• The Central Park Conservancy is a non
profit organization that manages 
Central Park in New York under contract 
with the city. The CPC implements park 
management plans, delivers visitor edu
cation programs, and carries out all 
basic maintenance. Since its inception in 
the early 1970s, CPC has raised over 
$300 million (U.S.) and has transformed 
this once-degraded landmark into a 
thriving urban green space. 

• Evergreen's "Common Grounds" pro
gram is working with the Suncor Energy 
Foundation on the Suncor Natureway, 
which will create permanent environ
mental legacies in three communities. In 
Samia, Ont. , Common Grounds has col
laborated with Suncor, the City of Samia 
and the St. Clair Region Conservation 
Authority to transform a newly created 
stormwater management pond into an 
ecological oasis that includes new 
wildlife habitat and a nature trail with 
interpretive signage. The foundation 
provided funding; Suncor employees 
and the community helped select and 
implement the project; the city provided 
the site and built the pond; the conser
vation authority contributed expertise in 
plant selection and landscape design ; 
and Common Grounds worked with all 
the partners to plan and complete the 
project. 

Benefits and challenges 
The municipalities that responded to the 
survey indicated that their naturalization 
efforts had resulted in a range of benefi
cial outcomes, including: 

• Greater public involvement in the man
agement and stewardship of public 
lands; 

July•August•September 2002. Vol. 42. N° 3 

• Reduced landscape maintenance costs; 

• Reduced need for pesticides; 

• An increased naturalized land base with 
greater biodiversity. 

In general , municipalities that have deliv
ered successful projects had supportive 
policies in place and/or a history of work
ing with the local community. 

One of the biggest obstacles to emerge 
was that some residents preferred the aes
thetics of traditional, manicured land
scapes. Although preferences cannot be 
dictated, respondents indicated that 
ongoing education and community 
involvement have helped increase accept
ance of naturalized lands. 

A second major challenge identified was a 
lack of staff and financial resources for 
this work. Until the benefits of naturaliza
tion become more widely recognized , 
obtaining municipal buy-in at the staff 
and political levels can be difficult. One 
respondent pointed out that the budget 
for managing the city's naturalized areas is 
one twenty-fifth of the budget for mani
cured parks, although naturalized lands 
account for 45 per cent of parkland . 
Others have encountered difficulty in jus
tifying the short-term costs of native 
plants, which are higher than those of tra
ditional turf grass and ornamental species. 

These challenges are being addressed by 
approaches in several categories. For 
example, by working together, municipal 
departments can better understand the 
benefits of naturalization and use them to 
build support. Through project manage
ment and design, municipalities are 
undertaking large, multiyear demonstra
tion projects that experiment with differ
ent landscape-management techniques 
and assess the full range of costs and ben
efits. 

Notes 

I These findings are summarized and cited in Evergreen's 
research repon "Ground Work: Investigating the Need for 
Nature in the City'' (Evergreen, 2001). 

2 Urban Naturalization in Canada: A Policy and Program 
Guidebook was researched and written for Evergreen by 
Verdant Planning & Design of Vancouver. A complete copy of 
the book can be ordered from Evergreen or downloaded 
from our Web site at www.evergreen.ca. 
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Urban naturalization project in 
action. 

Photo: Evergreen Common 
Grounds 
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