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CHAPTER 4

From Gray to Green Cities: Tilburg, 
Melbourne, San Jose, and Cape Town

Cor van Montfort and Ank Michels

4.1  IntroductIon

In recent decades, many cities have transformed from ‘gray’ into ‘green’ 
cities. Some are former industrial towns, where air and noise pollution 
used to be commonplace; others are fast-growing cities where numerous 
stakeholders compete with one another for the use of space for 
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infrastructure, housing, and green areas. Whatever the circumstances, the 
result has been a growing awareness of the value of green space in the city; 
urban nature and green rooftops filter the air, and parks and green corri-
dors offer city residents relatively quiet places of refuge, where they can 
walk and relax.

In this chapter, we explore the interaction between municipalities and 
other actors in four cities that have been successful in the transformation 
from a gray into a green city: Tilburg (The Netherlands), Melbourne 
(Australia), San Jose (USA), and Cape Town (South Africa). Compelling 
questions are: what were the drivers for this transformation (why), what 
has been done to make the city greener (what and by whom), and what are 
the main factors that contributed to this transformation (factors). We are 
particularly interested in the role of context and of the characteristics of 
the partnership.

The selected cities all exhibit some form of partnership between the 
government and other parties when it comes to establishing and maintain-
ing green spaces. Furthermore, in order to be better able to study the role 
of context in the transformation towards a greener city, we selected four 
cities in different parts of the world: Tilburg in the Netherlands, Melbourne 
in Australia, the Californian city of San Jose in the United States, and Cape 
Town in South Africa. All are relatively wealthy cities, but differ in other 
respects, including the impacts of climatological, geographic, and socio- 
demographic factors.

We take the plans, policies, and initiatives of the municipal govern-
ments as a starting point and explore how government interacts with other 
parties in order to achieve a greener city. The findings presented in this 
chapter are based on documents (such as policy documents, coalition 
agreements, and reports by non-governmental organizations) and 
websites.

We start with a brief discussion of the literature on partnerships and 
green spaces. In Sect. 4.3 we describe how the transformation into a green 
city started in each of the cities. In Sect. 4.4, we describe recent develop-
ments in plans, policies, and initiatives for a greener city. The final sections 
present an explorative analysis of the main factors that have contributed to 
this transformation and a conclusion.
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4.2  urban Green SpaceS and the role 
of partnerShIpS

The planning and maintenance of urban green spaces were traditionally 
the responsibility of the municipality or local governments (James et al. 
2009). However, over the past decades, both the role and responsibility of 
governments in green space development have changed (Leroy & Arts 
2006). Environmental governance is no longer purely government domi-
nated, but also involves civic society, as well as the market (Fors et  al. 
2015, p. 723). Urban governments are urging for shared responsibilities 
and facilitating or seeking partnerships with other actors (Leroy and Arts 
2006). Within the scope of the triangular relationship between the differ-
ent stakeholders—state, market, and civil society—presented in the intro-
ductory chapter (Fig. 1.1), multiple forms of partnerships can be 
distinguished (see also: Van Montfort et al. 2014, p. 10).

In the majority of cases, local government is still heavily involved in the 
creation or regeneration of urban green spaces, although with different 
partners varying from, for example, social housing trusts (see Dempsey 
et al. 2016; O’Brien, 2006) to residents (see Drake and Lawson 2015; 
Marche 2015; Bendt et al. 2013), businesses (see Pincetl 2010; Clement 
and Kanai 2015), other governmental bodies (see Slater et al. 2016; Shafer 
et al. 2000; Kabisch 2015) and various NGOs (see Nastran and Regina 
2016; Moskell and Allred 2013; Kozová et al. 2018).

Yet, the bulk of all such partnerships are between public and civil soci-
ety organizations (e.g. O’Brien 2006; Nastran and Regina 2016). What 
sometimes starts as a bottom-up initiative taken by residents and citizens’ 
organizations, often later develops as a collaboration between civil society, 
private sector and (local) government in which public organizations 
become responsible for facilitating or funding the project (e.g. Kabisch 
2015; Shafer et  al. 2000). Finally, more formal forms of public-private 
partnerships are also seen. Characteristic for these is that responsibilities 
between government(s) and private companies or consortiums are formal-
ized in contracts (e.g. Clement and Kanai 2015).

The role of partnerships in establishing and maintaining green spaces is 
usually seen as a positive one. Partnerships contribute to the creation of 
green spaces where, without the involvement of other parties, this would 
not have been possible. As funding becomes tighter, it helps if volunteers 
or private companies form a partnership with the local authorities to 
improve facilities. Also, by involving the local community, urban green 
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spaces can become more tailored to their needs and people value them 
more. The literature reveals a broad array of improvements stemming 
from the participation of other parties, from simply cleaning up the park, 
installing benches, restoring playgrounds, putting up information signs, to 
(volunteer-run) services such as walking tours or a café (Dempsey et al. 
2016; Mathers et al. 2015; Barnes and Sharpe 2009; Kozová et al. 2018; 
Barker & Kenney 2012; Sipilä and Tyrväinen 2005; Huang 2010; Slater 
et al. 2016; Lutafali and Khoja 2011).

The literature also shows that bottom-up initiatives, such as community 
gardens, are clearly associated with high levels of self-reported social cohe-
sion (Marche 2015; Bendt et al. 2013; Rosol 2010). Volunteers valued 
the time they spent together, viewing this as an important aspect of their 
involvement (Barnes and Sharpe 2009). This is less so for top-down initia-
tives. O’Brien (2006) found that some respondents in her study saw more 
community involvement in the partnership as a means to regain a com-
munity spirit. Various projects were designed to regenerate urban green 
spaces in poor neighborhoods and involved the community to build a 
greater social cohesion (Dempsey et al. 2016; Slater et al. 2016; Lutafali 
and Khoja 2011). According to Chanan (2003), this fits into a more gen-
eral trend for community engagement in deprived areas to be part of a 
structured intervention by local authority-led partnerships.

Although local authorities sometimes initiate partnerships to improve 
the overall conditions in impoverished neighborhoods with the aim of 
building more social cohesion, an adverse effect may also occur, namely, 
gentrification. The presence of urban green space has a positive effect on 
estimated property values (Donovan and Butry 2010). Tree canopy cover 
is found to correlate with median household income; the tree canopy 
cover in poor neighborhoods is therefore lower in comparison to that of 
wealthier communities (Pincetl 2010). Hence, as Wolch et  al. (2014) 
state, the challenge is to make the city green ‘enough’ without necessarily 
pushing the original residents out of their neighborhoods.

4.3  how It Started

4.3.1  Tilburg

Tilburg flourished during the age of the Industrial revolution. The city 
was essentially a patchwork of individual neighborhoods that each were 
home to a number of wool factories. Tilburg, in 1881, counted as many as 
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145 woolen mills. The woolen textile industry dominated in Tilburg and 
gave the city its identity. Tilburg was heavily impacted by the Second 
World War, during which a large part of its built heritage was destroyed by 
enemy bombings. The city managed to retain its status as the wool capital 
of the Netherlands after the war, but in the decades following, the wool 
industry slowly disappeared, a process that lasted until the 1980s. In addi-
tion, upon his inauguration as mayor in 1957, Cees Becht set in motion a 
process of urban renewal. He sought to future-proof the city by tearing 
down many of the old wool factories and replacing these with housing 
projects or roads. The city’s built heritage, already in a precarious state, 
was not spared by mayor Becht, during whose tenure innumerable histori-
cal buildings and monuments were destroyed to make way for the city ring 
and to accommodate the future growth of the city.

In the following decades, urban greening as a policy issue failed to 
strike a chord in Tilburg, even though smaller local efforts and projects 
were already under way in an effort to turn Tilburg into a greener city. The 
Dongevallei is one such project, which involved creating a green valley 
that crossed straight through a residential neighborhood.

In 2010, Tilburg’s first Climate Program was drafted at the request of 
the municipality of Tilburg (Gemeente Tilburg 2010a) by the Hotspot 
core team. This initial report provided some of the starting points for 
Tilburg’s transition into a green city. Pinpointing the exact moment of the 
transition is a difficult task; nevertheless, arguably, the seeds were planted 
somewhere in the 1990s, when, following the urban renewal projects car-
ried out in the inner city area, for the first time conscious thought was 
given to making Tilburg a greener city. The true transition began to take 
shape after 2010, a process that especially accelerated in 2014, when the 
left wing-center political coalition in the municipality declared its commit-
ment to making the city of Tilburg more attractive, inter alia in terms of 
aesthetics. One approach was to increase the amount of urban green space, 
a proposition that was also mentioned in the coalition agreement (2014). 
The first major green project was initiated soon after: the Spoorpark, 
which will be elaborated on later.

4.3.2  Melbourne

The colonial administration of Melbourne, especially in the time of the 
famous Governor Charles La Trobe, set aside significant tracts of land in 
the nineteenth century and turned these into green open spaces. These 
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areas, mostly in the form of city gardens and parks, generally surrounded 
the central city area, which therefore formed a green city ring. The lands 
on which the parks were established were inhabited by the indigenous 
Kulin Nation Groups before the settlement of Melbourne.

These parks, created in the nineteenth century, still exist today and 
their appearance is highly influenced by the colonial interest at the time in 
the potential of trees and plants from around the globe. Most of the parks, 
including the Fitzroy Gardens and the Royal Park, are now protected heri-
tage sites, listed on the Victorian Heritage Register or even UNESCO.

However, these green spaces have not always been protected. The orig-
inal nineteenth century green inner-city ring established by the colonial 
administration endured continuous erosion in the twentieth century due 
to the expansion of the city. To counter the erosion, the city of Melbourne 
has, in the last 40 years, tried to implement an urban planning policy based 
on a twin spatial application of green wedges; rural non-urban spaces at 
the edges of urban Melbourne, separating radial urban growth corridors. 
Through the application of this policy, the green wedges were connected 
to each other and have formed a true green city belt (Gurran and Miller 
2008, p. 62).

From 1993 until 2002, a neo-liberal governance regime caused urban 
planning to erode Melbourne’s green wedges. However, from 2002 
onward, Melbourne has continued to implement its green planning policy 
and has rapidly grown into one of the greenest cities in the world (Gurran 
and Miller 2008, p. 61). And in 2012, the Melbourne City Council initi-
ated its Open Space Strategy: the overarching strategy when it comes to 
green open spaces for the next 15 years. Open spaces are publicly owned 
land used for nature conservation, passive outdoor enjoyment and recre-
ation. Examples are public parks, waterways, major sporting venues, pub-
lic gardens etc. (City of Melbourne 2012a, pp. 3–4; b). The main goal of 
this strategy is to make sure that green open spaces are within walking 
distance of the community, which poses a significant challenge as the pop-
ulation continues to grow. Green spaces are considered important to pro-
mote social connectedness, mental health and wellbeing, physical health 
and wellbeing, biodiversity, etc. Changing (climate) conditions, which 
brings a new set of challenges to the management of green spaces, is the 
second main reason for establishing the Open Space Strategy.
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4.3.3  San José

San José was originally an agricultural community but has since trans-
formed into a developed urban area. In an effort to accommodate a bur-
geoning population after World War II, the city expanded rapidly, which 
resulted in a badly structured suburban community that was lampooned in 
an article called How Gray is My Valley (Brown-Goebeler 1991) that 
appeared in the 1991 November issue of Time Magazine. Since the 1990s, 
San José has striven to improve its urban planning and to focus on smart 
growth. The goal was to optimize the existing space, rather than growing 
outward and expanding physically, in line with the concept of smart 
growth; hence to avoid urban sprawl by providing walkable urban centers, 
foster sustainable development and to strengthen natural and cultural 
resources with the focus on public health, thereby facilitating a sense of 
community.

Over the past decades, San José has been working on various plans and 
visions that focus on innovation, sustainability, greening etc. One example 
is the general Green Vision, which was adopted in 2007, with ten goals 
related to economic growth and environmental conservation to be 
achieved by 2022. While most of these goals focus on environmental 
efforts in general, goal 9 and 10 of the plan include practical efforts to 
construct more trails and to plant trees to make the city greener. One spe-
cific plan that San José is currently focusing on is the Greenprint, which 
encompasses tangible green aspects and their implications for the com-
munity rather than environmental aspects in general. In early 1999, San 
José started the planning process to work towards this comprehensive 
urban greening goal. The Greenprint is a long-term strategic framework 
that focuses on the community’s needs and guides the city’s Recreation 
and Neighborhood Service Department in planning and developing parks, 
trails, and community facilities over the next twenty years with the primary 
goal of defining their sites and how they will operate. Its mission is ‘[t]o 
build healthy communities through people, parks and programs’ (City of 
San José 2011).

The Greenprint was adopted in September 2000 and was updated in 
2009, and again in 2018 (the name has been changed into ‘Activate SJ’). 
These updates were made to reflect the progress attained to date and to 
elaborate on the City Council’s current and future goals to provide its citi-
zens and the community with the best possible ‘natural, educational, 
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social, cultural and economic environments in which one can live, work 
and play’ (City of San José 2009).

4.3.4  Cape Town

In 1840, the City of Cape Town was officially recognized as a municipal-
ity. An industrial revolution soon followed, involving the construction of 
railways, the mining of gold and diamonds and the emergence of a port 
that steadily gained in importance on the continent of Africa. Due to the 
growing port, the town gradually transitioned into a modern naval base 
possessing various establishments such as fish-smoking, wool processing 
and boat building establishments. The growth of the port brought with it 
a demand for fresh produce from farms. This demand for fresh products 
led to a chain reaction that caused an increase in the value and use of farm-
land, and the number of dairy farms, poultry farms, vegetable farms and 
flower farms climbed. During the world wars, overseas manufacturers 
established branches and factories in the Cape Colony.

In the seventeenth century, the Dutch East India Company decided 
that the colony should become a refreshment outpost for the VOC ships 
on their way to Asia (South African History Online). It was this decision 
that led to Cape Town’s development into a leading city for the produc-
tion of fresh produce and to its emergence as a wine producer. This initia-
tive aided the settlers of Cape Town, possibly unknowingly, in promoting 
a green environment.

In 2001 the city of Cape Town introduced the Integrated Metropolitan 
Environmental Policy (City of Cape Town 2017), a city-wide environ-
mental initiative aimed at promoting a green transformation. This plan 
was revised in 2008 and in 2017 replaced by the Environmental Strategy 
for the City of Cape Town. This strategy aims to ‘enhance, protect and 
manage Cape Town’s natural and cultural resources for long term pros-
perity, in a way that optimizes economic opportunities and promotes 
access and social well-being’ (p. 11). One of its guiding principles is the 
promotion and prioritizing of the education and empowerment of all citi-
zens of Cape Town (p. 18), designed, among other things, to ‘enable citi-
zens to engage with the City on an ongoing basis on ways to improve 
implementation of the City’s environmental principles.’

In summary, the beginning of a transformation towards greening the 
city was mostly due to a felt sense of urgency, fueled not only by economic 
reasons—the need to make the city more attractive for investors—but also 
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by the desire to fight urban sprawl, or to adapt the city to the ongoing 
process of climate change. In recent decades, cities have also felt the need 
to boost the level of livability in terms of health, an attractive environ-
ment, and recreation.

4.4  polIcy, planS, and InItIatIveS

4.4.1  Tilburg

From the 1990s onwards, a lasting and accelerating trend towards urban 
greening has emerged. In Tilburg, the city council drafted in 2010 its 
‘Nota Groen. Dichter bij Groen’ (Gemeente Tilburg 2010b) memoran-
dum based on input from its citizens, which laid down one of its earlier 
visions for structuring green areas in the city. More concrete steps were 
taken after the council’s coalition agreement in 2014. Several parties were 
involved.

The city council, most notably the Socialist Party and the Dutch green 
party, GroenLinks (Green Left), set the process in motion by ordering 
investigations into the structure and locations of green space in Tilburg, 
and later by drawing up reports on the way urban green space in Tilburg 
ought to look in the future. The council has played a continuous role; in 
fact, were it not for the council, a transition may never have been initiated, 
let alone sustained.

Moreover, the role of Tilburg’s citizens has been equally important, as, 
especially in recent years, they gave added impetus to Tilburg’s green tran-
sition. For example, one of the larger projects, the Spoorpark project was 
essentially initiated by a group of local citizens who wanted to do some-
thing with the empty area behind their apartment building. Today, right 
next to the train rails, a large city park is being created. Initially, the zoning 
plan had specified only very generally that the land was to be developed as 
a green open space for recreation. However, the coalition agreement of 
2014–2018 included a declaration that involving local citizens in that the 
city’s development plans was a priority for the city council (Gemeente 
Tilburg 2014). Not long afterward, the local government set up a team to 
develop more concrete ideas for the park and to take into account the 
wishes of the residents. The team consisted of multiple stakeholders, 
including neighborhood councils, the local beach volleyball association, 
and Midpoint, an alliance whose members include (local) entrepreneurs, 
the government and educational institutions. In addition, the city of 
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Tilburg created a website where citizens could submit their ideas and 
input on the new city park. In a later phase, this citizen input became 
much more important. 82 different plans for the Spoorpark were put for-
ward by (groups of) citizens and implemented in Spoorpark. Among these 
were initiatives from the local boy and girl scout troops, and ideas for a city 
camping area and beach volleyball court. The project initially progressed 
only due to the efforts of the citizens. The result of the inclusive process is 
a city park in which the preferences of the residents have been imple-
mented but which is also congruent with the initial use of the area allo-
cated by the Tilburg city council. While the project was originally driven 
forward by the people, during the later stages, as the project expanded, 
this proved no longer feasible. From that point onwards, professional 
organizations, i.e., construction companies and landscape architects were 
contacted to take the project to the next level. The local government paid 
€ 8.2 million for the construction of the park and contributes € 200.000 
per year towards its maintenance. The government also tries to attract 
local volunteers, provincial subsidies and private money from local compa-
nies for maintenance and the further development of the park 
(Jongerius 2019).

In addition to this, many small-scale green initiatives from citizens are 
financially supported by the municipality. For example, over 500 gevel-
tuintjes, or façade gardens, have been planted in the city after the munici-
pality earmarked resources for this in 2015 (Gemeente Tilburg 2015). 
These are small garden strips at the front of houses lacking a front yard. 
Another initiative is seeking to make 1000 gardens in Tilburg more water 
friendly, with more green as an integral part of this.

Finally, the civil organization CAST (Centre for Architecture and 
Urban Planning) has been an important linking factor between the munic-
ipality and citizens. By organizing plenary sessions with citizens on a regu-
lar basis to discuss the future of the Green City of Tilburg, CAST has 
unquestionably accelerated the transition by engaging with the citizens 
and encouraging active thinking about the need for green.

4.4.2  Melbourne

As in the past, Melbourne’s local government is still responsible for most 
of the projects which help sustain Melbourne’s transformation into an 
even greener city. On the website of the Melbourne municipality, many of 

 C. VAN MONTFORT AND A. MICHELS



69

the plans can be found that the city council has introduced to make 
Melbourne one of the greenest cities in the world.

Currently, there are multiple ongoing projects initiated by the City 
Council. The most important in terms of urban green is the aforemen-
tioned 2012 Open Space Strategy. As the name suggests, this is more of a 
long-term policy strategy, an overarching project, than an individual proj-
ect in the traditional sense of the word. The Open Space Strategy aims to 
provide direction on:

 1. ‘the unprecedented demand for open space as Melbourne’s popula-
tion continues to grow;

 2. climate change—a decade of drought, water restrictions and extreme 
weather and the predicted impacts of climate change provide addi-
tional challenges in the management of parks and reserves and the 
role they can play in climate change adaptation;

 3. ensuring open spaces can provide for and adapt to differing needs 
and uses, providing people with the opportunity to connect with 
nature’ (City of Melbourne 2012a).

The Open Space Strategy (City of Melbourne 2012a) is intended as an 
overarching strategy for city planning for the coming 15 years. The strat-
egy was formulated after an intensive consultation of and feedback from 
the community, agencies and stakeholders (City of Melbourne 2012b).

The overall direction of the Open Space Strategy is to expand the 
already existing green open spaces and to connect them to each other, but 
also to create new green open spaces. This would promote one of the ini-
tial goals of the strategy, namely assuring that green open spaces are within 
walking distance for most of the community. Ensuring that more people 
have access to green open spaces is expected to increase the health and 
wellbeing of the community, for example, by encouraging people to go 
jogging, walking or cycling. For the implementation of the strategy, a 
detailed plan has been drafted for every neighborhood in Melbourne to 
expand their green open spaces, connect the existing green spaces and cre-
ate new green spaces (City of Melbourne 2012a, pp. 8–28).

Currently, the City of Melbourne also has multiple smaller projects for 
greening the city. One of these is the Rooftop Project. The Rooftop Project 
invites building owners, both individuals and businesses, to apply for the 
transformation of their roofs into green, cool or sun roofs. Melbourne’s 
rooftops together span some 800 hectares—more than the total number 
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of hectares of green space in the city. The Rooftop Project aims to make a 
more efficient use of this area. Instead of using the roofs for storing air 
conditioners and heating equipment, they could help to cool the city, for 
example by being transformed into green, cool or sun roofs. The City of 
Melbourne, as the initiator, made a map of all the roofs in Melbourne, 
giving recommendations for each roof on whether and how this could be 
transformed into a green roof. However, the success of this project 
depends on the willingness of the residents to realize this.

A second major project for greening the city is the Green Your Laneway 
program, in which laneways are turned into leafy, green and usable spaces 
for everyone to enjoy. Melbourne is funding four laneways out of the 800 
nominated options. Residents whose laneways were not selected may still 
apply and work together with the municipality. Here again, the municipal-
ity is the initiator, but residents are invited to contribute.

4.4.3  San José

The Greenprint (now: ‘Activate SJ’, City of San José 2018) is a strategic 
plan that aims to make the city of San José greener and improve its com-
munity facilities to enhance livability. Various San José city departments 
and community organizations have contributed to the transformation to a 
green city and the development and elaboration of the Greenprint. This 
interdepartmental planning procedure involves representatives from the 
San José City Council; Parks and Recreation Commission; Parks, 
Recreation and Neighborhood Services Department (PRNS); 
Conventions, Arts and Entertainment (CAE); and General Services (GS) 
(City of San José 2001, p.  1). The Parks and Recreation Commission, 
which is currently managing the second update of the Greenprint docu-
ment, was supported by a Community Advisory Task Force consisting of 
60 members who were actively engaged throughout the process.

As the Greenprint aims to integrate public input and the community’s 
feedback, a community needs assessment was conducted in 2001 to 
involve the population that is ultimately supposed to profit from the 
improvements at first hand. This assessment included, amongst others, 
telephone surveys of the city’s population, the strategic identification of 
focus groups and different neighborhood workshops aimed at these. In 
addition, a Steering committee, consisting of different groups and organi-
zations representing the community and some businesses, has regular 
meetings in which findings, process and challenges are discussed. The 
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Steering committee serves to guide the Greenprint and is responsible for 
reviewing the accomplishments. It elaborates on the plan’s current goals 
as well as future goals of the city. It is also responsible for reaching out to 
the community and organizes and schedules the intercept events, and 
therefore plays a main role in involving other parties and sustaining the 
transformation. Members of the Steering committee include e.g. members 
of the Senior Citizens and the CommUniverCity, both private organiza-
tions, as well as public organizations such as the Parks and Recreation 
Commission, the San José State University, the Santa Clara County Public 
Health Department and, finally, the San José Parks Foundation, which is 
a community-based nonprofit organization.

As part of the project, citizens’ initiatives are also encouraged. San 
José’s citizens are invited to get involved personally, e.g. as part of a com-
munity group and are given the opportunity to suggest possible improve-
ments or suggestions for potential partners online. They can also adopt a 
trail or a park to support its maintenance or become voluntarily involved 
in keeping green spaces clean (San José Parks, Recreation and 
Neighborhood Services). San José is not unique in this initiative; there are 
many other examples of Adopt-A-Park or Trail Programs, especially in 
Canada and the United States. In addition, San José launched a design 
competition in 2017 to redesign one of its parks, which is another example 
of how the government tries to foster the communities’ participation in 
the transformation.

4.4.4  Cape Town

Although the process of turning Cape Town into a green city commenced 
as a government initiative, the Integrated Metropolitan Environmental 
Policy, article 1.2.2 states that the civil society is expected to aid in this 
project through actively supporting, monitoring and making sure that the 
policies are being implemented (City of Cape Town 2017). Corporations, 
non-governmental organizations and civilians are expected to play a role 
in enhancing and improving the greening of Cape Town, although there 
are no mandates or regulations in place explicitly requiring them to do so. 
Nonetheless, private parties, including non-governmental organizations, 
community groups, trusts and even United Nations-endorsed entities, 
have taken it upon themselves to advocate a greener society and to pro-
mote a greater green awareness. The relationship between the public and 
private parties in Cape Town is not one where the municipality dictates 
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what the organizations should do but rather an unrestrictive relationship 
that allows the organizations to implement and carry out programs and 
projects that aid in the promotion of greening the city of Cape Town.

An important step being taken by both the private and the public sector 
to sustain this transformation is the education of young children and 
youths about the environment and ecosystem. Schools work hand in hand 
with various organizations, both governmental and non-governmental, to 
ensure that students are educated about how to plant trees, how to main-
tain them and the importance of doing so. A major actor is the 
Environmental Management Department of the city, who is actively work-
ing to sustain the green transformation through managing over 16 nature 
reserves in the city. Furthermore, the Department is involved in the devel-
opment of the environmental education programs, the planning and 
implementation of conservation schemes and in developing skills on how 
to be effective in promoting and maintaining the green transition. An 
important step in sustaining the transformation is ensuring that the actors 
involved and in particular the governmental actors, comply with the laws 
and regulations relating to the greening of the city.

Furthermore, a factor contributing to the endurance of the transforma-
tion is the Cape Town Environmental Education Trust (CTEET). The 
aim of this trust is to support and push forward conservation initiatives 
within the city of Cape Town. The CTEET’s goal is to promote the con-
servation of Cape Town’s unique and bio diversified natural heritage 
through means such as education, trainings and conservation initiatives. 
The funding mainly comes from private companies, but in managing and 
promoting conservation they work together with both public (the city of 
Cape Town) and private parties (such as Eco-Schools, an international 
organization).

In addition to the above, a Cape Town Green Map was created in 2010 
as part of the Green Map Movement, a community of over four thousand 
local green living sites around the world. The Cape Town Green Map is a 
social movement in the green sector. Since 2010, there has been a tangible 
increase in green consciousness. The Green Map initiative in Cape Town 
was launched as part of the Green Goal 2010 program, the environmental 
program created as a way to green the World Cup, which was hosted that 
year by South Africa. This program was modelled on Germany’s 2006 
program and took into account the impact that an enormous event such 
as the World cup would have on the environment. The Green Map com-
munity shares green sites such as biodiversity hotspots, green spaces, 
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markets, eateries, responsible tourism, green accommodation, eco prod-
ucts and services, green attractions and many more (www.capetowngreen-
map.co.za).

4.5  an exploratIve analySIS of the MaIn factorS

In all cases, there is a growing awareness of the importance of green space 
for the future of the city and the wellbeing of its citizens which has led to 
the development and implementation of a host of urban greening proj-
ects. In this section, we explore a few of the main factors that contributed 
to this transformation. In doing so, we make a distinction between con-
text factors and factors related to the form of the partnership. We start 
with the context factors.

Sense of Urgency: Population Growth, Economy or Climate
The transformation towards a greener city is in the most cases triggered by 
a felt sense of urgency, for example, in response to explosive population 
growth. In San José, extreme population growth gave rise to an unre-
stricted and unstructured outward expansion of the city (urban sprawl), 
which ultimately forced the city to reconsider its urban planning and to 
focus on improving the quality of the existing space. In recent decades, 
cities have also felt the need to make the city more livable in terms of 
health. In Cape Town, because of the fast-growing population, the city 
sought to create a healthy and sustainable environment for both the 
advantaged and disadvantaged groups in its society. Also, the need for 
measures to adapt to changing (climatic) conditions can create a sense of 
urgency, such as bouts of severe draught in Melbourne or extreme rainfall 
in Tilburg.

Political Constellation
Specific context factors also impacted on the transformation process. In 
Tilburg and Melbourne, the political climate played a major role. In 
Melbourne, the greening of city was hampered at the beginning of the 
century by the neo-liberal governance regime, while in Tilburg, momen-
tum for green initiatives was generated by the coalition of mostly center 
and left wing parties that gained power in 2014 and who made the imple-
mentation of a green policy a top priority.
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Historical Legacy
A third, important factor is historical legacy. The early development of 
green space in the nineteenth century in Melbourne gave Melbourne a 
head start when it came to transitioning into one of the greenest cities of 
the world.

Corporate Strategy: Economic Development, Tourism and Reputation 
Management
A fourth factor, finally, relates to tourism and reputation management. By 
enhancing the livability of a city, in terms of an attractive environment and 
recreational facilities, cities become more appealing to investors and citi-
zens. In that context, Melbourne has a reputation to uphold as the front-
runner in urban green planning. In 2017, Melbourne was named the most 
livable city in the world for the 7th year in a row. For Cape Town, tourism 
is an important economic sector. Tourists are attracted by the beauty and 
biodiversity of the environment of Cape Town, an advantage Cape Town 
is intent on maintaining.

While these context factors may be considered the main drivers that set 
off the transformation towards a greener city, how have the governments 
of these four cities interacted with other parties and how has that influ-
enced the transformation into a greener city? We found that in each case, 
the cities we reviewed chose a different path. In Melbourne, it was the 
municipal government that took the lead from the very start. From 1929 
onwards, top-down management and strategic planning have worked to 
turn Melbourne into a livable green city. This does not mean that citizens 
and organizations are not involved. However, the municipality is the ini-
tiator; residents and other parties are invited to contribute. In Tilburg, the 
municipal government collaborated closely with the citizens. For example, 
the realization of the Spoorpark plans was a relatively easy and smooth 
process, thanks to the reciprocal relationship between the local govern-
ment and the residents and their organizations: on the one hand, the resi-
dents actively initiated and developed ideas and on the other, the 
municipality showing itself to be open and recipient to the ideas. In a lat-
ter phase, professional organizations were involved to further advance the 
projects. San José combined strategic planning with a strong involvement 
of the community, businesses and public organizations, with the Steering 
Committee providing an institutional basis for the partnership between 
the municipal government, local business, community groups, and the 
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public. Cape Town, finally, opted for again a different route. The relation-
ship between the municipality and the public and private parties is much 
less top-down compared to the other cities. The municipality of Cape 
Town does not dictate what the organizations should do but rather sup-
ports and allows the organizations to implement and carry out programs 
and projects that aid in the promotion of green space in the city of Cape 
Town. The city encourages participation from all citizens, corporations 
and NGOs and suggests ways to promote the green transition within the 
society. Table 4.1 provides a summary of the main factors.

Thus, in all four cities, the municipal government had an important 
role in initiating the policy towards the greening of the city. Their role in 
supporting green policies is still important. However, their approach to 
interaction with citizens, the community, and business organizations dif-
fers and, as a consequence, the opportunities available to these parties to 
initiate, develop, and implement plans for more green in the city also differ.

4.6  concluSIon

To conclude, both the role of the government and the involvement of 
other parties are important if cities are to achieve a green transformation. 
However, municipal governments each interact differently with residents, 
social organizations, and business, which leaves us with one question: 
what is the added value of the involvement of citizens, civil society organi-
zations, and businesses in the greening of the city?

Table 4.1 Factors contributing to a green transformation of the city

City Context Characteristics of partnership

Tilburg • Sense of urgency: Climate
• Political constellation

Co-creation with civil society

Melbourne • Sense of urgency: Climate
• Political constellation
•  Historical legacy
•  Corporate strategy: Reputation

Top-down planning; citizens and others 
are invited to contribute

San José •  Sense of urgency:  
Growing population

Strategic planning combined with a 
strong involvement of civil society and 
business

Cape Town •  Sense of urgency: Growing 
population

•  Corporate strategy: Tourism

Modest role for government; extensive 
networks of public and private 
organizations
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Part of the answer to this question is that partnerships, in particular 
with citizens, local entrepreneurs, and civil society organizations, contrib-
ute to establishing green spaces at sites and in ways that would not have 
been possible without the involvement of these parties. For example, the 
project Spoorpark in Tilburg would never have evolved as it has now with-
out the involvement of the neighborhood residents. Likewise, the strate-
gic plan for greening the city, the Greenprint, in San José served as a 
framework for a further development of more concrete plans and only 
attained its ultimate form with the involvement of the population, groups 
and organizations representing the community and local businesses.

And second, although hard evidence is lacking, the findings suggest 
that partnerships with citizens and civil society organizations in particular 
serve to reinforce these parties’ feelings of responsibility for their own 
environment. This might boost the green consciousness of the residents of 
the city, possibly generating more support for green initiatives in the city 
and a greater willingness to participate in or take the initiative for future 
projects.
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