
SOAC 2019 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Through a Local Governance Lens:  
Divergent and Convergent Perspectives of Effective Urban 

Greenspace Provision 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chris Boulton 

Griffith University, Cities Research Institute 
c.boulton@griffith.edu.au 

 

Aysin Dedekorkut-Howes 

Griffith University, Cities Research Institute 
a.dedekorkut@griffith.edu.au 

 

Jason Byrne 
University of Tasmania, Geography and Spatial Sciences 

Jason.byrne@utas.edu.au 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
State of Australian Cities Conference and PhD Symposium  

30th November – 5th December, 2019 
Perth, Western Australia 
www.soac2019.com.au  

mailto:c.boulton@griffith.edu.au
mailto:a.dedekorkut@griffith.edu.au
mailto:Jason.byrne@utas.edu.au
http://www.soac2019.com.au/


SOAC 2019 
 

Through a Local Governance Lens:  
Divergent and Convergent Perspectives of Effective Urban 

Greenspace Provision 
 
 

Chris Boulton 

Griffith University, Cities Research Institute 
 

Aysin Dedekorkut-Howes 

Griffith University, Cities Research Institute 
 

Jason Byrne 
University of Tasmania, Geography and Spatial Sciences 

 
Abstract: Greenspace is a fundamental attribute of cities, supporting healthy communities. 
Internationally, scholars and activists frequently call for more greenspace. Recent research has 
identified a range of factors that contribute to, or inhibit urban greenspace provision. While municipal 
government is most often at the heart of local urban greenspace provision, delivery depends upon 
internal as well as external factors which can act as disruptors. In fast growing cities, these factors can 
be amplified by the pace of growth, a phenomenon not isolated in Australasian cities. Drawing upon two 
case studies, this paper examines which factors most affect urban greenspace in two fast growing cities 
of Australia and Canada, exploring how they manifest locally. Several questions are addressed: (1) is 
the current approach to greenspace provision in such cities effective, (2) how can we tell, and (3) what 
are the factors that influence urban greenspace provision in non-capital cities? Analysis reveals an 
increasing tension for local government between clinging to traditional planning standards for open 
space provision in the face of escalating expectations from business and residents alike. A dilemma for 
municipal greenspace planners globally is how to close the gap between the limited resources available, 
affordability and sustainability, and the increasing demands for urban greenspace to deliver social, 
environmental and economic outcomes and benefits. This paper offers insights using features of a 
grounded theory approach to help inform future urban policy and research directions for urban 
greenspace planning approaches. 
 
Key words: Parks; Municipal Government; Leadership; Logan, Qld; Greater Vancouver. 
 
 
Introduction 
Greenspace is a fundamental attribute of livable cities and supports healthy communities. 
Internationally, scholars and activists frequently call for more greenspace to promote the health and 
well-being of urban residents (De Vries, Verheij, Groenewegen, & Spreeuwenberg, 2003; Giles-Corti et 
al., 2005; Kardan et al., 2015; Mitchell & Popham, 2007). Increasingly urban greenspace is also being 
regarded as a form of green infrastructure, able to help cities better manage storm-water (Gittleman, 
Farmer, Kremer, & McPhearson, 2017; Jayasooriya & Ng, 2014; Young, 2010) or adapt to climate 
change (Byrne, Lo, & Jianjun, 2015; Gill, Handley, Ennos, & Pauleit, 2007; Maimaitiyiming et al., 2014) 
for example. Green infrastructure includes urban greenspace assets such as parks, roadside 
vegetation, wetlands, greenways and drainage corridors. Yet greenspace provision is increasingly 
occurring in a climate of fiscal constraint. Australia’s Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA) has 
identified the need for greater scrutiny of how businesses manage financial risks (Australian Prudential 
Regualtion Authority, 2019) and local governments are increasingly scrutinized for prudence in financial 
management. This is partly because local governments, as substantial public sector entities, are in the 
business of providing critical infrastructure to serve their communities. In other words, local government 
needs to ensure that assets, including green infrastructure are affordable for the whole of the asset life. 
Moreover, recent research into Australian and New Zealand local and state governments suggests that 
strong leadership and a collaborative organisational culture are essential for achieving continuous 
improvement in managing assets like green infrastructure (Nguyen & Hughes, 2018; O'Keffee, 2018). 
 
Against this backdrop, it is important to recognise that although municipal government is most often 
at the heart of local urban greenspace provision, the delivery of greenspace depends upon factors that 
are both internal and external to local government. These factors can either disrupt and inhibit effective 
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greenspace provision, or under particular circumstances can foster and enable effective provision 
(Boulton, Dedekorkut-Howes, & Byrne, 2018). The factors are thus two sides of the same coin, 
expressed differently due to local context. In fast growing cities, these factors can be amplified by the 
pace of growth and/or the scale of the municipal government - a phenomenon not isolated in 
Australasian cities. While a sizable portion of the research to date has examined urban greenspace 
provision from an outsider’s perspective, what is missing are the perspectives of those on the inside - 
the planners, municipal greenspace managers, policy and decision-makers in local government who 
are responsible for urban greenspace provision with limited resources. What it is like being on the 
receiving end of endless demands to supply urban greenspace commensurate with community 
expectations? And what does urban greenspace provision look like through a local governance lens? 
This paper seeks to address these important, but neglected questions. 
 
Urban greenspace is typically provided by municipal government in the form of public open space, 
specifically parks, which are complemented by other types of greenspace such as street landscape 
(trees and gardens on roadsides) drainage reserves and corridors. Municipalities in Australia, Canada, 
the United Kingdom, the United States, Hong Kong and Singapore among others, typically employ a 
standards approach to guide greenspace provision. Standards are expressed as a desired quantity of 
hectares per 1,000 people and/or a distance measure for the proximity of parkland to dwellings. This 
approach is based upon principles for urban recreation provision that were derived during the late 19th 
century in the USA and UK, namely ten acres (equivalent to approximately four hectares) per 1,000 
people. These standards have never been empirically tested and their limitations are well documented 
(for example, Boulton et al., 2018; Byrne & Sipe, 2010; Gold, 1972; Harnik, 2010; Veal, 2013; Wilkinson, 
1985). Yet cities across the globe continue to employ this approach even though parks are now 
expected to support significantly more functions than just recreation, including storm-water 
management, biodiversity conservation, habitat protections, and urban agriculture and food production. 
However, pursuing desired standards for parks sets up an (unrealistic) expectation of needing more 
parkland, rather than better urban greenspace. To better understand why local governments cling to 
standards for park and greenspace provision, we systematically reviewed the literature and then 
interviewed park planners and managers and elected officials in two fast growing cities experiencing 
fiscal challenges in Australia and Canada. 
 
Literature Review 
Research has suggested a multitude of factors influence urban greenspace provision. In their recent 
literature review, Boulton et al. (2018) observed these to be: resources (financial and available land) 
governance tools and structures, economies and markets, political leadership and organisational 
culture. Governance tools include policies, plans and strategies that articulate where and when urban 
greenspace should be provided, and these tools typically employ standards. Providing urban 
greenspace also of course, requires land. In compact cities such as Hong Kong (0.3Ha per 1,000 
people) (Lo & Jim, 2012) and Singapore (0.6Ha per 1,000 people) (Yuen & Hien, 2005) land scarcity 
means miniscule urban greenspace provision targets compared to those for Australia where targets for 
parkland range from 2.8 - 4Ha per 1,000 people (Byrne & Sipe, 2010; Veal, 2013). But more is needed 
than having a plan. Urban greenspace provision demands leadership to secure funding (another 
essential factor). For example, prominent urban greenspace areas in Vancouver, Canada as well as 
American cities of Chattanooga, Tennessee and Spokane, Washington State, were ultimately achieved 
through leadership by local business interests (Bryson, 2013; Kitheka, Baldwin, & Norman, 2018; 
McKee, 1979). Crucially, funding to support continued access and use with regular maintenance and 
asset renewal is also essential. Scholars have reported the detrimental impacts to urban greenspace 
provision in many cities experiencing municipal funding cuts for parks, especially in the United Kingdom 
(Dempsey & Burton, 2012; Dickinson, Bennett, & Marson, 2019; Mell, 2018; Reeves, 2000).  
 
The availability of funding and land for urban greenspace provision is strongly tied to economies and 
markets, as migration of people from rural to urban areas produces demand for housing and urban 
infrastructure. However, while the arrival of foot-loose capital can provide much-needed additions to 
municipal infrastructure including urban greenspace, it may exacerbate environmental inequalities. For 
instance, in Yokohama, Japan developer preferences for city precincts containing cheaper land, 
resulted in greater park provision but servicing mostly affluent residents (Yasumoto, Jones, & Shimizu, 
2014); and for Hermosillo, Mexico, the arrival of international corporations delivered employment for 
high and low-skilled workers, but amplified spatial disparities in urban greenspace and other civic 
amenities (Lara-Valencia & García-Pérez, 2013).  While resources and governance tools were the most 
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reported factors by Boulton et al. (2018) the presence and prominence of these and other factors clearly 
varies dramatically depending on the local context. 
 
Methods 
The literature shows that research about urban greenspace provision has focused predominantly on 
capital cities; cities within Asia and Europe; and cities with populations ranging from one to five million. 
Studies have been more often concerned with greenspace demand and less about the challenges of 
supply. The purpose of our research was therefore to address this knowledge gap by determining if 
regional cities outside Asia and Europe exhibit similar characteristics to those reported in the literature. 
With the aim of obtaining insights using features of a grounded theory approach to help inform future 
urban policy and research directions for urban greenspace planning approaches, we sought to answer 
three questions: (1) is the current approach to greenspace provision in such cities effective, (2) how 
can we tell,  and (3) what are the factors that influence urban greenspace provision in non-capital cities? 
 
Using features of a grounded theory approach as an inductive process working from the ground up (see 
Bryman, 2015) we commenced with the lead authors’ instincts about the factors that shape urban 
greenspace (based on more than two decades’ experience in professional urban greenspace planning, 
design and management roles) by testing and refining these factors initially against the existing 
literature. The framework of factors was then tested and developed further by completing two case 
studies: one Australian and one Canadian. For each case, we assembled a collective of artefacts drawn 
principally from in-depth interviews, as well as media and local government archives, site observations 
and autoethnography (for the Australian case study only) as secondary data sources to triangulate 
interview findings. Data was collected and analysed by the lead author as a former senior local 
government manager responsible for urban greenspace provision in the Australian case study local 
government. For each case study area, the principal author interviewed 30 informants (total), 
comprising elected officials, executive managers, managers and officers. For the Canadian case study 
site, we also interviewed selected community representatives. We found similarities and differences in 
the factors shaping greenspace provision, which ultimately determined the efficacy of each local 
government. 
 
Factors Shaping Urban Greenspace Provision in Logan and Surrey 
To explore the factors that shape urban greenspace provision, we sought two cities for our case studies 
that shared socio-economic characteristics: rapid population growth, immigration and were non-capital 
cities on the fringe of metropolitan centres. We also sought cities in countries that shared British-derived 
systems of government, administration and land-use planning. Our paper is therefore informed by an 
analysis of our two cases of urban greenspace provision at the local governmental level, building upon 
our previous work (see Boulton, Byrne, & Dedekorkut-Howes, 2015; Boulton et al., 2018). We present 
our results in terms of each factor below, in their localised context for both case study sites: the City of 
Logan in Queensland, Australia; and the City of Surrey in British Columbia, Canada. 
 
City of Logan, Australia 
Located 25km southeast of Brisbane - the metropolitan centre of South East Queensland (SEQ), Logan 
had an estimated residential population in 2017 of 320,583 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018b). 
With a growth rate of 1.9% (Logan City Council, 2019) Logan is projected to reach 586,000 by 2041 
and is part of one of Australia’s fastest growing metropolitan areas (The State of Queensland, 2017). 
Politically, Logan’s community is represented by twelve Divisional Councillors and a Mayor, elected on 
a four-year political cycle. Logan’s rural origins began as part of the Albert Shire (incorporating much of 
today’s Gold Coast City Council local government area) dominated by vegetable, sugar cane and 
dairying activities. Logan was declared a municipality (Shire of Logan) in 1978, and soon after declared 
a City in 1981. While Logan is not recognised widely as an ethnically-diverse community (Logan City 
Council, 2013), it is home to approximately 217 different ethnicities (Logan City Council, 2019). Most 
prevalent languages - other than English - are Samoan, Mandarin, Arabic, Hindi and Spanish 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018a). Geographically, Logan’s local government area consists of 924 
km2 with a landscape dominated by the Albert and Logan Rivers, as well as significant State Forest 
areas of Daisy Hill and Kimberley Forest. Logan currently boasts 7,281 hectares of parkland achieving 
a provision ratio of 24.8 hectares per 1,000 people. There have been several vision’s for Logan over 
the past decade, including “A City for Families, Business and Lifestyle”; Building Our Communities, Our 
Businesses and Our Pride”, and more recently “Innovative, Dynamic, City of the Future”. Our results 
indicate that Logan’s urban greenspace provision is shaped by: community expectations, political 
leadership, governance tools, governance structure, organisational culture, human, financial and land 
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resources. These factors were found to manifest both internally and externally to the local government 
(Fig. 1). 
 

Figure 1. The factors shaping urban greenspace provision for Logan, Australia.  
 

 
Source: Authors 
 
City of Surrey, Canada 
With a population of 525,000 people, and on track to reach 770,200 by 2041 (City of Surrey, 2016), 
Surrey is British Columbia’s fastest growing city and one of the fastest in Canada. Politically, Surrey’s 
community is represented by eight Councillors elected at-large, and a Mayor. From its forestry and 
agricultural origins (including vegetables, dairy, poultry and pork production) as a municipality 
incorporated in 1879 and declared a city in 1993 (City of Surrey, 2019) Surrey has experienced rapid 
growth since the 1950s (Treleavan, 1972). With an annual growth rate of 2.1% between census years 
2011 and 2016 (Statistics Canada, 2016) Surrey’s population explosion has been mainly due to 
immigration of citizens from South Asia - particularly India, Philippines and China (Statistics Canada, 
2016). Located approximately 25km southeast of Vancouver, it’s local government area comprises 324 
km2 (City of Surrey, 2016) and adjoins Washington State (USA). With one third of its land area forming 
a significant portion of Greater Vancouver’s 4.7 million hectare Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR), 
Surrey’s landscape is characterised by multiple urban settlements amongst the rural landscape, riparian 
lands of the Serpentine and Nicomekl Rivers, and the coastal interface with Boundary and Mud Bays. 
The city is also served by approximately 2,725 hectares of parkland (City of Surrey, 2018) and currently 
exceeding the city’s “aspirational goal” of 4.2 hectares per 1,000 people. In 1993, the then Mayor, 
Robert Bose branded Surrey “A City of Parks”; however as of 2008, the city’s moniker is now “The 
Future Lives Here”. Our results indicate that Surrey’s urban greenspace provision is also shaped by: 
community expectations, political leadership, governance tools, governance structure, organisational 
culture, human, financial and land resources. However, these factors were found to manifest principally 
in either core or supporting roles (Fig. 2). By core factors, we mean the essential components to urban 
greenspace provision - land and financial resources, economy and property markets, and governance 
tools. Arguably as important are the actors, their roles, observations, experiences and relationships in 
the complex responsibility of urban greenspace provision. We refer to these as the supporting factors - 
those that play a supporting role in shaping urban greenspace provision: community expectations, 
political leadership, governance structure, organisational leadership and culture, and staff as human 
resources.  
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Figure 2. The factors shaping urban greenspace provision for Surrey, Canada.  
 

 
Source: Authors 
 
Economies and Property Markets 
As a point of convergence, economies at all scales (local through global) have applied pressure to 
municipal urban greenspace provision for both Logan and Surrey, via the regional and local property 
markets. However, there exists a marked difference in the way that this factor impacts urban 
greenspace provision. For Logan, it creates volatility in the timing and sequencing of urban 
development; whereas for Surrey, the limited areas of open space mean rapidly escalating land values 
and concomitant acquisition issues. 
 
Logan had numerous greenfield areas for future urban development meaning that the challenge for 
Logan’s strategic planners, is to predict which areas will develop first, and prepare accordingly. When 
there is too much choice about where to develop, the property market then becomes difficult to predict, 
and despite planners’ best efforts, meant that developer interest and property market activity took-off in 
areas out of the predicted sequence. With limited funds available for parkland acquisition, the difficulty 
arose in accurately forecasting where the greatest need would occur next. A divergence in opinion 
about how to respond to this dilemma was evident. On one hand, the solution perceived by some 
interviewees, including Manager L3 and Officer L2 was to provide a funding source and be proactive 
by “[purchasing the] land before the pressure of development gets to those areas… [rather] than having 
to pay market rates… in development hotspots”. However, having decades of experience working at 
Logan, in hindsight Executive Manager L3 explained the futility of trying to be proactive when faced with 
the rapid pace of development, property market volatility: “we [will] go in now before [it is] developed 
and buy this [land]…in the right location because of … how the development [is] going to be 
sequenced…I [have] seen that backfire 100 times. The market changes”. 
 
For Surrey, our interviewees reported an ever-present dilemma of Council’s financial resources for 
parkland acquisition failing to keep-up with escalating land values. This situation arose from two issues: 
1) the behaviours of developers and Council of purchasing land on the urban fringe in anticipation of 
changed zone from rural to urban land use; and 2) the under-valuing of Development Cost Charges 
(DCCs) relative to timing of their calculation at the neighbourhood planning stage. This typically meant 
a three to five year lag time from calculation to purchasing new parkland. In the first instance, Council 
is adopting investment behaviours of urban property developers. Interviewee Officer S2 explained: “we 
were able to do a bit of land banking, so we [would] go into areas of a city we knew were developing in 
the future and try to buy property when it was super cheap, which is great in theory”; however, “we can 
[not] even keep up with what we need to buy today”. The impact of the property market was rapidly 
escalating property values that placed land for new urban greenspace - parks - beyond the reach of 
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Council, using the current governance tools (DCCs). Officer S3’s concern was that: “we are reaching 
our total maximum borrowing capacity as a municipality before having to go to referendum to allow us 
to borrow more”. But can more revenue even solve the problem? “The speed at which the land prices 
have changed … is ridiculous. And yet our DCCs certainly do [not] increase in the same ratio and 
speed” (Officer S3). The experiences for Logan and Surrey illustrate a paradox: not having the financial 
resources creates the challenge of having to try to purchase land reactively, when and where 
development occurs, while having at least some of the financial resources needed and purchasing land 
proactively, before development occurs, merely pushes land values beyond the capacity of Council’s 
land acquisition budget. 
 
Governance Tools 
Governance tools for urban greenspace - policies, plans and strategies - were somewhat similar 
between our cases in that both cities provide services and facilities in accordance with State / Provincial 
legislation: for Logan, the Planning Act (The State of Queensland, 2018); for Surrey, the Local 
Government Act (Province of British Columbia, 2015). Similarly, both cities rely upon infrastructure 
charges set-out by the legislation, at levels determined by the municipalities. Councils adopt land use 
policy instruments to guide city development, which are informed by strategies specific to urban 
greenspace provision. A further point of convergence, is the use of standards for parkland. However, 
divergence between our cases takes the form of the scope of strategies and plans that inform each 
city’s by-laws, relative to urban greenspace provision. For Logan, the Logan Planning Scheme (Logan 
City Council, 2015a) is informed by the Parks Strategy 2015 (Logan City Council, 2015b) and 
established a broad, high-level vision for urban greenspace. However, in accordance with the State’s 
Infrastructure Planning Guidelines (The State of Queensland, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c) infrastructure 
planning is highly compartmentalised by the Branches responsible for planning each specific network, 
and continues to recommend standards of service. Executive Manager L1 suggested, “Current rules 
are very poor at providing variations which are needed to suit different local community needs”; while 
Manager L1 pondered “how our policies can be adaptable to change and community needs”. Manager 
L2 further suggested that “planning needs to consider all types of greenspace in the city… [but] it looks 
purely at parks… Other greenspaces can offer something and help deliver the services that parks are 
trying to deliver”.  
 
In Surrey’s case, British Columbia’s Local Government Act, Section 471 (1) requires municipalities to 
prepare and implement the municipal land-use by-law, an Official Community Plan (OCP) as “a 
statement of objectives and policies to guide decisions on planning and land use management, within 
the area covered by the plan, respecting the purposes of local government” (Province of British 
Columbia, 2015). For Surrey, the Official Community Plan (OCP) (City of Surrey, 2014) is informed by 
the Parks, Recreation and Culture Strategic Plan (City of Surrey, 2018), the Biodiversity Conservation 
Strategy (BCS) (Diamond Head Consulting Ltd, 2014), the Greenways Plan (City of Surrey, 2012) and 
the Community Needs Analysis (Urban Systems, 2018) amongst other strategies. Moreover, British 
Columbia’s municipalities are provided some flexibility in how they utilise DCCs collected to support 
infrastructure delivery; it does not necessarily need to be limited to parkland for recreational purposes, 
providing that allocation for parks and open space can be justified (Province of British Columbia, 2005).  
While Surrey’s experience demonstrates a comprehensive approach to urban greenspace provision, 
the focus of using infrastructure charges purely for parks and recreation is limiting the opportunities to 
deliver other urban greenspace outcomes proposed through the BCS and Greenways Plan. 
 
Governance Structure 
Governance structures for urban greenspace were somewhat similar between our cases in that both 
cities deliver park services through a single “Parks Division/Branch”. The key point of divergence 
however is the level of collaboration and inter-governmental partnerships. Urban greenspace in Logan 
was mostly provided by Council’s Parks Branch, supported by Environment and Sustainability for 
planning the city’s environmental areas. Branches wholly or mostly responsible for the city’s 
infrastructure types were also those response for development of network-specific Priority Infrastructure 
Plans. Parks Branch was therefore responsible for planning, acquiring, developing, operating and 
maintaining all parkland, street landscape and cemeteries; the Branch was also responsible for most of 
these tasks concerning bushland except for planning - undertaken by Council’s Environment and 
Sustainability Branch. Logan also has several State Forests including Kimberley State Forest, and 
Daisy Hill Forest Park, which are owned and managed by the State, with limited engagement at the 
municipal level. Compared to Logan, Surrey’s urban greenspace provision represents greater diversity 
in its governance structure. Surrey’s portion of the ALR is a product of the Regional Growth Strategy 
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Bylaw No.1136, 2010, Metro Vancouver 2040 - Shaping Our Future (Metro Vancouver, 2017). Also, at 
a regional level, Surrey Bend Regional Park was delivered as a tri-partisan arrangement between 
Province of British Columbia, Metro Vancouver and the City of Surrey. However, there is room for 
improvement. Interviewee Manager S2 offered: “I do think it [is] kind of silly that Metro Vancouver 
regional parks has staff driving up one side of the road…caring for this park and City of Surrey who has 
parkland, abutting it, is driving up the other side of the road…to maintain the immediately adjacent 
parcel parks”. While interviewees acknowledged opportunities for improving these partnerships and 
collaboration, they accepted this was their responsibility to lead. 
 
Leadership 
Leadership was evident at the political, administrative, community and business levels and instrumental 
in urban greenspace provision. When leadership exists, there is vision, commitment, shared 
understanding and support through the allocation of resources. When leadership is absent, urban 
greenspace provision “drifts” and becomes vulnerable to pressures from competing political priorities. 
Our cases illustrated that leadership is essential for effective urban greenspace provision, and can 
emerge from various levels. From “A City for Families, Business and Lifestyle” to “Building Our 
Communities, Our Businesses and Our Pride” to “Innovative, Dynamic, City of the Future”, Logan’s 
political leadership has been constantly in transition. We found that while leadership in urban 
greenspace provision was absent at Mayoral level, it was clearly evident amongst staff and Councillors. 
Logan therefore benefits collaborative leadership horizontally and vertically - led by politically 
independent Councillors, at a divisional level, as well as by executive managers through to officers in 
collaborating and working together to achieve Council’s priorities. Executive Manager L3 suggested 
that “it [has] been successful because of the people who were…working in [park provision]… the main 
advocates who are also able to mount good cases for funding, are essential. Councillors’ involvement 
in urban greenspace provision was clearly motivated by the high level of accountability at the 
neighbourhood level.  
 
For Surrey, urban greenspace provision has been strongly influenced by political leadership but led by 
the Mayor and a dominant political party. The contrast in urban greenspace accomplishments were 
stark between the period when Surrey was branded “A City of Parks” and the point Surrey was re-
branded “The Future Lives Here”. As “A City of Parks”, Surrey realised an additional 700 hectares of 
parkland, prepared the City’s first urban greenspace strategy, developed productive inter-governmental 
partnerships with Metro Vancouver and the Province. Some of our interviewees perceived that the city’s 
urban greenspace had suffered over recent years, largely due to communities being unable to hold 
elected officials accountable at a neighbourhood level. The impact reported was significant resident 
protest and petitioning of Council to prevent disposal of parkland and vegetation clearing for transport 
infrastructure (road and light rail).  
 
Stakeholder Expectations 
Unsurprisingly, and despite the findings of Boulton et al. (2018), community expectations were acutely 
evident as a strong factor shaping urban greenspace provision for both cases, intertwined with political 
leadership and strongly evident as either 1) citizens’ expectations (residents, 
sporting/environmental/seniors); or 2) business (property developers, investors and land owners). The 
divergence in community expectations occurred in the type and purpose of each city’s urban 
greenspace provision. Challenges for Logan in satisfying community expectations for urban greenspace 
provision centered upon the dilemma of an ever-widening gap: trying to meet increasing expectations 
of providing gold-plated facilities in urban parks, when municipal budgets were highly constrained, 
exacerbated by Logan’s relative level of socio-economic disadvantage (SEIFA) (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2018b). Interviewee Executive Manager L3 presented this dilemma as “having a champagne 
taste on a beer budget”. These expectations were not isolated to residents, but extended to property 
developers wanting to provide highly embellished urban parks to aid land sales in a highly competitive 
property market. Evidence of community expectations continued beyond facility provision to 
maintenance and asset renewal. For Manager L2, this resulted in repetitive and significant budget 
increases for operational funding (mowing particularly) but an accumulating deficit in funding to renew 
aging park assets, and contrary to the advice provided by APRA and best practice asset management 
in funding whole-of-asset life. A challenge also experienced for Surrey’s Parks Division. For Surrey, 
community expectations emerged around two themes: demand for sports facility development  - (for 
instance, soccer pitches and ice sheets); versus environmentalists’ concerns about the depleting urban 
forest and desire to retain vegetation on acquired parkland for habitat and biodiversity benefits. By 
contrast, property developers’ expectations were unsurprisingly about maximizing development yield 
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and profit margins, and resisting proposed increases to DCCs and the extent of proposed urban 
greenspace land dedications for parks and street trees. 
 
Is There a Better Way of Providing Urban Greenspace? 
Our case studies have revealed points of both convergence and divergence where the factors shaping 
urban greenspace are concerned (Fig. 3). The factors that shape urban greenspace provision the most 
depend on the external factors: community expectations, the economy and property markets at the 
regional and local scale. These contexts apply enormous pressure to governance tools and structures, 
and determine the dominant leadership style and availability of resources. The efficacy of governance 
factors relies on how and when they are applied as determined by staff and the presence of a 
constructive organisational culture - the way in which staff support each other and work together, 
horizontally and vertically. As our results indicate, there is a key point of convergence between our two 
case studies: effective urban greenspace provision in Logan and Surrey was aided by both leadership 
and the availability of land as a natural resource. While Logan also benefited from organisational culture, 
and human resources - quantity and quality of competent staff, urban greenspace provision was 
hindered by the efficacy of governance factors: tools and structure. For Surrey, the efficacy of 
governance factors - tools and structure - was inhibited by adequate human resources and 
organisational culture. By understanding the significance of these factors in providing urban 
greenspace, it is therefore difficult to support the on-going use of park standards as the planning 
approach to undergird urban greenspace provision in fast-growing cities. They were never conceived 
for a task beyond providing parks simply for recreation. Providing urban greenspace to facilitate the raft 
of community expectations in the most economically, socially, environmentally manner is a complex 
and comprehensive task. It therefore demands an intimate understanding of the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and constraints of all factors concerned, in their local context. 
 
We found that both Logan and Surrey use a standards approach for providing parkland: in Logan 
standards were also used for providing park facilities, but standards were not applied for providing other 
types of urban greenspace such as natural areas/bushland. In Surrey, a community needs analysis was 
used to determine provision of park facilities, while natural areas where planned using a biodiversity 
conservation strategy. Secondly, is it working and how can we tell? Standards are not working 
effectively for either city in achieving urban greenspace provision to the level planned (Table 1); there 
is an ever-widening resourcing gap between the level of funding available and the quantity of land 
desired. In both cases, standards only consider parkland (including forest in Surrey). And finally, what 
are the factors that shape provision? In both cases, resources, property markets and economies, 
governance factors and political factors shape urban greenspace provision, but the extent of influence 
and how these factors manifest vary at the local level. Our analysis therefore reveals an increasing 
tension for local government between clinging to traditional planning standards for open 
space provision in the face of escalating expectations from business and residents alike. Closing the 
gap between the limited resources available, affordability and sustainability, and the increasing 
demands for urban greenspace to deliver social, environmental and economic outcomes and benefits, 
is a dilemma for municipal greenspace planners globally. 
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Table 1. Research questions and findings from Australian and Canadian case studies. 
 

Case Study 
Logan, Australia Surrey, Canada 

Current (traditional and emerging) Approaches to Urban Greenspace Provision 

 
 
Findings & 
Contribution 

Standards for Trunk Infrastructure (parkland 
area, distribution, design & facilities) 
PLUS Strategies/Plans (e.g. Conservation 
Strategy & Road Landscape Strategy) 

Standards for Parks & Urban Forests (land use 
planning) AND 
Needs Assessment (Parks, Recreation & Culture 
facilities, programs & services provision) 
PLUS Strategies/Plans (e.g. Biodiversity Conservation 
Strategy & Greenways Plan) 
 

1. Is the current approach to urban greenspace provision effective? 
2. How can we tell? 

Findings & 
Contribution 

Standards are effective in that they provide a quantitative metric that can be readily measures, reported, 
recalled and compared by stakeholders. 
 
Standards are spatial & resource-centric; they neither acknowledge nor facilitate the role of the other core 
and supporting factors (the human and governance factors, economies and markets). 
 

 Standards are ineffective because there is a 
widening gap between resources available and 
what the city can afford. 
 
Various Outcome-specific Strategies/Plans 
are somewhat effective - provides vision & 
guidelines (e.g. Conservation Strategy & Road 
Landscape Strategy) but ineffective where they 
are not mandated by policy (Planning Scheme) to 
support implementation. 

Standards are ineffective when the target (aspirational 
goal) is unrealistic. 
 
Needs Assessment employed only for park, recreation 
& culture facilities, programs & services (not land use) 
are somewhat effective - supports existing & emerging 
communities, but ineffective in predicting demand for 
future provision. 
 
Various Outcome-specific Strategies/Plans 
(Biodiversity Conservation Strategy & Greenways Plan) 
are somewhat effective - provides vision but ineffective 
where they are not supported by policy (budget & 
funding programs) to support implementation. 

  

3. What are the factors that shape urban greenspace provision in non-capital cities? 

Findings & 
Contribution 

EXTERNAL FACTORS 
• Community Expectations (Residents & 

Developers) 

• Economy & Markets (Residential property 
development) 

• Resources (Land & Financial) 

 

INTERNAL FACTORS 
• Governance Structure (Internal structure) 

• Organisational Leadership & Culture 
(excellence, integrity & staff) 

• Political Leadership (Divisional Councillors) 

• Governance Tools 

• Resources (Human) 

CORE FACTORS 
• Governance Tools 

• Resources (Land & Financial) 

• Economies & Markets (Residential property 
development & land speculation) 

 

SUPPORTING FACTORS 
• Citizen Expectations (Residents, Environmental 

Lobbyists, Land Speculators & Developers) 

• Resources (Human) 

• Governance Structure (Internal structure & inter-
governmental partnerships) 

• Organisational Leadership & Culture (Surrey 
Excels) 

• Political Leadership (Mayor) 

Source: Authors 
 
Conclusions 
Drawing upon two case studies, this paper has examined which factors most affect urban greenspace 
in two fast growing cities of Australia and Canada, exploring how they manifest locally. Several 
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questions are addressed starting with: what is the current approach to urban greenspace provision? 
Insights offered from grounded theory can help inform future urban policy and research directions for 
urban greenspace planning approaches. Surrey is potentially on the cusp of realising a better approach 
with some managers recognising both the futility of the current approach, and the opportunities for a 
wide range of greenspace types can offer the city’s growth and development in supporting the current 
and future community. The critical task is to help “unblinker” their leaders, potential supporters, partners 
and colleagues to relinquish the entrenched provision ratio through leadership and visions, and realise 
a new aspiration focused on a holistic urban greenspace ideal. For Logan, perhaps an integrated 
systems network approach with a high level of community engagement; community needs and 
implementation is needed; one that incorporates all types of greenspace at the policy level (parks, 
cemeteries, urban forest, green roofs and green walls, private public greenspace) and focuses on 
quality at least as much as, perhaps even more so than quantity. Leadership matters at all levels in 
providing urban greenspace, and in order to venture into a new frontier of how we consider and 
approach planning for this essential community infrastructure, these initiatives need to be undergirded 
by State legislation that facilitates flexibility and resilience, in the first instance. 
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