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Nature Based 
Urban 
Innovation

Advancing 
Assessment

Creating a standardised 
framework for evaluating 
the multiple benefits of 
nature based solutions 

and the trade offs 
involved in their use

Enabling 
Innovation

New insights into the 
dynamics of innovation 
and the conditions that 

enable and limit the 
systemic integration of 
nature based solutions 

into urban development

Building 
Momentum

Realising the potential of 
nature based solutions 
through creating tools, 

providing evidence, 
building capacity, 

enabling replication and 
embedding cultural 

change 

Nature-based solutions use the 
natural properties of ecosystems to 
limit impacts of climate change, 
enhance biodiversity & improve 
environmental quality while 
contributing to economic activities 
and social well-being



Innovation for 
Transformative 
Pathways

Our work examines how cities are 
innovating with nature based 
solutions and the potential for 
transformative pathways towards 
urban sustainability.

Such pathways can contribute to 
transformative action for 
biodiversity: working with nature 
to achieve social and 
environmental justice. 

Towards 
Transformative 

Biodiversity 
Governance?



Cities Taking 
Biodiversity 
Action

http://www.ubhub.org/



Urban 
Nature 
Atlas

Captures 1000 nature based 
solutions being developed in 
100 cities across Europe. Uses 
secondary data and provides a 
summary of each initiative as 
well as its key characteristics. 

Fully searchable online with a 
database version available for 
analysis. 

www.naturvation.eu/atlas



Multilevel 
Governance for 
Urban Nature
Our analysis of the policy 
landscape in Europe shows that 
there is increasing support over 
time for urban nature based 
solutions, although remain 
largely voluntary and with 
limited evaluation of their 
contribution. NBS are primarily 
seen as a means to achieve 
environmental goals. 

Davis et al. 2018



Urban Nature for 
Sustainability

In contrast to the framing at the 
EU level, urban nature is more 
than just an environmental issue; 
cities are working with nature to 
address a wide range of urban 
sustainability goals.

There is a clear opportunity gap
for multilevel governance 
frameworks to work with cities 
to leverage the multiple benefits 
of nature towards environmental 
goals, and for cities to 
demonstrate how multiple 
benefits can be realised for 
sustainability goals. 



Urban 
Nature 
Innovation
Our initial analysis suggests 
that initiatives to work with 
nature in EU cities are using 
a range of different forms 
of technical and social 
innovation. 

We also find a few examples 
of system innovation where 
large-scale transformations 
in the use of nature in cities 
are taking place. 



Enabling 
Social 
Innovation

 Diverse Modes of 
Governance: to leverage 
capacities beyond formal 
powers of planning & 
regulation

 Business Models: that can 
capture value that is shared 
and dispersed across public & 
private actors

 Innovative Financing 
Arrangements: which can 
realise monetary and non-
monetary dividends of 
working with nature

 Citizenship Engagement: to 
account for multiple values of 
nature and ensure just 
outcomes



Innovation in 
Practice

 Natural ecosystems can collect, store and clean water, however many 
landscapes around water catchments are degraded. In Cape Town, 
invasive plant species like gum trees use significantly more water than 
indigenous plants. Clearing these plants from water catchments could 
make millions more litres of water available to the City. 

 Responsibilities and incentives for clearing invasive plants are split 
across levels of government, which has limited clearing work. The 
Nature Conservancy is starting a new Water Fund bringing together 
private companies, the provincial government and the City of Cape 
Town in order to fund invasive plant clearing for water security.

 Government agencies, utilities and large businesses have invested in 
Water Funds around the world, since they see NBS as a way to 
minimize water treatment costs or reduce water shortage

The Water Fund, Cape Town, 
developed by The Nature 
Conservancy in line with a model 
they have developed 
internationally seeks to address 
the challenges of split 
responsibilities, resources and 
incentives for catchment 
management by creating an 
innovative governance 
arrangement and funding model 
where downstream water users 
support upstream catchment 
management



Innovation in 
Practice

 The Urban Forest Strategy in 
Melbourne is part of an innovative local 
policy framework and governance 
approach inducing large scale multi-
functional interventions in the city’s 
public open space through extensive 
citizen participation.

 Implementation actions include the 
development of neighbourhood-scale 
strategies with intense citizens 
involvement, Tree Capital Program 
(planting 3,000 trees per year), Urban 
Forest Visual (the municipality’s 
individually mapped tree data), the E-
mail-a-tree campaign & the Urban 
Forest Fund.

The aim of the Urban Forest 
Strategy in Melbourne is the 
systematic provision and 
maintenance of green space in 
combination with soft and grey 
infrastructure approaches to 
improve the liveability of the 
city and the health and well-
being of its inhabitants. 



Towards 
Embedding 
Innovation 

Counting experiments…

 Individual innovations add up 
to a new way of working with 
nature in cities

 New forms of assessment 
needed to evaluate multiple 
& distributed benefits of NBS

 Need to allow for diversity of 
values and meanings

…making experiments count

 Enabling conditions are 
critical for success

 Partnerships and networks 
have a vital role to play 

 Making space for radical 
innovations and failure will be 
vital to achieve change 
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Diverse NBS



Operating 
at Scale



Innovation 
Emergence and 
Pathways

 Place matters; local conditions 
influence the emergence of NBS 
innovation

 NBS innovations tend to be well-
embedded in local communities, 
governance arrangements and policy

 Analysis suggests that far-reaching 
(radical) social innovation can benefit 
from deviating from local policy 
ambitions, but is limited by access to 
financial resources 

 Involvement of non-governmental  
actors enables more far-reaching NBS 
innovation


