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The GRaBS (Green and Blue Space Adaptation for Urban Areas and Eco Towns) project is a network of
leading pan-European org anisations in volved in integrating climate c hange adaptation into regional
planning and development.

The 14 project par tner s, drawn from eight EU Member States, represent a broad spectrum of authorities and
climate c hange challenges, all with varying degrees of strategic policy and experience. The GRaBS project
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Austr ia:
l Provincial Go vernment of Styria

Greece:
l Municipality of K alamaria

Italy:
l Etnambiente SRL
l Province of Genoa
l Uni versity of Catania

Lithuania:
l Klaipeda Uni versity Coastal R esearch and Planning Institute

Nether lands:
l Nieuw -West City District of Amsterdam

Slovakia:
l Regional En vironmental Centre for Central and Eastern Europe, Country Of fice Slo vakia

Sw eden:
l City of Malmö

UK:
l London Borough of Sut ton
l Nor thwest R egional Development Agency
l Southampton City Council
l Town and Country Planning Association
l Uni versity of Manc hester

The project has been co-financed by the European Union European R egional Development F und (ERDF) and
made possible by the IN TERREG IVC Programme.

For fur ther information about the GR aBS project, visit ht tp: //www .grabs-eu.or g
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In the autumn of 2010 every European country is facing a major budget deficit
problem, and there are already some signs of civil unrest. In such difficult
financial times, the additional challenge of addressing the impact of climate
change on our towns and cities is in serious danger of being overlooked – and
yet the people most af fected by the economic downturn are often those most
vulnerable to the impact of extreme w eather conditions. Green and blue
infrastructure has a significant role in adapting our towns and cities to the
effects of flooding and extreme heat, and communities ha ve a significant role
to play in identifying and implementing rele vant adaptation responses. This, 
the second Expert Paper published by the GRaBS project, explores the
connection between climate change impacts in urban areas and how w e can
best involve communities in adaptation plans and their implementation – and, 
in particular, how w e can develop adaptation measures that are socially and
environmentally just.

Diane Smith
GRaBS Project Manager & European and Corporate Affair s Manager
TCPA
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The GRaBS (Green and Blue Space Adaptation for
Urban Areas and Eco Towns) project f ocuses on how
green and blue infrastructure can help new and
existing mixed-use urban development to adapt to
projected climate scenarios. This second GRaBS
Expert Paper explores in detail ways in which
communities can participate in the development and
implement ation of adaptation plans and strategies. It
includes a selection of case studies on participation
exercises implemented b y various partners in the
GRaBS project, and offers detailed conclusions and
recommendations. This Expert Paper can be
downloaded from the ‘Ne ws’ section of the GRaBS
website, at ht tp: //www .grabs-eu.or g.

Purpose of this Exper t Paper
The effects of climate change have become increasingly
apparent in our everyday lives. We must deal with
occurrences of extreme w eather, such as summer
drought, flooding and excessive precipitation. European
countries will not only ha ve to put in place measures
which reduce the risk of progressive alteration of our
climate (i.e. mitigation measures), but will also have to
act to adapt to changes in climate that are already
occurring – action on climate change adaptation for
our towns, cities and regions is needed now.

This Expert Paper is one of the first st udies on
communit y participation in climate change adaptation
in the cities and urbanised regions of Europe. It
explores the connection bet ween, on the one hand,
the challenge that climate change poses to our urban
environments and their communities, and, on the
other, involving communities in de veloping and
implementing adaptation plans.

Properly planned and implemented participation
processes will allow communities to ha ve a real voice
in shaping their future, and will lead to better
adaptation plans. This Expert Paper identifies aspects
of participation processes that are crucial in setting up

participation strategies for urban adaptation plans. In
addition, it highlights some instr uctive examples of
participation practices in climate adaptation in
European regions. 

Why is par ticipation 
necessary?
Planning for climate change adaptation requires the
development of clear strategies, as w ell as the
mobilisation of communities to build resilience to
extreme w eather events.

Communities must become a ware not only that they
could be facing problems from climate change in their
daily lives, but also that, by participating in the
development of adaptation strategies, they can play a
part in the solution to these problems. The challenge is
to involve citizens in long-term developments and
policy goals, and to connect the actions needed to
deal with climate change to people’s everyday needs
and priorities.

If properly achieved, participation in planning sets an
example of a type of governance that is inclusive and
thus actively strengthens and supports democratic
values. The degree of participation by communities
that have an interest in planning or are affected by its
results could thus ser ve as a reliable indicator of the
vitality of civil society.

What r ole does 
participation pla y?
Stakeholder and resident ‘support’ f or climate
adaptation plans, achieved through participation, is
crucial to sustainable development. Good plans are
kept alive by communities. These plans are
successfully implemented, managed and maint ained
over a longer period of time and thus are related to
the needs of fut ure generations. 

Executiv e Summar y



known Arnstein ‘Ladder of Citizen Participation’),
which distinguishes different levels of communit y
involvement, might be helpful in judging the
required level. 

l Values – community at tachment t o the pr esent
day, and the necessity of c hang e: Communities
may attach significant value to places that seem
vulnerable to serious climate change impacts and
are therefore in need of adaptation. Current
valuation of places could undermine support for
changes necessary to counter negative future
climate impacts. Communit y involvement strategies
will have to be sensitive to the w ays in which
values can be drivers for action or counteraction.

l Int egration, or stand-alone policies f or
community par ticipation: Within the planning
context, a choice has to be made about whether to
integrate communit y participation with existing
planning processes, or to initiate a stand-alone
policy for climate change adaptation. The first option
implies the use of e xisting participation
infrastructure to support climate change adaptation
planning. The second option involves setting up a
new, transparent structure for participation in
climate change adaptation planning, involving all
interested communities.

How can par ticipation be 
deliv ered?
We must engage communities at the local le vel, while
at the same time at tempting to raise awareness about
the added value of local actions for solutions at higher
spatial scales.

As a result, a ‘stepped approach’ emerges, in whic h
higher-scale imperatives are connected to lower-scale
implement ation strategies by adequately involving
stakeholders and local communities at the appropriate
level. In terms of integrated participation strategies,
this could imply that represent ative mechanisms at
higher spatial scales are transparently connected to
more direct f orms of participation at lower spatial
scales. 

In producing sustainable adaptation strategies it will
be essential for top-down approaches to be
supplemented and informed by bottom-up
perspectives.

Adaptation strategies for our towns and cities will gain
momentum only when plans are related to civil initiatives
for sustainable development in the wider urban conte xt.
Community activities that have been developed from
the bottom up could become a cornerstone in the
transformation of our to wns and cities. 

People’s thinking about ‘climate ’ is part of a larger
cultural system that frames their e xperience. Culture
creates a common ground of collectiv ely-shared
perceptions of climate whic h come into play when
people are asked to become involved in climate
change adaptation. Participation in climate adaptation
needs to bridge the gap between policy-makers and
the personal experiences and aspirations of citizens.
Connecting to residents’ subjective experience of 
the w eather and the possible effects of climate
change can be useful in gaining support for, and/or
triggering involvement in, climate adaptation
strategies. 

What ar e the k ey issues?
There are some important issues that planners will
have to address when considering communit y
participation in climate change adaptation: 

l Timescales – long-t erm pr oblems and c hanging
communities: Sometimes the link bet ween the
solutions to a problem of fered by a plan and the
interests of contemporar y stakeholders is not w ell
established. A majority of adaptation strategies will
set out proposals for the long term, of fering
solutions to problems that will manif est themselv es
in an urgent way only after a very long period of
time (often 20-50 years). Engaging communities in
the present day might be very difficult, because
they will not be the k ey beneficiaries of the
adaptation plans and so are unlikely to perceive a
direct interest. 

l Degree of community influence: Meaningful
participation practices must allow scope f or those
participating to have substantial influence. Tensions
may arise over the restricted planning options
offered, and over the perceived openness to serious
communit y influence. This difficult y must be
resolved by determining at the outset of the climate
adaptation planning process the level of communit y
involvement that is appropriate. Here, the
‘Participation Pyramid’ (a tool derived from the w ell-
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The step-by-step diagram (the ‘participation pathway’)
shown below (and appearing as Fig. 2 in the paper)
depicts a logical chain of events that must be
‘designed’ in a transparent w ay in order to guarantee a
proper connection between participation as a process,
the input and proposals of all participants in this
process, and the final decision stage in which the
planned adaptation measures and strategies are
eventually approved. These necessary steps are as
follows:

l Step 1: Determine what inf ormation is necessary to
raise awareness about climate change impacts, and
define the level of involvement/ the intensit y of
participation.

l Step 2: Design the outreach strategy.

l Step 3: Determine the in vestment required f or
capacity-building among participants.

l Step 4: Map out the participation process in time
(schedules with milestones), with clear links to the
decision-making process.

l Step 5: Prepare a final communication strategy –
the goal of process.

These steps are to be informed by, and in turn inform, a
communication strategy (t ailor-made for the target group
and/or (sub-)theme, activity or goal of the process).

GRaBS Exper t Pa per 2 
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Step-b y-step ‘par ticipa tion pa thw ay’

Feedbac k loops:
l From s tep 2 to s tep 1: Calibra te the inf orma tion in r ela tion to tar get gr oup character istics
l From s tep 3 to s tep 1 and fr om s tep 3 to s tep 2: Feasibility chec k
l From s tep 4 to s tep 3: Propor tionality chec k 
l From s tep 4 to s tep 2: Fine-tuning chec k 
l From s tep 4 to s tep 1: Congr uenc y chec k

Step 1:
Determine what
inf ormation is

necessary

MONITORING      
& REVIEW

Draft
communication

str ategy

Step 5:
Final

communication
str ategy – the

goal of pr ocess

Step 4:
Map out the
participation

process

Step 3:
Determine the

investment
requir ed for

capacity -building

Step 2:
Design the
outr each
str ategy



Summary of conclusions and 
recommendations

Share inf ormation and c hoose a ‘star ting point’

l Initiat e community in volv ement b y providing access t o adequat e inf ormation
and r aising a w areness about climat e chang e adaptation.

l Define a set of clear objectiv es for the par ticipation pr ocess and design the
outr each str ategy.

l Decide whether t o use the infr astruct ure of suppor t f or par ticipation in
planning f or a stand-alone adaptation plan, or t o int egrate adaptation
aspects int o existing planning pr ocesses.

Stepped appr oach

l Be clear, honest and tr ansparent about the lev el of in volv ement that is
chosen f or the planned adaptation r esponses.

l Determine the in vestment r equir ed for capacity -building among par ticipants
and the r esour ce allocation necessary f or the pr ocess.

l Supplement t op-do wn appr oaches with bot tom-up perspectiv es by linking
national policies and r egiona l/ local activities.

Civil society

l Connect t o civil society . Make use of an in vent ory of r elevant activities or
initiativ es that ar e already run b y community gr oups an d/ or NGOs.

l Create concrete oppor tunities both t o enhance the perf ormance of the
planning syst em and t o empo w er communities t o impr ove the climat e
resilience of their living en vir onments.

Communication

l Consider whether t o fr ame climat e chang e adaptation as a separ ate messag e
within a wider appeal f or community in volv ement, or t o focus on the
concrete measur es that deliv er physical adaptation.

l Bridg e the g ap betw een policy -makers and the personal exper iences of
citiz ens by making use of r elevant climat e imag es and the ar ts in
participation ex ercises.
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1.1 The challeng es for par ticipation
in climat e change adaptation

The international research communit y has
demonstrated that the global climate is c hanging as a
result of human activit y. Despite recent criticism of
some IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change) research procedures, the w eight of scientific
research provides compelling evidence of current and
projected changes in global weather patterns.

The first policy response to such scientific evidence
has been to try to influence the determining f actors of
climate change – in particular to reduce excessive
emissions of greenhouse gases from f ossil energy
sources. Action of this nature has been termed
climate change mitigation, which has been the
predominant focus of political interest, through action
to be agreed upon by the international communit y as
a follow-up to the Kyoto Protocol. However, only
limited progress on concluding a new legal 
agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions w as
achieved at the United Nations Climate Change
Conference held in Copenhagen in December 2009
(COP15).

As the effects of climate change have become
increasingly apparent in our everyday lives, so
awareness has been growing that, in addition to
continued determined action to mitigate climate
change, we will also need to impro ve our adaptive
capacities. Climate change is no longer something that
will need to be addressed at some point in the fut ure:
it is happening now, and we will have to draw up
climate change adaptation policies and strategies and
implement them without dela y. We cannot afford to
passively await major flooding of our rivers as a result
of increased rainfall, or simply accept exacerbated
health problems – and even growing numbers of
deaths – in our inner cities as a result of heat stress in
hot summers (as demonstrated in the e xtremely hot
summer of 20 03).

During the GRaBS project (see Box 1) Conference on
Climate and Participation held in Amsterdam in
November 2009, Richard Langlais, Senior Research
Fellow at the Nordic Instit ute in Stockholm, made a
strong case for what he called ‘adaptigation’. He
argued that we will have to put in place measures
which will not only reduce the risk of progressiv e
alteration of our climate, but will also enable us to
adjust to changes that are already occurring. A multi-
dimensional planning approach covering the various
aspects of climate change (for example temperature
rise, drought, increased precipitation, and storms)
provides the necessary context for proper action. For
example, the use of green roofs in our cities could
produce energy savings in our dwellings (and thus
reductions in carbon dioxide emissions) and at the
same time make our cities cooler and better places in
which to live during hot summers.

As action on adaptation for our towns, cities and
regions is needed now, the involvement of their
communities in such action is of even greater
importance than the need to engage communities in
plans for climate change mitigation. Properly planned
and implemented participation processes will lead to
better adaptation plans, with majorit y support among

1
Introduction

The effects of clima te change ar e becoming incr easingly
a ppar ent in our e ver yday liv es



change adaptation strategies. This Expert Paper thus
assesses which aspects of such processes are crucial
in setting up participation strategies f or urban
adaptation plans. The GRaBS partners hope that this
will provide a stimulus for politicians, professionals
and community representatives to enter into the
debate and start to deliver good practice.

The participation challenge is highly relevant to climate
change adaptation, because adaptation is a basic
mode of interaction of citiz ens with their living
environment. This Expert Paper is intended to
contribute to at tempts to promote our cities as
environments that both fle xibly absorb the challenges
of climate change and provide productive and inspiring
living conditions for current and future residents and
working communities.

This Expert Paper is directed at the GRabS project's
communit y involvement objectiv e (see Box 1). It
examines the underpinnings of sound communit y
involvement on climate change adaptation and offers
advice on good practice.

1.2 Structure of the Exper t Paper

This second GRaBS Expert Paper sets out w ays of
involving communities in adaptation plans and their
implement ation. It explores the connection bet ween
the challenge that climate change poses to our cities
and its communities, and the means to in volve
everybody who will be af fected by adaptation
responses in urban areas. Communities need to
become aware not only that they could be facing

the communities in volved and/or affected. There is still
some groundbreaking work to do, because there are
as yet few completed participation processes in volving
our communities, NGOs (non-governmental
organisations) and individual residents in climate

9

Box 1
The GRaBS project

The GRaBS (Green and Blue Space Adaptation
for Urban Areas and Eco Towns) project is one of
the fir st European-wide projects to work tow ards
raising aw areness about the kind of actions
involved in climate c hange adaptation in urban
areas. It seeks to promote climate c hange
adaptation action plans in urban regions and
cities. Its two main aims are:
l to impro ve local and regional planning policy

so that green and blue infrastructure is
put in place to ensure that existing and new
mixed-use urban development is adapted to
the impact of climate c hange ; and

l to facilitate the muc h-needed exc hange of
kno wledge and e xperience and the actual
transfer of good practice on climate
change adaptation strategies to local and
regional authorities across Europe.

Guided by these aims, the GR aBS partner s work
together within a framework of concrete
objecti ves:
l The benef its of green and blue spaces:

Raise aw areness and increase par tner
exper tise on the use of green and blue
infrastructure.

l Deliv er y mec hanisms: Identify and
influence regional planning policy and
deli very mec hanisms for adaptation.

l A risk and vulnerabilities assessment
tool: Develop a user -friendly assessment tool
to highlight climate c hange risks and
vulnerabilities in urban areas.

l A daptation action plans: Develop regional
and local adaptation action plans, including a
high-level policy statement.

l Community in vol vement: Impro ve
stakeholder and community under standing
and in volvement in planning, deli vering and
managing green and blue infrastructure.

GRaBS Exper t Pa per 2 
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Comm unities m ust be engaged in the process of making 
urban clima te change ada pta tion plans if suppor t f or their
implementa tion is to be secur ed
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problems from climate c hange in their daily lives, but
also that they can be part of the solution by
participating in adaptation strategies.

There are already several recent publications (see the
bibliography in Annex 2 of the Expert Paper) on
participatory forms of climate change adaptation, but
they deal nearly exclusively with communit y-based
adaptation in the rural areas of developing countries.
This Expert Paper is one of the first st udies of the
potential for participation in climate change adaptation
in the cities and urbanised regions of Europe. Its main
focus is on communit y involvement and engagement
in planned adaptation responses, although the
relevance and importance of adaptation responses
outside the planning domain, particularly as civil
initiatives, are also acknowledged. It does not give
details of the necessary content and monitoring of
adaptation plans and strategies themselves – this will
be the focus of other GRaBS publications, as such
plans and strategies are the main objective and output
for each GRaBS partner. This Expert Paper is of

GRaBS Exper t Pa per 2 
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interest to anyone seeking greater insight into
participation processes in urban adaptation planning or
wanting to play a part in these processes – whether
as a local politician or as a civil servant working for a
local authority, as an active member of the v oluntary
sector or an NGO, or just as an ordinary citizen living
in a city that is heating up in summer (and perhaps
flooding in autumn).

Because good practice in participation in adaptation
planning is still scarce, this Expert Paper first sets out
important principles to be taken into account (in
Section 2), and then examines how these principles
can be applied more systematically to participation in
climate change adaptation (in Section 3). In Section 4,
some instructive examples of participation practice,
developed by the GRaBS partners, are highlighted and
discussed. The Expert Paper closes with a set of
recommendations that will be useful f or local and
regional authorities, professional planners, NGOs,
communit y groups and other stakeholders.



2.1 Basic pr inciples of par ticipation
in planning

Success in involving our communities in f ormulating
planning solutions to climate impacts depends on
many factors. It is impossible to deriv e ‘participation
laws’ that must be f ollowed from current practice.
However, much good participation practice shares
crucial characteristics and similarities, and most people
agree that evaluation of good practice is possible.
Bearing in mind that critical assessment of
participation processes focuses on the quality of the
involvement, w e can conclude that good participation
is more like an art than a science. Before addressing
participation in climate adaptation planning, it is helpful
to discuss some broader principles and ways of
looking at communit y involvement.

In the larger planning context w e can discern at least
four determining elements  that shape rele vant
principles for setting up participation strategies:
l civil society;
l the planning system and how it w orks;
l an infrastructure of support f or planning; and
l participation techniques.

Each of these are considered in turn below.

2.1.1 The vitality of civil society

Planning takes place within the wider conte xt of
society’s democratic traditions and instit utions.
Keeping the democratic system alive is not only a
question of respecting its r ules and outcomes: in a
representative democracy, the participation of
communities and individual citizens is a necessary
complement to the decision-making process.

Planning is a target-oriented and steering activity.
When participation in planning is secured in a proper
way it sets an example of a type of governance that is
inclusive and thus actively strengthens and supports

democratic values. The degree of participation by
communities that ha ve an interest in planning or are
affected by its results could thus ser ve as a reliable
indicator of the vit ality of civil society.

For the professional planning community, it is also
important to understand that formal planning
processes are not the exclusive framework for solving
the urgent problems that societies f ace. A vital civil
society, with communities t aking the initiative
themselves, results in activities whic h are not always
plan led, but which are often as relevant as formalised
initiatives taken by government authorities or priv ate
sector led developments, because of their scope and
potential to connect individual st akeholders –
sometimes in une xpected or even unorthodox ways.

It will be import ant to engage communities in the
process of making urban climate change adaptation
plans if support for their implement ation is to be
secured. But adaptation strategies will only gain
momentum when plans are related to civil initiatives
for sustainable development in the wider urban
context. Communit y activities that have been
developed from the bot tom up could become a
cornerstone in the transformation of our cities that is
necessary in adapting to climate change. For example,
grass-roots initiatives to extend or enhance local green
infrastructure in neighbourhoods or wards could be
essential in an adaptation strategy to counter
increased urban temperatures. An assessment of the
planning context in urban areas with respect to
adaptation needs and potential should thus:
l also rely on the capacities of communities

themselves to formulate answers to climate
change;

l produce an inventory of relevant activities or
initiatives that are already run by communit y groups
and/or NGOs; and

l analyse which concrete opportunities could be used
to both enhance the perf ormance of the planning
system and empower communities to impro ve the
climate resilience of their o wn living environment.

2
Principles of par ticipa tion
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2.1.2 How does the syst em w ork?

Any planning context is governed by various (planning)
laws, rules and regulations, at European, national,
regional and even local level. These also pertain to the
ways that communities, st akeholders and individual
residents are to be engaged. Planning arrangements
that provide opportunities for communit y involvement
in development and/or the adoption of plans are
particularly relevant here. Are there specific laws,
policies or guidance that provide for communit y
involvement in spatial or environmental planning?1

Which agencies or bodies (government or non-
governmental) are responsible for upholding or
deploying these arrangements? Apart from strictly
legal arrangements, instit utionalised traditions and
historically-established patterns of action that guide
the behaviour of stakeholders and key players in
planning could be of importance for the design and
implement ation of participation processes.

2.1.3 Resources for inf ormation, advice or 
help – the infr astruct ure of suppor t 
for planning

In most countries there are opport unities for
communit y members (residents, communit y groups,
NGOs, and other stakeholders) who w ant to become
involved – or, more actively, who w ant to influence
planning – to receive and access information,
assistance, help or guidance. Together, all the
resources available for those who w ant to participate
in planning constitute an infrastructure of support .
Organisations within this infrastr ucture sometimes
also offer access to funding for public and community
participation. The degree to which this infrastructure
links to formal planning processes and systems varies.
Research suggests that the existence of a good
general infrastructure of support, whic h helps to build
capacity to become involved, is considered more
valuable than incidental facilities created for
engagement in the consult ation processes of a

specific plan.2 The latter are sometimes characterised
as ‘one-off’ – or, worse, as ‘tick box’ – exercises that
offer limited involvement. It could also be valuable to
invest in a sustainable infrastructure of independent
organisations (government or non-governmental)
providing information, training and advice to
participants who w ant to contribute on their o wn
terms. These organisations fall into three main types:
l those specifically focused on planning;
l those that have broader remits, but specifically

cover planning issues as well; and
l those that provide general support to communities

and the public on all sorts of issues.

2.1.4 Making things happen in pr actice –
community in volv ement t echniques
and t ools

A wide range of specific tec hniques and tools that can
be used to involve communities in the planning
process are available:
l By far the largest categories of tools are those that

provide information and those that enable
consultation. Examples include fact sheets,
information on w ebsites, open houses, and
exhibitions.

l Some tools and techniques go further and ‘involve’
people in planning, on some occasions leading to a
genuine ‘collaboration’ or ‘co-production’ of plans
between authorities and local communities. Specific
formats range from collaborative workshops to
referenda and citizens’ juries.

The challenge for climate change adaptation planning
is to use existing participation tools and techniques in
an innovative manner relevant to climate themes and
specific adaptation measures – some options are
discussed below (especially in Section 4). The GRaBS
project itself will produce a specific inf ormation tool:
the Climate Risk and Vulnerabilities Assessment Tool
(see Box 2, in Section 3.3.3).

1 The Aarhus Convention on environmental democracy is of specific interest f or communit y involvement in climate change adaptation,
as it is a legally binding instrument protecting public rights at the European le vel. Three basic rights for the general public are set out
in the Convention: the right of e veryone to have access to environmental information; the right to participate in en vironmental
decision-making; and the right to have access to justice. The right to participate in environmental decision-making is especially
relevant to climate change adaptation plans

2 See, for example, the Interim and Final Reports of the EU INTERREG IIIB funded APaNGO project – available at
ht tp: //www .apang o.eu/
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3.1 The cont ext f or per ceptions of 
climat e change

If w e want to involve communities and residents in
climate change adaptation, a first – but nonetheless
often overlooked – question that should be asked is:
‘How do ‘normal people ’ themselv es perceive
climate?’ What comes to mind when the y think about
climate and climate change (projected and/or already
experienced)?

3.1.1 Climat e as a cult ural concept

A preliminary observation related to the above
questions must be that the w ord ‘climate’ has a
broader use and relevance in everyday speech than
merely as a technical reference to w eather patterns
established over the years.3 The term ‘climate ’
expresses a fundamental relation to the environment
we live in – in its broadest sense. It is a metaphor we
live by,4 and as such climate and climate-related
concepts find their w ay into conversation in all kinds
of situations:

‘The climate of the negotiations w as freezing.’
‘I really liked the atmosphere in the of fice.’

In phrases such as these, climate is used to express
feelings of belonging (or not) to different t ypes of
environments. Clearly, the perception of climate
cannot be reduced simply to a set of objectiv e
parameters used by meteorologists and climate
scientists. Our thinking about ‘climate ’ is part of a
larger cultural system that frames our e xperience.
Reflecting on our experience of w eather patterns, 
one should note that obser vations about the weather
are widely reproduced in cultural products and the

mass media, leading to ‘strong’ concepts about the
seasons or weather incidents. Our conceptions of
winter, for example, might be heavily influenced by
Christmas images (‘I’m dreaming of… ’ ). Such
conceptions sometimes combine into what could 
be called a climate mythology : familiar story lines or
scenarios about weather patterns and/or incidents
that are reproduced in cultural artefacts and the 
mass media.5

The cultural representation of, for example, the Dutch
climate experience includes:
l Dutch skating heroics: The famous long-distance

‘Elfstedentocht’ (the ‘Eleven Cities Tour’, the w orld’s
longest speed skating competition and leisure
skating tour), held in the province of Friesland, can
only be organised in cold winters – and thus, as a
result of global w arming, will perhaps never take
place again! The last Elfstedentocht dates back to
1997.

l Traumatic flooding histories: These include the 1953
flood disaster in the province of Zeeland (in which
1,800 people died and 100,000 people lost their
homes and possessions), and the heroic protection

3
Par ticipa tion pr inciples
a pplied to ada pta tion planning

It is possible tha t the f amous ‘Elfstedentocht’ will ne ver 
tak e place again

3 This point is powerfully made by Mike Hulme in his study Why We Disagree about Climate Change (Cambridge University Press, 2009)
4 This phrase was introduced in the 1980s by discourse theorists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in their highly influential study

Met aphors We Live By (University of Chicago Press, 1980)
5 Climate scientists and meteorologists should be aware that such conceptions will be at w ork when their w ork is referenced in public

media and in society in general. The reproduction of IPCC-listed research in mass media and various cultural contexts may create
new climate m ythologies
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of dikes (mythologised in popular culture by the
story of Hans Brinker, who saved the Spaarndam
polder from flooding b y filling a hole in the dike with
his finger!).

These are often-recounted, salient elements in Dutc h
climate mythology. Only systematic cult ural analysis
can unravel the ‘deep structure’ of national climate
story lines.

One of the ef fects of a changing climate might w ell be
a growing disconnection bet ween popular climate
stories, which are a specific condensation of historical
climate experience, and personal climate experience.
A growing discrepancy between climate stor ylines
and personal climate experience could manifest itself
in the climate experiences of young people –
highlighting the age dependency of personal climate
experience. It is clear that recognition of w eather
patterns is a result of recurrent experiences over the
years. In this respect young people are a very
interesting t arget group for participation strategies in
climate change adaptation, as:
l their personal climate experience is often not yet

mapped out in detail;
l they might obser ve more acutely any discrepancy

between climate stories and personal experience;
and

l they have a higher chance of experiencing serious
climate change impacts in their own lives.

These observations on climate and culture are
important and relevant because they highlight 
frames of reference which are collectively shared and
thus come into play when people are asked to
become involved in climate change adaptation. An
effective communications strategy will ha ve to take
into account the w orkings of these frames of
reference.

3.1.2 Sharing socio-cult ural notions t o
encour age community par ticipation
in climat e chang e adaptation

The section above has demonstrated that how w e
perceive climate change can be dependent on cultural
myths, diverse socio-cultural climate notions, and
personal climate experience. An often-overlooked
factor in successful participation is the need f or
common ground in underst anding the planning
challenge. This is as important as sound legal
structures, processes and systems. Sharing socio-

cultural climate notions and personal experiences
between all those who are, and who should be,
involved in drawing up planning solutions to the
adaptation challenge could provide a starting point in
attempts to find a common ground of underst anding.

This common ground could be articulated in
overarching adaptation concepts which are sensitive to
local communities’ perceptions and conceptions of
climate, and will thus be helpful in mobilising
involvement in climate change adaptation. Such an
approach will cut across disciplinary perspectives and
sectoral boundaries. The urgency of finding a planning
solution should be articulated with ref erence to the
climate ‘met aphors [and/or icons] we live by’, to help
trigger a proper understanding among our
communities and so develop an effective appeal for
participation. 

It could also be very helpful to make wider use of art
and cultural activities in some techniques used in
communit y engagement exercises. Art and culture are
rooted in common symbolic ground and theref ore
offer the potential to actively produce overarching
concepts related to shared climate experiences. It is
impossible to give general guidance on which
overarching adaptation concepts may be of use,
because they will need to be sensitiv e and relevant to
local context. They constitute a ‘ment al map’
expressing basic symbolic attitudes towards
acceptable options for the adaptation of the living
environment. Finding the right map will pose an
interesting challenge.

3.2 Issues for par ticipation in 
adaptation planning

There are some important issues that planners will
have to address when considering communit y
engagement in climate change adaptation, as outlined
below.

3.2.1 Timescales – long-t erm pr oblems
and changing communities 

Sometimes the link bet ween the solutions to a
problem offered by a plan and the interests of
contemporary stakeholders is not w ell established.
This issue could arise in relation to climate change
adaptation plans. Only a subset of adaptation plans
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offer direct solutions to problems that are clearly
related to climate change and which communities are
facing now, such as major flooding and/or extreme
heatwaves. Such disaster risk reduction plans are
likely to be given active support by communities that
expect to be affected, and thus positive participation is
more likely in formulating such plans. But a majority of
adaptation strategies will set out proposals f or the
long term, of fering solutions for problems that will
manifest themselv es in an urgent way only after a
very long period of time (of ten 20-50 years) – by which
time the mak e-up of communities actually facing
these problems in their e veryday lives may well be
significantly different from the communities of toda y.
It might be v ery difficult to engage communities in
participation on these plans, because they will not be
the key beneficiaries of the plan and so are unlikely to
perceive a direct interest to themselv es in the results
of the planning process.

3.2.2 Degree of influence – the objectivity
of solutions and the int eractivity of
open co-oper ation

Serious participation must allow scope f or those
participating to have substantial influence. But if an
objective risk and vulnerabilities assessment of
climate change impacts unambiguously shows that
only a very limited range of planning choices will
adequately solve future problems, tensions may arise
over the restricted planning options of fered and over
the perceived openness, or otherwise, of the
participation process to serious communit y influence.
This difficult y must be resolved by determining at the
outset of the climate adapt ation planning process the
level of communit y involvement that is appropriate.
The ‘Participation Pyramid’ shown in Fig. 1 (on page
18) could be helpful in judging the required level.
Honest and transparent communication about the
choices to be made and the influence that
communities can have on options and decision-making
are a conditio sine qua non for serious participation,
regardless of the level of involvement.

3.2.3 Values – community at tachment t o
the pr esent da y, and the necessity
of chang e

Another import ant factor to be addressed when
determining a proper footing for communit y
involvement is the v alue that communities ma y attach
to places that seem vulnerable to serious climate

change impacts and are therefore in need of
adaptation. An unintended byproduct of adaptive
change could be a dissociation of the transformed
area from its histor y, thus inducing feelings of loss in
how the communit y experiences that place. Even
when proposed transf ormations seem rational in the
light of anticipated climate change, the valuation of
place as it is could undermine support for change.
Community involvement strategies will ha ve to be
sensitive to the w ays in which values can be drivers
for action or counteraction.

3.2.4 Suppor t as an indicat or of
sustainability

It is import ant to be aware of the influence of issues
that lie ‘under the surf ace’ of specific planning choices
regarding climate change adaptation, because they
might affect the attitudes of stakeholders and
residents and their willingness to co-operate in
seeking adaptation responses. The ‘support’ of
stakeholders and residents, as sought through
participation in planning, is a concept lying at the 
heart of the definition of sust ainability. Receiving
support is a crucial indicator of the likely lifespan of a
plan. Good plans are kept alive by communities,
because they create beneficial conditions for
prosperity and quality of life. In this respect support
for planning – delivering plans that are successfully
implemented, managed and maintained over a long
period of time – is also related to the needs of fut ure
generations. The famous Brundtland definition of
sustainable development as meeting ‘the needs of the
present without compromising the abilit y of future
generations to meet their o wn needs’ also applies to
endeavours to implement plans that meet general
support over time.

3.3 Structuring par ticipation 
processes for climat e change
adaptation

3.3.1 Existing par ticipation infr astruct ure
and climat e chang e adaptation –
int egration v ersus augmentation

The need to adapt to changes in climate could create
an opportunity to overcome traditional participation
deadlocks, as the impact of climate change is a shared
interest – a flood, a landslide or excessive drought
affects everyone in the area concerned. By building on

15
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an obvious common interest, adapt ation planning
might prove more able to adopt the principles of
inclusive participation than has been the case with
traditional spatial planning, which is led either by
government or the priv ate sector.

There are a variety of w ays in which participation in
adaptation planning can be organised to make use of
the existing infrastructure of support, sit ting within a
range between two extremes – integration, and
augmentation (i.e. the adoption of a stand-alone policy
for communit y participation):

l Integration: Revitalise or re-use the existing
participation infrastructure to support climate
change adaptation planning, through further
capacity-building for the residents, NGOs, etc. who
are already involved in the existing frameworks. This
option might be advisable when the adapt ation
strategy or plan is set up predominantly by
embedding distinct adaptation components within
other planning processes and/or policies. In this
context it will be import ant to introduce climate
adaptation themes within e xisting communit y
engagement exercises or communit y involvement
strategies. If such participation approaches are not
yet operating or planned, it might be desirable to
supplement existing planning processes with
communit y involvement t argeted at climate change
adaptation.

l A stand-alone policy for communit y participation:
Set up a new, transparent structure for participation
in climate change adaptation planning, involving all
interested communities. High priorit y should be
given to setting out how the agreed outputs of this
participation process would be translated into
existing local and regional planning frameworks –
this could be done via a ‘high-level policy
statement’, for example. All participants should be
clearly informed about how their input will be
incorporated, and key elements of the participation
process must be determined from the outset, suc h
as the scheduled milestones, and how the process
is specifically suited to meeting the c hallenges of
producing a sound climate change adaptation
strategy – in terms of both the outreac h strategy
(including target groups) and the plan content and
process in general.

There are, of course, many options between the two
extremes.

3.3.2 Spatial scales of par ticipation –
national, regional and local

At the spatial level of continents and nation st ates,
scientific research enables us to produce reliable
assessments of specific climate impacts within a
quantifiable range. Such scenarios prompt us to
attempt to produce appropriate adaptation responses,
using, for example, the fact that extensive green and
blue infrastructure in urban areas can:
l have a beneficial impact on urban air temperature

(moderating the ‘heat island effect’);
l produce healthier micro-climates in urban public

spaces (through the cooling effects of
evapotranspiration and shading); and

l help in retaining and accommodating precipitation
(and thus preventing or mitigating local flooding).

However, understanding of the detailed consequences
of climate change for a particular local area is often
lacking (see below, in Section 3.3.3). It will theref ore
be difficult to translate projected climate impacts
accurately into a specific set of adaptation measures
and/or interventions that are appropriate for and
sensitive to the local area and are seen as relevant by
the local communit y.

There is thus a challenge for participation strategies to
connect the global to the local – or, in planning
terminology, to establish in community involvement
connections between spatial scales at the national,
regional and local levels.

Practical experience shows that it is v ery hard to
engage communities in strategic planning issues such
as global climate change impacts. Even when there is
shared community awareness that challenges are
‘huge’, that hugeness tends to remain abstract and

16

A challenge f or par ticipa tion stra teg ies is to connect the 
global to the local
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intangible as it cannot be experienced directly and
thus cannot easily be related to concrete communit y
action. The motivation to participate is often
dependent on a conviction that, in this specific urban
context (street, w ard, neighbourhood, city district, cit y,
region), that specific adaptation response will make
sense and make a difference.

It thus seems sensible to prioritise ef forts in engaging
communities at the local le vel, while at the same time
attempting to raise awareness about the added value
of local actions for solutions at higher spatial scales.
The relevance of adaptation (local protective
measures) to mitigation (global preventive measures) –
and thus the concerted action of ‘adaptigation ’
referred to in Section 1.1 – becomes especially evident
in such connections between spatial scales. For
adaptation strategies in urban areas the Local Agenda
21 dictum ‘think global, act local’ remains valid.

From a top-down perspectiv e a ‘stepped approach’
emerges, in which higher-scale imperatives are
connected to lower-scale implementation strategies by
adequately involving stakeholders and local
communities at the appropriate level. In terms of
integrated participation strategies, this could imply
that representative mechanisms at higher spatial
scales are transparently connected to more direct
forms of participation at lower spatial scales. Without
going into detail over links, one could set out a
schematic summar y of this top-down organisational
principle as follows:
l National level: National governments involve

strategic partners (regional or local authorities,
institutions, NGOs, etc.) in devising national climate
change adaptation policies. These strategic partners
also have an (informal) obligation to represent the
perspectives of partners who are involved in or
participate at the regional or local level.

l Regional or local level: Regional or local authorities
involve strategic partners (institutions, NGOs, grass-
roots organisations, communit y groups, and
individual residents) in the implement ation of
national climate change adaptation policies and the
production of regional or local climate change
adaptation plans.

In producing sustainable adaptation strategies it will
be essential for top-down approaches to be

supplemented and informed by bottom-up
perspectives, because:
l The local situation is the source of inf ormation on

the need for climate change adaptation plans. Local
communities are of ten most kno wledgeable about
the tangible impacts of climate change, as usually
there is simply no scientific dat a available at the
local level. Community coping strategies are
valuable in themselves as existing, everyday
adaptation strategies.

l Representative decision-making mechanisms are
only sustainable when they are grounded in civil
society and connect to concrete communit y
initiatives, as noted above.

3.3.3 Defining lev els of in volv ement in
adaptation str ategies – the
Participation Pyr amid

It is vitally important to involve communities in
planning at an early stage of the planning cycle. Right
from the st art, planning authorities will have to
determine the le vel of communit y involvement that is
appropriate to produce a particular plan or strategy.
The Participation Pyramid 6 (which is closely related to
the better-known Arnstein ‘Ladder of Citizen
Participation’) shown in Fig. 1 on the following page
presents one method of determining this le vel.

Participation processes can be distinguished by the
level of involvement of the af fected communities.
From base to top, each successive layer in the
pyramid represents an increasing level of communit y
involvement and influence in the planning process.
There is a specific range of options in selecting the
appropriate level of involvement:

l Information: Every participation process should
begin by providing, in an accessible form,
information that explains the need for a plan or
strategy. In the case of climate change adaptation
planning, this entails giving adequate information on
the risks of and vulnerabilities to climate change. In
some situations it will also be right to point out the
local benefits of any projected changes (for example
more opportunities for outdoor activities and
recreation in North West European cities). Even
when climate inf ormation is accessible to the
general public, the local planning situation may be
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6 The Participation Pyramid is a tool that the City of Amsterdam uses in assessing levels of involvement in policies that call f or citizen
participation (for example urban regeneration schemes and neighbourhood improvement programmes)
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Fig. 1  The Par ticipa tion Pyramid

such that active participation of local communities
in the production of an adaptation plan will not be
possible, because of set limit ations (for example
urgent necessities that leave no room for
negotiation) or political restrictions (for example
preceding strategic political decisions) that make
real influence impossible. In that case, the best
option will be to c hoose the basic level of
involvement, by informing the affected communities
about the planning process and the ensuing political
decisions on the adaptation plans, transparently and
with an adequate level of detail.

l Consultation: When various choices have yet to be
made in the plan, and policy is sufficiently fle xible to
allow real influence, then individual residents and/or
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Civil society
Communities themselv es 

take the initiativ e to shape 
their o wn en vir onment. The 

political syst em empo w ers and 
facilitat es individual r esidents,

grass-roots or ganisations and NGOs t o pla y
an activ e role in this par ticipat ory pr ocess

Co-production
Local / regional g overnment and communities 

together ‘pr oduce ’ the plan. Both ar e responsible f or the 
plan, and thus both must agr ee on it

Consultation
There is open and tr ansparent int eraction and dialogue with 

communities about options still open in the plan. The w ays in whic h the
input of communities will f eed int o the final decision about the plan ar e made 

clear t o all par ticipants at the outset of the planning pr ocess

Information
Every r esident within the community is w ell inf ormed about the plan and has easy access 

to all r elevant inf ormation that will be impor tant at the decision stag e

Ever y par ticipa tion process should beg in b y pro viding, in
accessible f or m, inf or ma tion tha t e xplains the need f or a
plan or stra tegy
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communit y groups could be seriously consulted
over these choices.

l Co-production: In circumstances where
communities and authorities genuinely have a
shared responsibility for the plan, and both are able
and willing to share power in decision-making, a
process of plan co-production could be designed. In
the GRaBS project several opportunities to enhance
or extend green infrastructure in urban areas could
be taken forward through shared responsibility
between (regional or local) planning authorities and
local communities.

l Civil society: Investment in capacity-building, proper
infrastructure and resources for communities (whic h
need not be exclusively related to plan-led
approaches) will contribute to the de velopment of
active citizenship, innovative initiatives and possible
solutions to the climate c hange challenges facing
society as a whole. The potential gains from such
an approach are demonstrated by the benefits of
many existing examples of civil initiatives, such as
the following:
l Local food production is a growing feature of

many cities. Using the green infrastructure of our
cities to produce f ood could not only enhance

their adaptive capacities, but could also make a
contribution to climate c hange mitigation by
reducing carbon dioxide emissions from f ood
transportation and production.

l In some places the residents themselv es are
charting weather changes – in Amsterdam
amateur meteorologists w ork closely with the
Royal Meteorological Instit ute (KNMI).

l Several natural environment projects pay
attention to climate c hange, and publicising the
consequences of climate change for urban flora
and fauna helps to raise climate impact
awareness among residents.

l In some areas, citizens have taken the initiative
and have themselves climate-proofed city
playgrounds for their children.

3.3.4 Necessary st eps in a climat e chang e
adaptation par ticipation pr ocess

Choosing the appropriate level of involvement can be
identified as a first and necessary step in a logical
chain of events that must be ‘designed’ in a
transparent way in order to guarantee a proper
connection between participation as a process, the
input and proposals of all participants in this process,
and the final decision stage in which the planned
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Box 2
Providing the proper inf or ma tion: The GRaBS Clima te Risk and
Vulnera bilities Assessment Tool

The link between data sources, adaptation options and the specifics of the proposed planning process
should be presented in an accessible and under standable manner . At present, most of the population
know lit tle about the lik ely impacts of climate c hange in their locality , and in man y urban areas it is not
possible to inform residents adequately about the scale of the impacts at the local (or even regional)
level, because detailed knowledge at this level is not yet available. If this vital information is not
available, or in practice is only accessible in a scientific or professional form, it will be hard to con vince
communities that it is in their own interest to become in volved in preparing adaptation responses in
their own neighbourhood or city .

This is a major reason wh y the GRaBS project par tner s have decided to develop a new tool to help
decision-mak ers and interested communities to g ain a bet ter insight into local climate impacts. The
GRaBS Climate Risk and Vulnerabilities Assessment Tool is designed as a decision-aiding tool and is
based on researc h and tec hnology emerging from the Uni versity of Manc hester . The expected impacts
of each relevant climate factor (for example, increased temperature, storms) at the local level will be
denoted on an accessible map, thus making it easier to decide on appropriate adaptation measures. The
GRaBS partner s expect that it will also be possible to adopt the tool for communication and
participation purposes, because of the visual presentation of climate information.
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adaptation measures and strategies are eventually
approved. These necessary steps are as follows:

l Step 1 – Determine what inf ormation is
necessary t o raise aw areness about climat e
chang e impacts, and define the lev el of
involv emen t/ the int ensity of par ticipation: The
basis for every participation process is the provision
of adequate information. The Participation Pyramid,
Arnstein’s Ladder or another means can be used to
determine the le vel of involvement of t arget groups
engaged in the participation exercise.

l Step 2 – Design the outr each str ategy: In densely
populated urban areas, where the relevant actors
(institutions, organisations, groups, individuals) are
dispersed and spatially scattered within hectic cit y
landscapes, reaching all the stakeholders in a
climate adaptation participation strategy is a matter
of greater complexity than is generally the case in
an outreach strategy in rural environments with
small pockets of habitation. Provided the proper
information is available to them and channelled in
an adequate way, some of the st akeholders in the
city will automatically t ake the initiative to get
involved because of their strategic position within
the local political system. Other t arget groups might
be hard to reach, because they live their lives
largely in their own neighbourhoods within the cit y,
without access to the public spheres in whic h
strategic decisions are made. Extra effort and the
investment of specific resources will be demanded
here. Success in engaging these target groups
(often the majorit y of the general public) will be the
acid test of an outreach strategy. In urban contexts
one might distinguish broad categories of potential
participants in adaptation planning, generating three
‘flows’ of participation input. This distinction could
be helpful in structuring the participation outreach
strategy for adaptation plans:
l Flow 1: People who will find their w ay to the

planning authority themselves.
l Flow 2: People who have been involved in

thematically-associated previous participation
processes (for example on green infrastructure,
the ecological design of w aterways, and/or
sustainable development in general), but who
have not yet identified proposals specific to
climate change adaptation as relevant to
themselves.

l Flow 3: People from ‘hard-to-reach’ groups who
will not respond to appeals f or participation in

addressing climate change adaptation challenges,
but whose living en vironments will be af fected
by adaptation measures.

In some cases it will be appropriate to give priority
to selected audiences in the chosen outreach
strategy. Planning authorities will assess the
relevance and importance of different stakeholder
groups against particular circumstances. They
should still be transparent and accountable in their
operational decisions not to actively reach out to
specific groups. A focus on specifically targeted
groups (for example hard-to-reach groups) should
not, of course, lead to exclusion of others from the
process. Neither should the adoption of a specific
outreach strategy be confused with the general
right to be heard, which should be respected with
regards to the final decision stages of an adaptation
plan. 

l Step 3 – Determine the in vestment r equir ed for
capacity -building among par ticipants and the
resour ce allocation needed f or the pr ocess:
Investment should relate both to a general
infrastructure of support f or participation in
adaptation planning, and to budgets allocated for
public events, communit y engagement exercises,
targeted workshops, participation skills training for
specific target groups, etc. that feed into the
planning process and the final decision-making
mechanism.

l Step 4 – Map out the par ticipation pr ocess in
time (sc hedules with milest ones), with clear
links t o the decision-making pr ocess: Good
information is the basis of the Participation Pyramid.
The role of those t aking part at each phase of the
participation process must be made clear in
advance, and the climate change adaptation issues
to be discussed in the process (including when and
where action will occur) should be clear to e veryone
involved. The purpose of the participation process
should be agreed upon, and there should be a
guarantee that its outcomes and results will pla y a
part in the decision-making process. The decision-
makers themselves (government of ficials,
politicians, elected representatives, etc.) can be
held accountable for this.

l Step 5 – Draft a communications and
inf ormation str ategy: All the relevant material
needed to raise awareness about climate impacts,

20
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the planning process and the outreach strategy
should be integrated into a communications
strategy to support the participation process.

There is a logic in following these steps consecutiv ely
in setting up a participation strategy, but the conte xt of
a particular project may engender feedback loops, so

that on occasion some steps may have to be revisited
or be undertaken simultaneously. The step-by-step
diagram shown in Fig. 2 depicts the interdependency
of these fiv e connected steps and presents a
‘participation pathway’ that might be helpful in
constructing an appropriate route to involve
communities in climate c hange adaptation.
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Fig. 2  Step-b y-step ‘par ticipa tion pa thw ay’

Feedbac k loops:
l From s tep 2 to s tep 1: Calibra te the inf orma tion in r ela tion to tar get gr oup character istics
l From s tep 3 to s tep 1 and fr om s tep 3 to s tep 2: Feasibility chec k
l From s tep 4 to s tep 3: Propor tionality chec k 
l From s tep 4 to s tep 2: Fine-tuning chec k 
l From s tep 4 to s tep 1: Congr uenc y chec k
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Each step serves as a check on the assumptions that
underpin the previous steps, with v arious feedback
loops in operation:
l From st ep 2 t o st ep 1 – Calibr ate the inf ormation

in relation t o tar get gr oup c haracteristics: This
amounts to a check on the ‘fit’ of the selected
information selected in st age 1 to the selected
target groups. Some adjustments may be desirable
as a result.

l From st ep 3 t o st ep 1 and fr om st ep 3 t o st ep 2 –
Feasibility c heck: This amounts to an assessment
of financial and other practical aspects, which will
possibly engender some adjustments to pre vious
steps to ensure that implement ation remains
feasible.

l From st ep 4 t o st ep 3 – Propor tionality c heck:
This assesses the balance between the goals and
purposes of the process and the investment
needed for proper implement ation. 

l From st ep 4 t o st ep 2 – Fine-t uning c heck: After
designing the complete process some ‘finishing
touches’ in the outreach strategy may be necessary.

l From st ep 4 t o st ep 1 – Congruency c heck: This
amounts to a check on whether the participation
process, which is by now planned in detail, still
meets the purpose, st andards and assumptions
that w ere articulated at the onset of its design. If
not, another cycle of the preparation process will be
necessary.

Each step is informed by, and in turn informs, a
communication strategy (tailor-made for the target
group and/or (sub-)theme, activity or goal of the
process). This strategy will pro vide the link to the initial
stages of the implement ation phase.

3.3.5 Limitations of planning in ac hieving
climat e goals

This Expert Paper focuses mainly on communit y
involvement within planning processes. But w e must
not overestimate the ability of planning to produce
sustainable solutions for climate change adaptation.
The planned society is only realised in the context of
dynamic social, economic and political developments.
For that reason, we should not make the mist ake of
conceptualising climate change adaptation strategies
exclusively as planning instruments. From experience
we know that planning systems are, for various
reasons, sometimes unable to deliver the objectives
we seek. Moreover, it is also true that many relevant
developments are simply not plan-led. The importance
of civil society has been noted. We must recognise
that a planning approach with a specific f ocus on
participation and community involvement must be
formulated within an o verall climate change adaptation
strategy, composed of several complement ary (or at
times conflicting) approaches – economic, social,
political, communicative, etc.
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There is as yet little experience of participation
processes in urban climate adaptation planning 
upon which to build, but the GRaBS project aims to
stimulate discussion of good practice on the 
ground. Only through real-life participation can
theoretical principles be tested and real progress be
made.

Drawing on the discussion set out in Section 3, this
Section examines some early examples of adaptation
participation practice in Europe, drawn from the
preliminary experience of some of the GRaBS project
partners. Case studies have been grouped according
to three broad issues, to help readers more easily
determine the rele vance of the examples to their
particular circumstances:
l How can adaptation participation strategies be

established across different spatial scales? Case
Study 1, from the Genova region of Italy, and Case
Study 2, from the North West region of England,
examine the challenges that regional authorities
face in establishing sound participation strategies
for climate change adaptation initiatives.

l Do the characteristics of target groups influence the
way in which participation in climate adaptation
proceeds? Case Study 3, from the Ne w West City
District of Amsterdam, tells the stor y of a
participation exercise set up specifically to engage
young people.

l What are the benefits of an infrastr ucture of
support for planning when promoting participation
in climate adaptation? Case Study 4, from Slovakia,
examines attempts to build bridges bet ween the
planning initiatives of the local authorit y, the w ork of
environmental NGOs, and affected communities in
Bratislava. Case Study 5, from Southampton, sho ws
that existing communit y engagement w ork to
involve hard-to-reach groups can provide a route
into communities that are lik ely to be
disproportionately affected by climate change.

These are, of course, only an early set of examples
from participation practice that is beginning to emerge

from various regions in Europe, but they highlight
some of the challenges raised in developing
adaptation participation processes and offer
suggestions for ways forward.

4.1 Integrating spatial scales in 
climat e change adaptation
participation

4.1.1 Case Study 1: Community
involv ement in the Geno va region –
catalysing acr oss-the-boar d
engagement on adaptation themes

Project outline

The Provincia di Genova is a provincial/regional
authority and is therefore often dependent on local
authorities (Municipalities) to engage with local
communities. This makes designing proper
participation strategies for climate change adaptation
plans more complex. In the Scrivia Valley, all nine
Municipalities co-operated to produce a unitary urban
plan with a shared vision on strategies for spatial
development and communit y involvement. The
Province of Genoa co-ordinated this collaborative
process.
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Relevant climat e themes

At the outset of the process, promotion of the use of
renewable sources of energy, energy savings as a
requirement in the general design of urban plans, and
responses to the challenges of climate change were
identified as import ant topics for the sustainable
development of the area. As a result of the
participation process, the Municipalities agreed to re-
use material produced from the maintenance of local
woods in biomass energy furnaces in public buildings,
and two locations for wind t urbines were designated.

Basic appr oach of the par ticipation str ategy

In May 2007, the nine Municipalities from the Scrivia
Valley, the local Mount ain Community Board, and the
Park Authorit y signed an agreement to co-operate
more closely in planning. The participation strategy for
the Scrivia Valley was thus developed in a context of
enhanced co-ordination in spatial planning, management
and sustainability development across the whole area.
The planning partners decided to use a Local
Participation Board – composed of represent atives of
the Municipalities, st akeholders, residents, and local
experts – to oversee stakeholder and community
involvement. The Board provided expert guidance and a
means of consultation on the proposed planning policies.

At the strategic level the planning process was steered
by a Political Steering Committee (formed by
representatives of the Municipalities, the P rovince, the
Mount ain Community Board, and the Park Authorit y),
which guided and oversaw the implement ation of the
planning process. Capacity for work on the plan was
provided by the Planning Office (made up of a team
from the Province and officers from the Municipalities),
who also dealt with all the tec hnical and specialist tasks.

The Local Participation Board used the slogan ‘nine
roundtables for nine themes’ as a key message within
its communication strategy f or the planning process.
The themes w ere:
l landscape and its sustainable use;
l historical and natural heritage;
l the infrastructure framework and network system;
l housing models;
l urban facilities and services;
l the productive system;
l the energy system and climate change;
l rural development; and
l planning co-ordination.

As a result of the participation strategy, climate
change adaptation became an important item in this
thematic planning approach.

Inno vations and obstacles

Although some challenging discussions were held
between the municipal Mayors at the beginning of the
process, in the end agreement on the principle of
collaborative work and the co-ordinating role of the
Province as the higher-tier authority led to productive
co-operation. There was genuine innovation in that all
the local authorities within a spatial system shared
responsibilities in a collaborative participation process.
Local communities from across the v alley attended
participation events, regardless of Municipalit y
boundaries.

Impor tant r esults

Ten major public events w ere held and were well
attended. The outputs from this participation process
were fed into an update of the Provincial Spatial Plan,
allowing planning activities at the lower spatial levels
(the Municipalities’ urban plans and detailed zoning
plans) to be aggregated at the higher scale. This also
made it possible to integrate relevant climate change
adaptation and mitigation measures.

Lessons lear ned

In this case study, a strong commitment from public
authorities at both regional and local levels was required
to deliver a successful participation process. Working
together is not an easy task for politicians who are
unused to sharing decisions. Success was dependent on
the integration of top-down approaches (the co-ordinating
role of the Province) and bottom-up initiatives from all
the communities in volved. By connecting these t wo
approaches, local communities also gained influence
on planning at the regional level. In this context, the
awareness of a shared vulnerability to climate change
triggered an inclusive participation strategy, and also led
to concrete results using the green infrastr ucture in the
Scrivia Valley for both mitigation and adaptation purposes.

Contact inf ormation:
Andrea Pasetti paset ti.a@pr ovincia.g enova.it
Anna Celenza celenza.a@pr ovincia.g enova.it
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4.1.2 Case Study 2: Participation in
climat e chang e adaptation in 
Nor th West England – greening
spaces across the r egion

Project outline

In North West England, community forestry initiatives
are being undertaken with support from Communit y
Forests Northw est to impro ve local environments,
create opportunities for business and provide accessible
green spaces for people and wildlife across the largely
urban Mersey Belt. The aim is to increase tree cover,
working to long-term plans of at least 30 years in
duration, with communit y involvement at their heart.
The relevance of this w ork to urban climate change
adaptation is increasingly being recognised, and specific
adaptation principles are beginning to be built into
projects, including awareness raising. A range of
projects that explicitly mobilise and involve communities
in shaping green infrastructure to meet the c hallenges of
climate change are emerging at different spatial scales.

Relevant climat e themes

In the ‘Green Str eets’ project local communities are
involved in street greening initiatives (street tree
planting, alley greening, and creating green walls) to
improve the quality of life and to secure adaptation
benefits, such as helping to manage high temperatures
and surface water. Through the project consult ation
process, all households are provided with inf ormation
highlighting the import ance of trees from a climate
change adaptation perspective. Recent developments
include providing sustainable irrigation for the trees.

‘i-tr ees’ is a practical project intended to demonstrate
the import ance of trees and green infrastructure in
countering the urban heat island effect and pluvial
flooding and in enhancing air quality. It is part of a wider
programme of climate change research which will create
a ‘living laboratory’ in Manchester’s Oxford Road Corridor.
Experimental monitoring plots have been constructed:
five are in local parks, where the communit y can gain
direct access to information on the project; another is
in a local secondary school, where students are working
in partnership with the Univ ersity of Manchester,
collecting and interpreting the dat a. The project’s results
will be used to influence policy and resource allocation.

The ‘Community Climat e Action Plan f or Lo w er
Kersal and Spik e Island’ in Salford is a national pilot

bringing local people and organisations together to
prepare for flooding, adapt to climate change, and
reduce their carbon footprints. The project will
demonstrate that, by engaging communities in plan
development, real and lasting climate-friendly
behavioural change can be achieved.

The ‘Lit tle Gr een Roofs’ project works with communit y
groups, schools, etc. to retrofit ‘lit tle’ or do-it-yourself
green roofs on small structures (for example, sheds,
containers, bike sheds, etc.). The project team also
trains professionals on how to deliv er similar projects.
The project highlights and raises awareness of the
benefits of ‘big’ green roofs in our to wns and cities.

The ‘Greater Manc hest er Forest Netw ork’ runs a
‘Training and Skills Share’ programme f or green
space professionals, bringing them up to speed on
issues and best practice. There are sessions planned
on climate change, including site-based best practice
adaptation techniques, as well as communit y
participation and engagement.

In addition, there are a number of projects that enhance
the design, management and use of green infrastructure,
including ‘School Gr ound Dev elopments’ , ‘Forest
Schools’ , and various ‘Friends of…’ groups. These help
to raise awareness of the import ance of climate
resilience and increase community involvement in the
development and management of green infrastr ucture.

Basic appr oach of the par ticipation str ategy

The communit y forest strategies are based on the
‘pyramid of involvement’, helping communities to
become involved in the use, creation and stewardship
of their local environments. As a result, innovative
approaches and projects to engage local communities
have been developed. While many of these projects
will help local communities to adapt to climate
change, much of the engagement to date has f ocused
on other benefits pro vided by green infrastructure
rather than on climate change. There are, however,
some emerging examples of engagement on the
adaptation benefits of green infrastr ucture.

Inno vations and obstacles

The communit y forests w ork at a variety of spatial
scales, influencing policy nationally and regionally and
working with communities locally . This means that work
at a local level is informed by policy, and vice versa.
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A key obstacle to communit y participation in climate
change adaptation is that, even among professionals,
understanding of adaptation and how green
infrastructure can help is low. At a communit y level,
climate change adaptation may not be perceived to be
the most pressing issue; the c hallenge here may be to
demonstrate how green infrastructure can also help to
address other concerns.

Impor tant r esults

Communities are being engaged in improving their
local environment and green spaces, raising
awareness of environmental and climate change
issues at a broad level. Participation has not typically
been framed to deliver climate change adaptation, the
focus being on the broader scope of sustainability.
While such an approach does not directly engage
communities in adaptation, it does help to build the
capacity of those communities to adapt to climate
change by strengthening bonds within communities
and with their natural and green environments. The
physical greening that results will also deliver
adaptation benefits, whether or not the y are
recognised by the communities.

Lessons lear ned

A number of lessons can be drawn from the
communit y forests experience in North West England:
l There is a need to train the people who w ork with

communit y groups on the need for climate change
adaptation and how green infrastructure can help,
before they can then engage communities on this
subject. Networks set up to engage professionals
on a range of issues could be used for this purpose.

l The language used when engaging the communit y
will be dif ferent from that used with prof essionals.
For example, the terms ‘green infrastr ucture’ and
‘functionalit y’ are not especially communit y-friendly.

l Engaging communities directly on climate change
adaptation may not always be the easiest route into
participation. Climate change adaptation may not be
perceived as the most pressing issue; the challenge
here may be to demonstrate ho w green
infrastructure can also help to address other
concerns. The work of Communit y Forests
Northw est often does not engage directly on
adaptation, but on other green infrastructure
benefits instead. Using this approach, the outcome
still delivers physical adaptation and will enhance
communit y cohesion and connection to green

infrastructure, thereby building the capacity of
communities.

l Involving communities in their local en vironments
can improve awareness of climate change, even if
they are not directly engaged on this issue. This
could be as a result of increased environmental
awareness.

l Engaging on climate change adaptation with
schools, as part of lessons, and making use of their
grounds could be one of the best opport unities to
engage the communit y in climate change
adaptation. The children engaged will be able to
feed information back up to their parents.

l Engagement needs to take place at a number of
levels, from participation to communit y control.

l Community groups need some level of ongoing
support in managing their local areas.

Contact inf ormation:
Susannah Gill
Community Forests Northw est
susannah.gill@merse yforest.or g.uk
01925 859610
The Mersey Forest Offices, Risley Moss Visitors
Centre, Ordnance Avenue, Birchwood, 
Warrington WA3 6QX

4.2 Involving specific gr oups in 
climat e change adaptation

4.2.1 Case Study 3: Engaging the y oung
in the New West City Distr ict of
Amst erdam

As young people are an important target group for
participation in climate change adaptation, the New
West City District of Amsterdam decided to e xplore

26



GRaBS Exper t Pa per 2 

Par ticipa tion in Clima te Change Ada pta tion

ways to better involve them in area-specific
developments that w ould also anticipate climate
change. To this end, the City District set up an
engagement exercise with y oung people, with the aid
of a specialised consultancy (Young Works). The
exercise was undertaken as part of the regeneration
of the ‘Bret ten Park’ GRaBS project demonstration
area – a green infrastructure project with strategic
importance for the Amsterdam metropolit an area –
and was designed to gain an insight into young
people’s attitudes to climate change adaptation, raise
their awareness of climate-related issues, and deliver
input from them into the early st ages of the Bretten
Park planning process.

Basic appr oach of the par ticipation ex ercise

The youth engagement exercise, as but a part of the
wider participation strategy to de velop a plan for a
climate-resilient Bretten Park, was limited in scope,
but had realistic and tangible goals. The outreach
strategy sought to engage a diverse selection of
young people. Those whose names w ere held on a
database of young people who had shown interest in
previous meetings w ere contacted, and a number of
others w ere also asked to participate through direct
on-the-streets contact at well-known gathering places.
The group as a whole was selected to represent
differences in levels of education, gender, and ethnic
background.

The City District took the f ollowing strategic decisions
on the outreach strategy:
l Young, enthusiastic and approachable colleagues

were recruited to make contact on the streets –
they were able to talk with young people without
looking threatening or too f ormal.

l The exercise was not explicitly labelled as
‘participation in a project about climate’. The key
message presented w as that the involvement of
‘creative young people’ in the design of Bret ten
Park could make a difference. But any appeal to the
priorities of young people must of course be set
within the conte xt of the challenges and core tasks
of the project. Thus, on request for more detailed
information, examples falling within the scope of
climate change adaptation were given – for
example, the City District referred to the challenge
of finding design options whic h would allow people
to continue playing soccer in the park despite a
substantial increase in rainfall. In this way the core
values of young people were related to the project

aims, thus helping to make it easier for them to
participate in the planning process.

l A fee of €30 was offered as compensation for
participants’ time and ef fort. In the City District’s
view it is reasonable to of fer such a fee as young
people value their time f or investment in st udy or
their future career.

l Detailed information about the participation exercise
was given after agreement to contribute w as
gained.

The participation exercise itself consisted of:
l an educational component, presented informally

and giving essential information on Bretten Park and
the challenges for climate change adaptation;

l a guided excursion to the park;
l the use of professional animators to assist

participants in expressing their thoughts or
proposals in a non-discursive manner; and

l the production of drawings visualising participants’
ideas.

The exercise was conducted in a relaxed atmosphere,
and the participating young people found it pleasant
and worth while. Man y offered to contribute again, if
asked, and expressed their willingness to participate in
other events too. The output of the session w as
produced in such a format that urban and landscape
designers could easily relate to the material within
their own professional design processes.

Inno vations and obstacles

It is unrealistic of policy-makers to ask young people
of between 12 and 18 years of age to ‘be involved’
simply through a general appeal based on the intrinsic

27

The project in volv ed producing visualisa tions of 
par ticipants’ ideas



GRaBS Exper t Pa per 2 

Par ticipa tion in Clima te Change Ada pta tion

worth of the project itself . With more t argeted
consultation, taking account of the nature,
characteristics and interests of the various ages
targeted (or even through co-production of the
process), young people can be encouraged to
participate and influence the decisions made by the
local authority. Although the actual number of
participants involved may remain limited, their input
represents the perspectiv e of a significant user group
and may thus be beneficial to young people as a
whole. The participation exercise, in seeking to
empower the voice of the young, also in itself
communicates a sense of responsible citizenship.

Impor tant r esults

The participation exercise was successful. A group of
around 20 young people were stimulated to reflect on
climate adaptation and possible solutions, and their
perspective and interests yielded a range of
suggestions and creative design proposals for
adapting to climate change.

Lessons lear ned

The lessons learned can be summarised in a set of
‘do’s and don’ts’ :
l Only involve young people as a separate category

when this is instr umental to achieving the
objectives of the project: do not treat y outh
participation as an aim in itself.

l Translate continuously between issues and target
group interests – climate themes can be of interest
to young people if clear and tangible connections
are made to their w orld.

l Invest in achieving young people’s commitment to
participate: be genuinely interested and use the
outcomes.

l Be realistic and concrete: do not expect too much,
express how the outcomes will be used, and t ake a
positive view in appreciating that young people will
ask: ‘What’s in it for me?’.

l Do not be afraid to interact, but keep in mind that
to be effective it will be necessar y to:
l be authentic – as a professional do not try to

appear younger or ‘more st ylish’ than you are;
and

l avoid formalities in speech – do not use jargon or
abbreviations, and offer room for questions.

l Look beyond classifying approaches – engage not
simply on the basis of classifications of gender,
education or ethnic background, but respect

individual passion and interest. Do not generalise,
and avoid pre-judging by stereotype and on
appearances.

Contact inf ormation:
Age Niels Holstein, Atika Bouz
Stadsdeel Nieuw West, Gemeente Amsterdam (New
West City District of Amsterdam)
A.holst ein@nieuww est.amst erdam.nl
a.bouz@nieuww est.amst erdam.nl

4.3 Using the infr astructure of 
suppor t for community
involvement in climat e change
adaptation

4.3.1 Case Study 4: Community
involv ement in Br atisla va –
benefiting fr om the input of local
NGOs in adapting the city t o
climat e chang e impacts

Setting up netw ork alliances

The GRaBS project partner REC Slovakia (the Regional
Environment Centre f or Eastern Europe, Country
Office Slovakia) is an NGO and member of a larger
local network of environmental organisations and
activists in the City of Bratislava. This network has
created an initiative under the title ‘T he Free
Association of Bratislava’s Environmental
Organizations – Vol’né Združenie Bratislavských
Ochranárskych Organizácií’, and has established
contact with the Bratislava City Office (the local
authority) and become involved in planning and
decision-making processes concerning the
environment (including climate change adaptation) and
the sustainable development of the cit y in general.

In 2009, the Bratislava City Office began preparation
of the of ficial Strategic Development Plan, setting out
planning priorities and objectives for the years 2010-
2020 (Program Hospodárskeho Rozvoja a Sociálneho
Rozvoja Hlavného mesta SR Bratislavy na Roky 2010-
2020). The Free Association of Bratislava’s
Environmental Organisations formally declared its
interest in becoming in volved in the preparation
process, and members of the net work participate
(although not under formalised agreement) in task
groups working on the plan. The Quality of the
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Environment and Urban Spaces Task Group is of
particular relevance to climate change adaptation.

Closely connected to this process is the preparation of
the climate change adaptation action plan being drawn
up by REC Slovakia as part of the GRaBS project. This
latter plan is being informed by participation in an
‘enviro-network’, made up of the Slovak Union of
Nature and Landscape Protectors, the Societ y for
Sustainable Living, and other NGOs and academic
experts (such as the Faculty of Architecture, Slovak
University of Technology, and the Faculty of Natural
Sciences, Comenius University of Bratislava). The
network is run in close co-operation with the
Bratislava City Office (particularly the green space
management department).

Int egrating climat e chang e adaptation in a
str ategic planning cont ext

The Bratislava Strategic Development Plan 2010-2020
is the principal guide for the spatial development of
the cit y during the plan period. Working within the
Quality of the Environment and Urban Spaces Task
Group, REC Slovakia successfully highlighted the
importance of climate change issues and thus ensured
that adaptation measures would be a priority in
implementing the plan. The Bratislava Strategic
Development Plan was presented to the public in April
and was finalised in early summer.

Basic appr oach t o the par ticipation str ategy

The Free Association of Bratislava’s Environmental
Organisations’ participation in the process of preparing
the Bratislava Strategic Development Plan has involved:
l assessing all relevant information delivered by the

Bratislava City Office;
l participating in the official work and meetings of the

task groups; and
l delivering critical comments and input on

preparatory documents f or the spatial strategy (with
a great degree of success so far).

The network itself consults the communities who
support their w ork. Following the f ormal presentation
of the Strategic Development Plan in April 2010, the
network members organised a communit y event to
inform the general public of the Plan’s content and
receive feedback. This stepped approach provided
linkages between stakeholder participation through
the network and communities affected by the Plan.

Some obstacles

Key obstacles in the process can be identified as
follows:
l a lack of resources (most of the w ork performed by

the network is on a voluntary basis, apart from the
use of some resources already available in funded
projects);

l a lack of understanding of climate change issues
and of the need for climate change adaptation
strategies and responses (the Bratislava City Office
is not yet convinced of the urgency of the topic); and

l only partial understanding of climate change
adaptation strategies and plans (the Bratislava City
Office is not considering this topic as mat ter of
urgency).

Impor tant r esults

Key results include the f ollowing:
l Although there w as no formal agreement with the

City, the network has been allowed to become a
full member of the t ask groups preparing the
Bratislava Strategic Development Plan.

l The active participation of environmental
organisations within the net work has delivered
improvements to the Strategic De velopment Plan.
Climate change challenges and mitigation and
adaptation issues were fully incorporated as
priorities under the objectiv es of improving the
quality of the environment and urban spaces.

Lessons lear ned

The lessons learned include the following:
l Identifying all the public st akeholders and key players

has proved to be vitally significant in the development
and refinement of spatial strategies and planning
processes (including adaptation planning). Their
involvement is a precondition for serious participation
and the legitimacy of the entire planning process.
The development of the Strategic De velopment
Plan has demonstrated that this participation also
improves the quality of final plan documents.

l It is necessary to properly engage the general
public and key stakeholders in the planning process
by providing good information, sharing agendas for
task group discussions, and making public all
relevant documents.

l The opportunity to make comments and influence
the development of plan documents is necessar y at
each phase of process.
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l The level of environmental awareness and
awareness of the impacts of climate c hange must
be raised among all the parties involved in the
process (including the Bratislava City Office).

l Good co-ordination between organisations in the
environmental network is important in consolidating
policy input and suggestions (and can be achieved
through the meetings, e-mail conf erences, etc.).

l Participatory approaches raise the level of
background understanding among all involved
parties.

l Supporting communit y events at various scales –
such as public hearings, discussion forums, and
communit y meetings – is important in developing a
stepped approach, linking stakeholder and
communit y involvement.

Contact inf ormation:
Zuzana Hudekova (REC) and 
Katarina Simocicova (Slovak Union of Nature and
Landscape Protectors)
rec@chang enet.sk
REC, Vysoká 18, 811 06 Bratislava, Slovakia

4.3.2 Case Study 5: Community
involv ement in Southampt on –
engaging with a har d-to-r each
community

Background

The Thornhill Estate, on the outskirts of Southampton,
is a 1960s housing estate with high le vels of
deprivation and social problems. The estate has a
population of approximately 10,200 (as of 2007), of
which 22% are under 16 and 17% are over 65 years of
age (in 2008). Unemployment is almost t wice the cit y
average, at 4.3% (in 2008), while educational
attainment is low, with 18% of adults lacking any
formal qualifications (in 2008).

In 1999 Thornhill was one of 39 areas to receive 
funding from the Ne w Deal for Communities (NDC)
scheme, a national central-government-funded
regeneration initiative. ‘Thornhill Plus You’ w as
established to deliver a range of social, economic and
environmental improvements on the est ate. The
challenge was to achieve active engagement from a
communit y that w as wary of outsiders and where
environmental concerns ranked a long way below
issues such as quality of housing, child care and
employment.

Climat e relevance of the pr oject

The communit y engagement w ork of Thornhill Plus
You has provided a route into a communit y that is
likely to be dispropotionately affected by climate
change but would otherwise be hard to reach.

Considerations for open space were different when
the area was originally developed. The deterioration of
open space quality over time may have exacerbated
deprivation in the area. The delivery of green space
objectives is thus highly relevant as part of the NDC
strategy of urban regeneration, but will also impro ve
the climate resilience of the neighbourhood.

Although at face value the primary  objectives of
communit y engagement in the impro vement of the
green infrastructure will not appear directly relevant to
climate change, indirectly the trust and confidence
that has been built up will enable an issue as
challenging as climate change to be tackled.

Basic appr oach of the par ticipation str ategy

The basic approach consisted of developing multiple
layers of communit y engagement. The project started
with a small pool of local residents who w ere trained
to facilitate consultation work with the wider
communit y. This has now developed into a network
with multiple la yers covering different areas and issues
on the estate – for example nominated
representatives for each housing block, and a special
engagement group focusing on young people. It also
functions across different scales of responsiblit y,
ranging from volunteers w orking on environment
projects to residents sit ting on the Board (12 of the 23
seats) and steering groups taking high-level decisions.

Supporting the network is an intensive communication
system whic h provides a two-way flow of cont act
between the residents and Thornhill Plus You.
Components of the sy stem include newslet ters, a
communit y directory, communit y websites, and local
level representatives that provide ongoing feedback to
the Board outside specific consultation events.

Projects

The ‘Thor nhill Hill Tidy Team’ is an extra cleaning
service, dedicated to the Thornhill area, jointly funded
by Thornhill Plus You and Southampton City Council.
There are three squads – the ‘Green Squad’, ‘Clean
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Squad’, and ‘Tidy Together’ – working on different
areas of environmental maintenance. The ‘Tidy
Together’ project of ficer liaises between the Thornhill
Tidy Team, the local communit y and partner agencies.
Residents can report problems to the team through a
dedicated phone line, the NDC office or via 
suggestion boxes in the local shopping arcade.
Residents can also volunteer for the Tidy Team. Local
residents who v olunteer to act as housing block
representatives promote the w ork of the Tidy Team in
their areas.

Children from local schools have been engaged with
the team’s work, with the aim of sust aining the
project’s impetus over the longer term. A ‘U-Tidy’
competition w as held in conjunction with local schools
and businesses. It  involved youngsters collecting sets
of cards aimed at spreading the important tidy
message across the neighbourhood. Biodiversity
projects w ere set up so the wider communit y can be
part of creating a cleaner Thornhill with a lot more
colour and wildlife.
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Local businesses have also been involved through
initiatives such as the Tidy Business Awards. As a
result of the team’ s work, Thornhill has been
transformed from one of the dirtiest areas to one of
the cleanest areas in the City.

Residents now feel pride in their area and many
partner organisations and residents’ groups became
involved. Additional funding for environmental projects
was been attracted. The local constabulary reported
that crime w as down as a direct result of the
improved environment, and a 2007 project evaluation
also supported this conclusion.

The Thornhill P ark green space project focuses on
Thornhill Park, a 2.5 hectare triangular area of
woodland, which had become a focus for anti-social
behaviour including fly-tipping and motorbikes using
the paths. The area was also perceived as unsafe
owing to poor lighting and reduced visibilit y.

The project w as led by a steering group of local
people supported by a wide range of agency
representatives. The process was been co-ordinated
by Groundwork Solent, who undertook the
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Thornhill Tidy Team with Year 3 Thornhill Pr imar y School 
pupils w or king on ‘w oodland aw ar eness’

Thornhill Tidy Team assembly a t Thornhill Pr imar y School 
on health and safety

Thornhill P ar k bef ore (top) and after (bottom) clearance

Thornhill P
lus You

Thornhill P
lus You
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consultation into issues in the area, submitted
applications to bring in additional funding, and created
a design based on detailed consultation.

The consultation process involved:
l a meeting for residents directly around the park,

held at Thornhill Primary School early in 2006;
l visits to local schools to get views and ideas;
l a consultation event on the green area in the park,

with people w alking through giving their thoughts
on the designs; and

l leaflets and letters periodically distributed to
residents around the park, including invitations to
steering group meetings and updates on progress.

The project to impro ve the w oodland park, which
included clearing overgrown trees and bushes and
improving the paths and lighting, was completed in
July 2007.

Inno vations and obstacles

The use of local people to run the consultation events
overcame the suspicion of ‘outsiders’ and ‘experts’
that w as prevalent.

Many of the f acilities are run by volunteers from the
estate – a recent survey established that 34% of
residents had been involved with at least one project.

Service providers and outside contractors were
expected to participate in the project. An example is
the City Council’s Thornhill Tidy Team, which has been
instrumental in raising Thornhill from near the bot tom
of Southampton’s official cleanliness index to among
the top fiv e cleanest areas. This improvement has
been achieved through active engagement with local
primary schools to help secure an attitudinal change in
local children and young people towards litter, graffiti
and vandalism.

All projects aim to deliver social and economic
benefits. For example, the location of the est ate
makes the car a cheap and simple necessity, but the
estate has little dedicated parking. This has led to
parking on the open spaces, resulting in physical
damage and low visual amenity. Following
consultation with and endorsement b y local residents,
small areas of open space have been converted into
parking spaces, while the remaining areas have been
protected with f encing.

Impor tant r esults

This form of engagement required long-term,
sustained commitment and, as a consequence, is very
expensive and time-consuming – Thornhill Plus You
had £50 million to spend over ten years.

The consultation process led to meaningful benefits
for the local communit y – for example employment,
greater choice in the w orks that w ere carried out to
their homes, and visible improvements to the
environment around the est ate. This has convinced
people of the value of participation. Engagement
wasn’t just f or the communit y: outside services, and
contractors w ere expected to get in volved as well.
Thornhill Plus You acted as a ‘hub’.

Lessons lear ned

For communities such as the one at Thornhill, tackling
an environmental issue in tandem with social and
economic problems can be highly successful. The
improvements to the local en vironment of Thornhill
were recognised as the largest area of impact by
residents – by over 70% of those sur veyed.

Contact inf ormation:
Lindsay McCulloch, Southampton City Council
Lindsa y.mcculloc h@southampt on.g ov.uk
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The art of participation, for climate change adaptation
planning as for any other form of public policy
planning, is to make sensitive use of general principles
within a local context. Nevertheless, some general,
practical recommendations can be made.

Share inf ormation and c hoose a 
‘star ting point’

Recommendation 1
Initiat e community in volv ement b y providing
access to adequat e inf ormation and r aising
aw areness about climat e chang e adaptation.

Recommendation 2
Define a set of clear objectiv es for the par ticipation
process and design the outr each str ategy.

Recommendation 3
Decide whether t o use the infr astruct ure of
suppor t f or par ticipation in planning f or a stand-
alone adaptation plan, or t o int egrate adaptation
aspects int o existing planning pr ocesses.

Stepped appr oach

Recommendation 4
Be clear, honest and tr ansparent about the lev el of
involv ement that is c hosen f or the planned
adaptation r esponses.

Recommendation 5
Determine the in vestment r equir ed for capacity -
building among par ticipants and the r esour ce
allocation necessary f or the pr ocess.

Recommendation 6
Supplement t op-do wn appr oaches with bot tom-up
perspectiv es by linking national policies and
regiona l/ local activities.

Civil society

Recommendation 7
Connect t o civil society . Make use of an in ventory
of relevant activities or initiativ es that ar e already
run b y community gr oups an d/ or NGOs.

Recommendation 8
Create concrete oppor tunities both t o enhance the
perf ormance of the planning syst em and t o
empo w er communities t o impr ove the climat e
resilience of their living en vir onments.

Communication

Recommendation 9
Consider whether t o fr ame climat e chang e
adaptation as a separ ate messag e within a wider
appeal f or community in volv ement, or t o focus on
the concr ete measur es that deliv er physical
adaptation.

Recommendation 1 0
Bridg e the g ap betw een policy -makers and the
personal exper iences of citiz ens by making use of
relevant climat e imag es and the ar ts in
participation ex ercises.
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Adaptation

Adaptation action plan

Adaptig ation

Adaptiv e capacity

Augmentation

Community eng agement

Community in volv ement

Disast er risk reduction

High-lev el policy stat ement

Int egration

Mitig ation

Participation Pyr amid

Adjustment in natural or human systems to a new or changing environment.
Adaptation to climate change refers to reducing the vulnerabilit y of a system
to the negative impacts of anticipated human-induced climate change.
Adaptation is an essential component of tr uly ‘sustainable development’.

A plan to help communities to prepare f or the impacts of climate c hange and
extreme w eather, setting out adaptation responses appropriate to the local
area. The plan should contain a list of concrete actions, delivery mechanisms
and measurable targets.

A response to climate change that integrates a focus on adaptation with a
focus on mitigation, to avoid conflicts and create synergies.

The inherent capacity of a system or population to adjust to climate impacts
or climate change, to moderate potential damages, to exploit opportunities,
and to cope with the consequences.

In this context, increasing the infrastructure for participation in climate change
adaptation planning.

Refers to the mechanisms for identifying communit y views and the channels
for undertaking engagement. Developing such mechanisms and channels
entails building infrastructure and capacity among communit y groups.

Describes the full range of research, consultation and participation of
communities and individuals in the decision-making process.

Techniques that focus on preventing or minimising the ef fects of disasters.
Referred to in this conte xt as an aim of an adaptation action plan.

A statement that publicly summarises an organisation’s or municipality’s
commitment to w orking towards climate change adaptation goals. The
statement has can be officially signed and launched, involving the press and
media.

In this context, revitalising or re-using existing infrastructure and frameworks
for participation in climate change adaptation planning.

Reducing greenhouse gas emissions in order to slow or stop global climate
change.

A tool adopted by the City of Amsterdam in assessing levels of involvement
in policies that call for the participation of its citizens.
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