The potential of GI to support sustainable urban communities: 

the view from practitioners

Research conducted by Sustainability South West, Spring 2010

1.0  Overview

In February 2010 Sustainability South West (SSW) was commissioned by Defra to gauge the understanding and gather the feedback of stakeholders and decision-makers about the potential of GI networks to support sustainable urban communities. A major aspect of this work programme was the preparation and execution of targeted research with GI practitioners, working in both the public and voluntary and community sector – individuals who have firsthand experience of the opportunities and barriers associated with the delivery of good GI. 


2.0  Research Methodology 

Two questionnaires were compiled. Although very similar, they were constructed for two different groups of respondents – public sector organisations and local voluntary/community groups. The organisations/groups were chosen because of their location within the South West region and their relationship to GI within their community or through their day to day work.

The questionnaire was distributed by email to approximately 60 public sector organisations, including local authorities, and 40 community group members, including those who had applied for the Planting Places awards. Information was circulated via various Sustainability South West and partner networks and advertised more generally in Sustainability Now.  

The questionnaires were produced on Survey Monkey, a website which allows users to follow a template to create an online questionnaire. In order to gain both specific and general information, the questionnaires consisted of a number of types including: demographic information questions; multiple choice; open-ended; and rating scale. The questionnaire was set to take 10-15 minutes for participants to complete. Demographic questions concerning personal information and job details were used to help compile a participant profile statistic. The open-ended questions allowed participants to fill in more information about a particular topic. Multiple choice questions were used to find out the overall view of the participant and the rating scale questions were helpful to find out the scale/measure the intensity of the respondent’s attitude towards the specific topic. 

The data was then collected through Survey Monkey’s analysis programme. Results from the multiple choice questions were shown in bar chart form. For the open ended questions, the main issue points were brought together and recorded. Once the results had been collected, the percentages were configured and each chart was analysed and a conclusion was reached to the mean answer of each question. A comparison of the two questionnaires was then undertaken.

3.0  Research findings  

A full breakdown of the research findings is given in Section 4 below.


3.1 Local Authorities etc

The online GI questionnaire was sent out via the GreenSpace South West and Green Infrastructure Network South West (GINSW) networks to all local authorities in the South West, as well as key partner organisations. A total of 32 individuals responded (around half of those targeted); the majority of whom were from local authorities, followed by other public agencies and NGOs, with a few from NHS organisations and business enterprises. The three main fields of work, representing almost 85% of respondents, were Planning, Parks/GI/ Horticulture and Policy/Strategy. 

In terms of the benefits of GI to sustainable communities, the majority of respondents (79%) felt they were well or very well informed. Key sustainability benefits from integrated GI were improved biodiversity and health, increasing awareness of local food production and as a preventative measure against flooding and climate change impacts. In terms of specific activities that respondents are involved in, the main benefits from GI activities to communities were improving involvement and access to the natural environment through improved management, increased exercise and reducing flood risk. However, the majority of respondents (85%) felt that on a local level, GI is not being recognised for its sustainability potential to support sustainable communities. Almost 90% of respondents stated that successful GI approaches to supporting sustainable communities are about creating partnerships with local communities and other supporting organisations and forging green links to implement suitable sustainable strategies. And the support needed for the majority (82%) is the ‘inclusion of GI objectives in core strategies’, followed by ‘increased funding’ and ‘shared responsibility between local authority departments’.  

None of the participants thought that the value of GI is a high or integral part of decision-making, with half indicating that the level of GI awareness is somewhat valued. The number of existing GI/Greenspace strategies was low, with over half still ‘in development’. Of those with strategies, over half of respondents specified that their local strategy does make reference to community benefits.  

The majority of respondents believed that the level of awareness would be increased through guidance with the provision of training, resources and real life examples for staff members.  A few suggested that a National GI Indicator would also be useful as well as including a GI delivery plan in the draft PPS. In terms of individuals and networks, half of the respondents said that they had worked with ‘an inspiring green infrastructure champion’ and over 70% were aware of local/regional GI networks. Reponses on how GI Networks can facilitate joined up delivery included sharing best practice ideas between GI networks, providing information packs, sharing examples, promoting the benefits of GI and creating advice notes.  Guidance in general is an issue, with the majority (57%) suggesting that local GI guidance is effective but could be better.  

Devon seemed to be the area with the most recognised sustainable approaches to GI development including the East Devon Green Infrastructure strategy and the Plymouth growth point delivery plan. Dorset, in particular the Dorset Heath, was also mentioned as an interesting and creative example.   


GI is recognised as becoming a major part in development and planning in terms of the positive impacts it will have on the place and community but there seems to be an issue of land ownership causing problems with evolving GI development. The term GI was commented on suggesting that it needs to be re-phrased to encompass the context of the variety of regions within England. 

3.2  Community Groups

An online GI questionnaire, designed specifically for community groups, was sent via networks and to Planting Places award applicants across the South West. A total of 16 groups responded – 40% of those approached. Over 80% of these were voluntary/ community groups and community gardens/orchards/farms, the rest being social enterprises. A large proportion (60%) of these respondents felt they were very well or well informed about the benefits of GI. Key sustainability benefits that integrated GI could deliver at a community/area level were: helping to combat climate change through improved transport links and carbon reduction and community cohesion. In addition, 60% found partnerships, whether with a voluntary body or businesses from other sectors, to have worked well in supporting sustainable communities.  
The results show that participants think the GI delivery is not reaching its full potential, with 89% ‘not at all reaching its sustainability potential’ or ‘not reaching its sustainability potential’. All respondents said that ‘stronger partnership working with community and local groups’ would help to overcome barriers, followed by ‘inclusion of GI objectives in core strategies’ and ‘more practitioner networks’. There is little information known about local GI strategies, with two thirds of respondents choosing ‘don’t know’ when asked if their local area had a plan, and the rest stating it was ‘in progress’. Of the GI strategies in progress, not one respondent knew if it made specific reference to community or sustainability benefits. There was little input from community groups in developing any strategy, as only one respondent’s organisation was involved, and that was simply by providing feedback through a workshop or consultation meeting.  

When asked about the level of awareness of the value of GI among key decision-makers and funders, respondents felt this was non-existent – all choosing the lowest two options on a scale of 1-5. To increase the level of GI awareness among key decision makers respondents thought that providing training and information, adding GI to the public agenda and increasing partnerships would help.

Only one in five respondents said that they had worked with ‘an inspiring GI champion’. Only two of nine were aware of any local or regional GI networks and not one had heard of GINSW. But there was comment on the most useful thing that GI networks can do to best facilitate more joined up delivery and support more sustainable solutions: providing information and advertising to ensure people know what GI is and the benefits it provides; increasing communication between local community and local/regional funders/organisations; and encouraging national government to be more supportive. 

In terms of the effectiveness of current GI guidance in steering towards joined up solutions, half of respondents chose ‘not at all effective’ and a further 37.5% ‘not effective’. However, 12.5% chose ‘highly effective’. All of the participants would be interested in guidance regarding sustainable approaches to GI for community groups working with local authorities. 

Notably, there were two examples of sustainable approaches to GI development cited. These were Summertown, Oxford (a car calming and community-led oasis) and Dorset countryside rangers – the only example from the South West. One of the main points highlighted in further comments was that the concept of GI, its existence and what it actually means should be made known to the general public. It was thought that GI should be integrated by Local Authorities and that other organisations and communities who are trying to incorporate it within their work should be given more support.   

3.3  Comparison and summary

In both cases, there was a strong link identified between functional (ie flood risk), environmental (ie biodiversity) and community (ie exercise, well-being) benefits of GI. 

This reinforces the finding that most people within both aspects of the sector are generally confident in their knowledge of the multi-functionality of GI and how that contributes to the development of sustainable communities. However, both sides feel that the level of knowledge of decision-makers is poor, and that it is a national responsibility to address this. In light of the change in government and move towards increased localism, it is therefore vital that any central learning is not lost and that there still exists a mechanism for practitioners to learn from national and international examples and receive a steer to ensure all work links in at a wider geographical level. It is imperative that localism does not become isolationism.  

There was a lack of knowledge about GI strategies and regional networks within the community groups. Given that both groups recognised links with community groups as key to developing GI in sustainable communities, this area needs more focussed work. Local community groups should be more involved in consultation in GI strategies and all communication about local plans and strategies should have a considered and tested community consultation and involvement approach. Again there is great benefit in sharing of best practice where this has been successfully achieved.

4.0  Full Breakdown of Research Findings 

Public Sector Practitioners  

Section 1
 

Question 1: Name and job title
Question 2: 
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The majority of respondents were from local authorities, followed by other public agencies, and NGOs and then equal numbers from NHS organisations and business enterprises.  There were three other responses under ‘other’ - one from a Local Access Forum and two from Government Office for the South West.
Question 3:
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The top two fields of work were Planning (29.2%) and Parks/green infrastrucuture/ horticulture (29.2%).  Policy/strategy was next highest at 25%.  The remaining respondents were working in regeneration/community development (8.3%), education (4.2%) and health (4.2%). There were seven fields of work that were stated under ‘other’ including Planning for GI, Forestry, GI & Environmental Partnerships, working with local partners, managing a team of scientists, Defra natural environment, landscape, biodiversity, food & farming, marine and costal policy and sports and physical activity.  

Section 2
Question 1:
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The largest proportion of respondents, 41.7%, chose option 4 which suggests that people are well informed about the benefits of GI to sustainable communities. An additional 37.5% scored themselves as being very well informed.  The remaining 20.8% scored between 1 and 3, of which 4.2% scored themselves as not at all well informed. 

Question 2: Key Sustainability benefits from integrated GI
The key benefits that were highlighted in responses were: improved biodiversity and health, increasing awareness of local food production and as a preventative measure against flooding and other climate change impacts.  

Question 3: What benefits do the green infrastructure activities, with which you are specifically involved with, bring to the community?
There were a variety of responses due to the question being so specific but the main overall benefits from GI activities to communities within the specific organisation projects were: improving involvement and access to the natural environment through improved management and as a reproduction; increased exercise. Reducing flood risk was also highlighted as a key benefit.

Question 4: In terms of green infrastructure, what approaches (e.g. professional, partnership, tendering processes, procurement etc.) to supporting sustainable communities have you found to have worked particularly well?
A large proportion, 16 out of the 18, respondents stated that successful GI approaches to supporting sustainable communities are all about creating partnerships with local communities and other supporting organisations, forging green links to implement suitable sustainable strategies.

Question 5:
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The highest proportion (47.6%) of respondents chose option 3; this indicates that GI is not being recognised for its sustainability potential to support sustainable communities. The second highest proportion, at 28.6%, was option 2, highlighting the fact that people don’t feel that GI delivery in their area is anywhere near reaching its full sustainability potential.  The lowest percentage of 4.8% was for option 5 ‘reaching its full potential’.    

Question 6:
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Respondents could tick any of the options that applied to their project and the most popular option with 81.8% was ‘Inclusion of GI objectives in core strategies’.  The next two, both with 77.3%, were ‘increased funding’ and ‘Shared responsibility between local authority departments’ followed by ‘more resources’ with 72.7%. The two options with the least amount of importance were ‘more practitioner networks’ and ‘less restrictive targets’.  

Section 3
Question 1:
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None of the respondents thought that the value of GI is a high/integral part of decision making and only one participant thought it was non-existent.  Half of the respondents chose option 3, showing that the level of GI awareness is valued but not at either end of the spectrum.  

Question 2:
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Only 18.2% of respondents chose ‘yes’ and 22.7% chose ‘Don’t know’. This suggests that people’s knowledge about their company’s GI strategy could be improved.  The highest number of respondents chose ‘In development’ which also suggests that the state to which the GI strategy is in is unknown.  

Question 3:
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Of the 72.7% who chose ‘yes’ or ‘in development’ in question 2, 38.1% did know that their GI strategy was publicly available, 28.6% didn’t know and 14.3% chose no. This shows that although local areas are developing a GI strategy, communication is lacking.

Question 4:
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Over half specified that their strategy does make reference to community benefits, however, 28.6% of respondents chose ‘don’t know’ which implies that they are either not involved with the production of the GI strategy or they haven’t read it yet.  

Section 4
Question 1: If required, what would help to increase the level of awareness amongst decision makers? 
The majority of respondents believed that the level of awareness would be increased through guidance with the provision of training, resources and real life examples for staff members.  A few suggested that a National GI Indicator would also be useful as well as including GI delivery plan in the draft PPS.  

Question 2:
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Half of the respondents said that they had worked with “an inspiring green infrastructure champion”, although only six out of ten specified the person.  45% said they hadn’t worked with such a person and one said they didn’t know.  

Question 3:
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71.4% stated that they were aware of local/regional GI networks, of which the Green Infrastructure Network SW was the most known.  Others mentioned included Dorset, Devon and Cornwall GI groups.  Over one third of respondents (28.6%) said they hadn’t heard of any GI networks.

Question 4:
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61.9% of respondents stated that they had heard of the GI Network SW and when asked what they understood to be its role the main reply was: promoting, co-ordinating, guiding and sharing good GI practice within the region.
Question 5: Best ways in which GI networks facilitate a joined up delivery and support more sustainable solutions
Sharing best practice ideas between GI networks was the main theme from this question.  Providing information packs, sharing examples, promoting the benefits of GI and creating advice notes would help increase efficiency within organisations and local authorities.  

Question 6:
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The majority, 57.1%, suggests local GI guidance is effective but could be better.  One person thought the guidance is ‘very effective’ and one other thought it was ‘not at all effective’.  23.8% chose option 4 which does indicate that guidance is more effective than not.
Section 5:

Question 1: Top examples of sustainable approaches to GI development
Devon seemed to be the region with the most recognised sustainable approaches to GI development including the East Devon Green Infrastructure strategy and the Plymouth growth point delivery plan. Dorset, in particular the Dorset Heath, was also mentioned as an interesting and creative example.  

Question 2: General Comments
GI is recognised as becoming a major part in development and planning in terms of the positive impacts it will have on the place and community. However, land ownership is still an issue with evolving GI development. One respondent commented that more needs to be done in facilitating delivery of GI rather than focusing on the conceptual work.  The term GI was commented on suggesting that it needs to be re-phrased to encompass the context of the variety of regions within England. 

VCS Practitioners 

Section 1
 

Question 1: Name and job title
Question 2: 
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The majority of respondents work in voluntary/community groups and community garden/orchard/farms. The rest, 14.3% work within social enterprises.  

Section 2
Question 1: 
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30% of respondents chose option 5 stating that they are very well informed.  Another 30% chose option 3 stating that they are informed.  A further 20% chose option 4, 10% chose option 2 and another 10% chose option 1 stating that they are not at all well informed.  

Question 2:  What do you think are the key sustainability benefits that integrated green infrastructure could deliver at a community/area level?
There were two main factors that were highlighted within all the responses: helping to combat climate change through improved transport links and carbon reduction and  community cohesion. 
Question 3:  In terms of green infrastructure, what approaches (e.g. professional, partnership, tendering processes, procurement etc.) to supporting sustainable communities have you found to have worked particularly well?
Six of the ten who answered this question mentioned that they had found partnerships, whether that was with a voluntary body or businesses from other sectors, to have worked well in supporting sustainable communities. One participant expanded that working from the grassroots up has always worked well for them.  One participant working in procurement didn’t feel like they had enough involvement to know any possibilities and one participant stated they had no experience at all.

Question 4:  
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The results clearly show that respondents think the green infrastructure delivery is not reaching its full potential.  44.4% chose option 1 – ‘not at all reaching its sustainability potential’, 44.4% chose option 2 – ‘not reaching its sustainability potential’ and 11.1% chose option 3 – ‘not quite reaching sustainability potential’.  

Question 5: 
[image: image17.png]10

What practical support is needed to overcome any barriers and help green infrastructure to
achieve broader contribution to sustainable communities? Please tick all that apply

1000%

Inclusion of green Stonger pannership
infrasmciurs objacives working Wi comemunty
T core srstags and local groups
Incrassed funding Less resticive targets Shared esponshiey More practianer
authorty dapanments




Respondents could choose any combination of the options available and all chose ‘Stronger partnership working with community and local groups’.  At equal weight, the second most popular options were ‘Inclusion of green infrastructure objectives in core strategies’ and ‘More practitioner networks’.  The option that received the least votes was ‘less restrictive targets’.  

Section 3

Question 1
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With the highest proportion of respondents (66.7%) choosing the ‘don’t know’ option it is clear that GI strategy information is not widely circulated or included in all aspects of community led organisation work.  The remaining respondents chose the ‘in development’.

Question 2
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Of the three respondents that answered ‘in development’ in Q1, two of them have stated that their GI strategy is publically available.  One participant said the GI strategy was not publically available and 7 respondents didn’t know.
Question 3
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All of the respondents didn’t know if the GI plan made specific reference to community/sustainability benefits, suggesting that none of the respondents have had much involvement in developing the plan.

Question 4
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The majority of the GI plans had little input from community groups. One participant’s organisation contributed to the development of their local GI plan and one participant didn’t know.

Question 5
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The one person who chose yes on Q5 stated that the level of involvement they had with their GI plan was providing feedback through a workshop or consultation meeting.

Question 6
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The respondents felt that the level of awareness of the value of green infrastructure among key decision makers and funders was non existent.  Only options 1 and 2 were selected, with the majority selecting option 2.  

Question 7 If required, what would help to increase the level of awareness?
Respondents thought that providing training and information, adding GI to the public agenda and increasing partnerships would potentially help to do this.
Section 4

Question 1
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44.4% of respondents didn’t think they had worked with ‘an inspiring GI champion’.  33.3% said they didn’t know and 22.2% said that they had (William Wallace (former, now retired) head of Policy Planning at EDDC and Chris Evans from the Butterfly Garden, Dundry Nurseries in Gloucester).

Question 2
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Only 2 of 9 respondents were aware of any local or regional GI networks.  

Question 3
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None of the respondents had heard of the GI Network South West.

Question 4  In your view what is the most useful thing that Green infrastructure networks can do to best facilitate more joined up delivery and support more sustainable solutions?
The most popular answers by respondents: providing information and advertising to ensure people know what GI is and the benefits it provides; increasing communication between local community and local/regional funders/organisations and to encourage the national government to be more supportive.  Two respondents did not know any solutions.
Question 5
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Half of respondents rated GI guidance in terms of steering people towards joined up as ‘not at all effective’, a further 37.5% chose option 2 – ‘not effective’.  However, 12.5% chose option 5 – ‘highly effective’.   
Question 6
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All of the respondents would be interested in guidance regarding sustainable approaches to green infrastructure for community groups working with local authorities.

Section 5
Question 1 Please use the space below to share any top examples of sustainable approaches to green infrastructure development that you are aware of (whether locally, nationally or from further afield)
There were two examples of sustainable approaches to GI development: Summertown, Oxford; a car calming and community-led oasis making and Dorset countryside rangers.  

Question 2  Please use the space below for any further brief comments you might like to make
Two of the respondents stated that they didn’t actually know what the term green infrastructure was, so providing information and real life examples of GI would have been helpful. One of the main points highlighted was that the concept of green infrastructure, its existence and what it actually means should be made known to the general public.  It was thought that GI should be integrated by Local Authorities, and that other organisations and communities who are trying to incorporate it within their work should be given more support.   

Two comments were made about the language of the questionnaire itself, longer sentences without sector jargon would have been more appropriate.
