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Abstract 

Urban green spaces play a critical role in the economic, environmental and social 

sustainability of cities, including London, where 47 per cent of the city is considered 

green. Yet, a dedicated, sustainable stream of funding for green space does not exist. 

Cyclical funding and underfunding over the past several decades demonstrate the 

vulnerability of these non-statutory spaces to changing budgets and government 

policies. Recent austerity measures are blamed for a decline in green spaces. However, 

this overlooks urban socioeconomic processes already in motion, particularly relating 

to a growing and aging population. To counter green space cuts, local authorities are 

turning to local community organisations – namely, friends groups – to take on green 

space management. Yet, while these local organisations can fill a gap left by councils, 

they are not a panacea, and challenges remain for ensuring the long-term, strategic 

viability of London’s urban green spaces. 

Keywords: Urban green space, environmental governance, London, austerity, friends 

groups. 

 

Introduction 

The delivery and management of publicly accessible urban green space is a common 

feature in cities across the world. Local governments provide these spaces for an 

extensive list of reasons, as urban green spaces contribute to environmental, economic 

and social sustainability (Chiesura, 2004). Benefits of green space include: 

opportunities for physical activity (Hillsdon et al., 2006); cooling of increased urban 

temperatures (Gill et al., 2007); air and water filtration (Heidt and Neef, 2008); flood 

control and prevention (Zhang et al., 2012); urban agriculture and community 

gardening (De Bon et al., 2009); biodiversity and habitat protection (Niemelä, 1999); 

improved physical health and mental well-being (Tzoulas et al., 2007); social 

interaction and integration (Swanwick, Dunnett and Woolley, 2003); tourism and city 

marketing (Choumert and Salanié, 2008); increased property values and tax revenue 

(Choumert and Salanié, 2008; Crompton, 2001); economic competitiveness (Panduro 

and Veie, 2013); reduced crime and antisocial behaviour (Woolley, 2003); cultural 

heritage preservation (Urban Parks Forum, 2001); education and child development 

(Taylor, 1998); and quality of life (Bullock, 2008). 
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Yet, these spaces are being asked to perform an increasing array of services for 

growing and changing populations, while at the same time experiencing substantial 

cuts to their funding, staffing and other resources. As a result, urban green spaces no 

longer are the sole responsibility of local authorities, but are now the remit of an 

evolving partnership among local governments, private developers, charities and 

community organisations. Key among this partnership is user groups, frequently 

referred to as friends groups. 

This research examines the impetus behind the changing governance of urban 

green space in London, focusing on the role of friends groups. This paper argues that 

narrowly attributing the pressure on urban green space to recent cuts in local 

authorities’ budgets ignores structural changes in population and socio-demographics 

affecting local authorities’ ability to manage and maintain London’s green spaces. The 

door for change in green space governance already was opened by increasing 

populations, socio-demographic changes and growing demands on other local services; 

austerity merely accelerated this changing governance. Further, this paper argues that, 

while a shift in green space governance presents opportunities to protect these public 

spaces from decline and loss, it also presents challenges for the long-term and 

strategic viability of a London-wide system of urban green spaces (Fors et al., 2015). 

The first section of the paper reviews key literature regarding austerity in Britain, 

including the impact cuts have had on local authorities and the services they provide. 

In particular, the effect of cuts on discretionary services – how green space is 

categorised – is examined. This is followed by analysis of literature regarding previous 

periods of austerity, as well as the concepts of Big Society and localism promoted by 

Britain’s central government in tandem with austerity (Lowndes and Pratchett, 2012; 

Findlay-King et al., 2018). After a discussion regarding methodology, the context of 

London, where this research is set, is provided. The paper then lays out the argument 

that, while austerity has an impact, it is not the sole cause of current threats to urban 

green space in the British capital. Instead, socio-demographic changes in London, 

including a population growth rate twice that of other British cities, have put demands 

on local services that limit the ability to provide discretionary services (ONS, 2016). 

This section examines benefits and challenges stemming from a prominent response 

to funding pressures: increased reliance on additional partners, namely friends groups, 

to manage and maintain London’s urban green spaces. The paper concludes with 

thoughts regarding what this means for future green space management and 

governance. 

Austerity in Britain 

In 2010, Britain’s new coalition government imposed a series of sustained reductions 

in public spending in an effort to aggressively reduce the national deficit and the 

national debt that resulted from the global financial crisis (Lowndes and Pratchett, 

2012; Lowndes and Gardner, 2016). This ‘ferocious agenda of public-service cuts’ 

occurred at an ‘unprecedented scale’ (Featherstone et al., 2012: 177; Lowndes and 

McCaughie, 2013: 533). Although budgets across all public services in Britain 

experienced reductions, these cuts were felt acutely by local government, with a 

proposed £5.5 billion reduction in funding resulting in a 27 per cent decrease from 

2010-2011 to 2014-2015 (Lowndes and Pratchett, 2012; Lowndes and McCaughie, 

2013; Platts-Fowler and Robinson, 2016). As such, local government has been ‘one of 

the foremost casualties’ of austerity, with cities becoming ‘key targets for a punitive 

politics of austerity’ (Tonkiss, 2013: 312; Hastings et al., 2015: 601). 
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Some researchers foresee a ‘bleak future’ for local government, with the sector 

providing a limited range of services, and individuals and communities taking on 

increased responsibility for local services (Stoker, 2012, cited in Hastings et al., 2015: 

603). Others predict some local services will completely disappear or ‘wither on the 

vine’ (Levitas, 2012; Lowndes and McCaughie, 2013: 534). Yet other researchers have 

assumed a more positive outlook, arguing that local authorities can ‘weather the storm’ 

and ‘adjust and survive,’ while some predict austerity and localism may facilitate 

innovation and creativity in local government (Lowndes and McCaughie, 2013: 533; 

Stoker, 2012, cited in Hastings et al., 2015: 602; Hastings et al., 2015; Platts-Fowler 

and Robinson, 2016). 

Discretionary-service cuts 

While budget cuts spanned the range of local council services, the deepest cuts 

occurred in discretionary functions (NAO, 2014; Brown and Wilson, 2015; Centre for 

London, 2018). Such non-statutory services include managing and maintaining publicly 

accessible green spaces (Dempsey, Burton and Selin, 2016). Investment in green 

space and other public space ‘tends to be precarious and disproportionately subject to 

tight fiscal pressures’ (Dempsey and Burton, 2012: 13). Efforts to enhance a city’s 

environment are among the first items cut when cities experience budget problems, 

and this may reflect low appreciation of the benefits urban green spaces provide 

(Chiesura, 2004). Research by the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) (2016) - the second-

largest funder of public green space in Britain after local authorities - found that 92 per 

cent of green space managers in the UK had experienced reductions in their revenue 

budgets between 2013-2015, while three-fourths of local authorities had cut green 

space staff. Newcastle City Council, for example, has experienced a 90 per cent 

decrease in its parks and green spaces budget in seven years (NCC, 2018). 

Declining local authority resources for green space management and maintenance 

have not gone unnoticed. Recent headlines warn, ‘Green spaces under threat from 

planning system and funding crisis’ (Gosden, 2014), ‘England’s parks and open spaces 

have lost £75m in cuts since 2010’ (Carrington, 2013) and ‘Volunteers will need to 

help preserve London’s parks as funding is withdrawn’ (Laville, 2017). Parliament also 

has weighed in. In June 2016, the Communities and Local Government Committee 

launched an inquiry to examine the impact of recently reduced local authority budgets 

on public parks and green spaces and ‘to consider concerns that their existence is 

under threat’ (CLGC, 2016). Committee chairman Clive Betts tied budget cuts to the 

discretionary nature of green space provision: ‘With councils under enormous financial 

pressures and with no legal obligation to fund and maintain public parks, these 

precious community resources may be at risk’ (CLGC, 2016). As such, austerity has 

shouldered the blame for reduced spending on urban green spaces.  

Although not statutorily prescribed, urban green spaces have been a ubiquitous part 

of the landscape in Britain since the 19th century. Born out of Victorian liberalism, the 

‘people’s park’ movement was meant to address concerns about health and well-being 

that emerged from the diseased and squalid living conditions of the working classes in 

industrialising areas (Reeder, 2006: 31). These concerns reached Parliament and, in 

1833, the Select Committee on Public Walks recommended public open spaces be 

provided to counter industrialisation and the crowded, unhealthy conditions in Britain’s 

cities and towns (Walker and Duffield, 1983; CLGC, 2017). By the end of the 19th 

century, ‘parks had become quite as much a municipal service as the supply of water, 

sewerage, and education’ (Olsen, 1993: 491). Since then, provision of urban green 

space has become an embedded responsibility of local authorities (NAO, 2006; James 

et al., 2009; HLF, 2016; Dempsey, Burton and Selin, 2016). 
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Although local authorities’ primary consideration under austerity has been 

protecting statutory duties, some councils have made an effort to shield discretionary 

services considered political and residential priorities (NAO, 2014). For example, 

Liverpool City Council chose to protect some discretionary services because they can 

alleviate pressure on statutory services, thus providing more value for money in the 

long term (NAO, 2014). Publicly accessible green space can be considered a local 

priority, as these spaces ‘are among the most valued features of the places people live’ 

(DETR, 2000, 4.38). Residents often identify green spaces as the centre of their 

community, and urban green space remains a popular service (Dunnett, Swanwick and 

Woolley, 2002; Dempsey, Burton and Selin, 2016). Hastings Borough Council, for 

example, has been reluctant to cut maintenance of the borough’s parks and gardens 

because of their popularity with residents (NAO, 2014). 

Previous eras of austerity 

2010 was not the first time fiscal austerity has affected local government services. 

Between 1978-1985, local governments in the UK saw a 15 per cent decrease in 

grants from central government (Talbot and Talbot, 2011). Yet, cuts ushered in by the 

coalition government beginning in 2010 represented ‘the most significant 

reorganisation of public spending since the Second World War’ (Lowndes and Gardner, 

2016: 359). The rate of decline of local government budgets ‘has been three times 

greater than that during the recession of the late 1970s and early ‘80s’ (Talbot and 

Talbot, 2011; Lowndes and McCaughie, 2013: 534; Platts-Fowler and Robinson, 

2016).  

Corresponding with this, the periods of 1979-1984 and 1989-1994 saw drastic 

reductions in local authorities’ green space budgets (Wilson and Hughes, 2011). 

Between the late 1970s-1990s, the Conservatives reduced local government 

expenditure, and parks were seen as ‘an easy – non-statutory – target’ (Dempsey, 

Burton and Selin, 2016: 446). Indeed, the latter part of the 20th century ‘saw a 

widespread decline in the quality of urban parks and other green spaces’ (Wilson and 

Hughes, 2011: 207). Budget cuts, along with compulsory competitive tendering, had 

‘disastrous effects’ on urban green spaces in the UK during this period (Jones, 2002: 

307; Wilson and Hughes, 2011). The cuts led to degraded facilities, low morale among 

green space staff, and loss of community contact with green space users and local 

residents (Jones, 2002). Describing this period, Harding bluntly asserts that ‘…the last 

20 years have seen a massive decline in their [public parks] fortunes. Everything about 

public parks has got worse’ (1999: 3). 

As in 2016, Parliament took notice of this deterioration. In 1999, the Environment, 

Transport and Regional Affairs Select Committee identified a ‘spiral of decline’ in urban 

green spaces and blamed this largely on funding (ETRAC, 1999: para. 86). The public 

and political concern about the decline of parks, green spaces and other public spaces 

led to these spaces experiencing a ‘renaissance’ (Harding, 1999; Wilson and Hughes, 

2011: 225). This period coincides with the New Labour government’s focus on urban 

green spaces, highlighted by the Urban White Paper in 2000 and establishment of the 

Urban Green Spaces Taskforce in 2002 (Wilson and Hughes, 2011). The taskforce’s 

recommendations included increasing the amount and sources of funding for urban 

green spaces (DTLGR, 2002).  

As with previous periods of austerity, local authorities now face financial decisions 

about which services to support and how to do so (Mell, 2016). Local authorities must 

make ‘tough choices on how services are delivered within reduced allocations’ (HM 

Treasury, 2010, cited in Lowndes and McCaughie, 2013: 535). This includes decisions 
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about the continued provision and management of publicly accessible urban green 

spaces. 

Localism and the Big Society 

Coupled with austerity in 2010 was the coalition government’s aim of reducing 

regulation and giving local governments more flexibility in use of their budgets 

(Lowndes and Pratchett, 2012). Key to this was the Localism Bill, meant to encourage 

communities, citizens and volunteers to assume responsibility for government-run 

services, particularly those ‘threatened with closure’ (Lowndes and Pratchett, 2012: 

26; Mathers, Dempsey and Molin, 2015). Although local governments would see 

reduced budgets under austerity, ‘they will have much greater freedom to be innovative 

in the way that they work with and support their communities’ (Lowndes and Pratchett, 

2012: 25). Transferring responsibility for some local authority services to residents also 

fits with the coalition government’s ‘Big Society,’ which was about ‘empowering 

communities, redistributing power and fostering a culture of volunteerism’ (Cabinet 

Office, 2010; BBC, 2010; Findlay-King et al., 2018). Under this approach, communities 

are ‘expected to take greater responsibility for their own well-being, as well as for 

quality of life within neighbourhoods’ (Platts-Fowler and Robinson, 2016: 763). 

Governance through partnership 

As a popular local service found in most communities across Britain, green space 

would seem a natural fit for goals of the Big Society and localism, as although green 

space is a discretionary service, these spaces have proven to benefit well-being and 

quality of life and are highly valued by residents (Chiesura, 2004; Esbah, Deniz and 

Cook, 2005; Choumert and Salanié, 2008). Dempsey and Burton observe that ‘there is 

a widespread consensus in theory and policy that a partnership approach to public 

space management is an effective one’ (2012: 15). As such, a prominent way local 

councils have addressed deep cuts to their green space budgets is through building 

and expanding partnerships (Dempsey and Burton, 2012; Dempsey, Burton and Selin, 

2016). Organisations such as friends-of-the-park groups; environmental-, heritage- and 

recreation-focused charities; and developers and social landlords have taken on 

responsibilities for some urban green spaces for which councils used to have sole 

charge. As the local authority’s role has been reduced, these additional partners have 

become part of an expanded governance of urban green space (Mathers, Dempsey and 

Molin, 2015).  

Friends groups emerged out of the decline of urban parks in the 1990s (Jones, 

2002). With local councils unable to maintain their assets, giving responsibility for 

green space, management to user groups was an ‘innovative attempt’ to ‘share the 

burden’ (Jones, 2002: 307). This adheres to localism’s aim of ‘reducing the central 

state and devolving power and responsibility to voluntary groups’ (Findlay-King et al., 

2018: 158). Friends groups ‘are independent community organisations set up by park 

users and local residents to promote, protect and improve a local green space – in 

essence to “take ownership” of the space on behalf of local communities and park 

users’ (LGSFGN, 2016). Friends group organise local events, plant bulbs, help increase 

biodiversity, disseminate information, produce publicity and history pamphlets, work 

with green space staff, develop visions for improving local spaces, and access 

resources and funding (LGSFGN, 2016).  

Some, however, are sceptical of relying on volunteers to provide public services. 

Featherstone et al. refer to using community volunteer groups to provide government 

services as ‘austerity localism’ (2012: 177). Tonkiss is bolder: ‘The ceding of the urban 
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field to voluntary effort under the crass rhetoric of the Big Society, in parallel with 

aggressive retrenchments of local public budgets, tends to outrun any substantive 

efforts by city governments to more positively promote alternative urban strategies and 

solutions’ (2013: 314). Thus, increased reliance on friends groups is not without 

question, critique and controversy.  

Methodology 

This paper is part of a wider project examining the influences on urban green space 

delivery and management in Inner London. Through this broader research, data was 

collected via 50 in-depth, face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with local authority 

and other government officers, charities and user groups, and home builders and 

registered social landlords. Of the 50 interviews, 23 were with local authority officers 

and other government staff, such as from regional and national government agencies; 

22 were from charities, community organisations and user groups; and five were 

developers, registered social landlords or planning consultants. 

Initially, council officers whose job descriptions or titles, which were found online or 

in council documents, indicated they worked in green space planning or management 

were contacted via cold-calling or cold-emailing. This is a common method of choosing 

and recruiting interview participants (Longhurst, 2010). Similarly, charities, community 

organisations, and developers and landlords were approached after identifying their 

involvement in urban green space issues by reviewing council planning documents, 

such as planning consultations. Subsequent respondents were identified through 

snowballing, a useful method for identifying respondents because of a mutual 

connection (King and Horrocks, 2010). Interviews were conducted between October 

2013 and October 2015.  

The research was based in three Inner London boroughs: Islington, Tower Hamlets 

and Wandsworth, although some interview respondents, such as representatives from 

charities or government agencies, had a broader perspective. These three boroughs 

were selected based on analysis of the population density in all 33 of London’s local 

authority districts, using data from the Greater London Authority (GLA), and net gain in 

residential units, using data from the GLA’s London Development Database (GLA, 

2011a; 2011b). The three boroughs ranked high in both categories, meaning they were 

dense boroughs continuing to get denser. Thus, green space is delivered and managed 

in these boroughs with pressure resulting from more people in less space, which was 

key to the wider research project. 

Although ‘flexibility is a key requirement of qualitative interviewing,’ a topic guide 

was used to outline the main subjects to cover during interviews and to provide 

standard wording for questions (King and Horrocks, 2010: 35; Longhurst, 2010). Each 

interview was recorded and transcribed, and a coding framework based on emergent 

themes was developed. Using NVIVO software, the codes were applied to the interview 

data. Through this thematic analysis, patterns were identified in the data, resulting in 

the findings presented below. 

A secondary method used involved reviewing documents, which can provide context 

and frame data from other sources, including interviews (Silverman, 2004; Robson, 

2011). Types of documents reviewed included planning applications, officers’ reports 

and decision notices; strategic plans, including open-space strategies; charity reports 

and documents; minutes from meetings; and websites. By examining these documents 

alongside interview data, a richer picture developed regarding issues and concerns 
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arising from cuts to green space resources and the increasing reliance on non-council 

partners. 

The context of London 

This research is based in London, where publicly accessible urban green spaces have 

featured prominently for nearly 200 years (Wilson and Hughes, 2011). The unsanitary 

conditions that prompted Parliament to support establishing public open spaces across 

industrialising areas existed in London, particularly in the East End, where 400,000 

people lived in ‘a complete state of insolvency and hopeless poverty’ (Greville, 1874, 

cited in Poulsen, 1976: 9). Given these conditions, more than 30,000 people, including 

local residents and social reformers, successfully petitioned Queen Victoria to establish 

a park and, in 1840, the Commission of Woods and Forests authorised Victoria Park to 

be created as a ‘Memorial to the Sovereign’ (Poulsen, 1976). 

Located in what is now the London borough of Tower Hamlets, Victoria Park opened 

in 1845, becoming one of the first green spaces in England funded by the government 

expressly for public use by the local community (Poulsen, 1976). Since Victoria Park 

opened in the mid-19th century, public green space has become an enduring feature of 

London’s urban landscape, and has remained a decidedly local function (LAEC, 2017). 

Today, all 33 local governments in London, including the City of London, provide 

publicly accessible green space for residents, workers and visitors. As recently as 

2006, the public sector – predominantly local authorities – provided 85 per cent of 

funding for Britain’s local parks and green spaces, illustrating how embedded this 

funding structure has become (NAO, 2006). These spaces consistently rank high on 

councils’ resident satisfaction surveys (interview respondents).  

Despite the wide-ranging benefits green spaces deliver and the popularity of these 

spaces with Londoners, funding remains susceptible to cuts. Between 2009-2010 and 

2013-2014, London local government had a 37 per cent per capita reduction in 

service funding from central government (Fitzgerald and Lupton, 2015: 597). London 

local authority budgets fell 44 per cent between 2010-2011 and 2015-2016 (Brown 

and Wilson, 2015; London Councils, 2015). The largest percentage cuts have come 

from discretionary services, such as providing green space (Fitzgerald and Lupton, 

2015; Centre for London, 2018).  

Findings and discussion 

Beyond austerity 

The depth and timing of recent cuts to local authorities’ budgets have contributed to 

pressure on London’s urban green spaces (LAEC, 2016). London councils’ spending on 

open space, which includes green space, decreased 18 per cent in four years, 

including a reduction of more than 10 per cent in 2014-2015 (London Councils, 2015; 

LAEC, 2016). Nearly every interview respondent cited austerity as a significant cause 

for this pressure on green space resources. The National Federation of Parks and 

Green Spaces (NFPGS) (2016) maintains that ‘this underfunding crisis is hitting all the 

fundamental pillars of effective green space management,’ including skilled front-line 

staff, contract management, and back-office support for funding bids and coordination 

with community organisations and volunteers. 
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Yet, focusing on austerity overlooks a structural, deeper and longer-term reason for 

pressure on London’s green spaces. At the same time local councils have seen their 

budgets reduced through austerity-related cuts, they also have experienced growing 

and changing populations, which has led to rising demands on statutory services 

(Lowndes and McCaughie, 2013). This impact of urban change gets lost in the 

discussion about green space, as blaming austerity suggests an easier solution: simply 

reverse the cuts and restore revenue lost from austerity. Indeed, previous periods of 

budgets cuts were seen by local government as ‘a temporary crisis caused by economic 

conditions that would pass’ – and funding typically was restored (Talbot and Talbot, 

2011: 70). Yet, this ignores the growing, sustained demand on services stemming from 

a changing London. 

Changing populations, rising demands 

The population of London grew from 6.8 million in 1988 to 8.8 million in 2016, and 

presently stands as the largest in the city’s history (GLA, 2017a). The population is 

projected to further increase to 10 million by 2030 (GLA, 2017b). Changing 

demographics are spurring ‘a sharp increase in citizen demand’ for statutory services, 

squeezing local authority budgets and leaving less money for discretionary services 

(Lowndes and McCaughie, 2013: 533). Indeed, spending on adult and children social 

care is the largest expenditure in London councils’ budgets, comprising 62 per cent in 

2017-2018, an increase from 54 per cent in 2010-2011 (Centre for London, 2018). 

This trend is expected to continue, with London’s over-65 population projected to grow 

by 21 per cent over the next decade, while the school-age population will experience a 

projected 12 per cent growth over the same period (London Councils, 2013). Thus, 

even without austerity, green space budgets would continue to be stretched as local 

councils spend an increasing proportion of their budgets on statutory functions.  

Several respondents said cuts would not have been as deep if providing green 

space was a statutory requirement: ‘Because parks are not a statutory service, it has 

taken, some would say, more than its fair share of cuts’ (respondent 44, green space 

officer). However, all statutory services are unlikely to be covered by local authority 

budgets in the near future (LGA, 2014). Austerity may have an impact by reducing the 

overall size of the pie, but socio-demographic changes in London already were 

consuming a larger slice, and will continue to do so as the capital’s population grows 

and changes. 

London councils have responded to pressure on their green space budgets in 

myriad ways. This includes reducing staff through redundancies, early retirements or 

unfilled vacancies; renegotiating maintenance contracts; bringing maintenance 

functions in house; reducing maintenance services and schedules; placing 

management of green spaces into a trust; selling green spaces and facilities within 

them; and sharing or combining services with other local authorities (LAEC, 2016; 

LAEC, 2017; interview respondents).  

‘Friends’ groups 

This research focuses on one prominent way local councils have addressed 

declining green space budgets: building and expanding partnerships with user groups 

and community organisations. Concerns about decreasing budgets and increasing 

pressures have accelerated an evolving green space governance by necessitating local 

authorities rethink how they deliver urban green spaces. This has opened the door 

more widely to additional partners, mirroring a broader move in environmental 

governance that involves actors beyond government (Fors et al., 2015; Mathers, 

Dempsey and Molin, 2015). For example, from 2013-2015, half of UK local authorities 

had transferred outdoor sports facilities to community groups, and almost one-third 

were considering transferring parks to community groups (HLF, 2016).  
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Yet, even before austerity, the number of user groups formed to work with green 

spaces was increasing (respondent 2, senior staff, regional charity; respondent 32, 

senior staff, national charity). Nationally, the friends movement ‘mushroomed’ in the 

2000s, from a few hundred groups to more than 6,000 today (NFPGS, 2012). In 

London, more than 600 friends groups existed as of July 2017 (LAEC, 2017; 

respondent 2; respondent 32).  

The form of relationships between councils and user groups varies across – and 

even within – boroughs. For example, in Wandsworth, the Friends of Wandsworth Park 

maintain a flower bed, while the Friends of Tooting Common helped secure funding for 

new ecology ponds. In Tower Hamlets, the council has several service-level agreements 

with local organisations, such as Friends of Tower Hamlets Cemetery Park, which 

manages the space and employs staff. The Friends of Arnold Circus, a charitable 

community organisation formed by residents in 2004, took over day-to-day 

maintenance of the bandstand and surrounding Boundary Gardens from Tower 

Hamlets Council after the space became run-down and a magnet for antisocial 

behaviour (respondent 39, green space officer; respondent 40, senior staff, local 

charity). 

Figure 1: Arnold Circus and Boundary Gardens are managed and maintained by the 

Friends of Arnold Circus in Tower Hamlets (author’s photo) 

 

Benefits of expanded governance 

Respondents identified several benefits from friends groups playing a more 

prominent role in the governance of London’s green spaces. Community organisations 

often can provide more targeted attention to a green space than a local authority can, 

and some councils actively encourage establishing friends groups.  
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Horticulturally they [friends groups] can improve a [green] space enormously and 

have a bit of individual character that we couldn't necessarily do trying to manage 

80-odd parks and open spaces (respondent 31, green space manager). 

This has an impact as budget cuts lead to a loss of front-line skills within the 

council.  

The role and the function of the client side has been pushed out, which means all 

that knowledge and skills go. People, friends groups, have a far larger stake in 

the future of parks because they are a remnant of local knowledge of the parks. 

They are becoming a stronger force (respondent 2, senior staff, regional charity).  

Several respondents viewed user groups as a way to shift some of the funding 

burden away from the council. Similarly, others observed that user groups can access 

funding local councils cannot. 

If they do all the horticultural works for the park, we pay them the equivalent unit 

rates for doing that work and then they tend to buy plants and improve the park. 

It works quite well for us because they just invested that money back into the 

space and the groups get a little bit of core funding to get their activities going 

(respondent 31). 

Figure 2: One of the Friends of Battersea Park’s roles is to raise improvement funds for 

the large green space in the London borough of Wandsworth (author’s photo) 
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Local groups have revitalised neglected spaces in London, making these spaces 

vibrant parts of the local community’s infrastructure in a way that the local authority 

could not. Respondent 39 (green space officer) discussed how this occurred with 

Arnold’s Circus: 

We [the local authority] approached the community and said, ‘why don't you take 

ownership of this space, not legally, but you lead on improvements, do what you 

want, how you want to use this space, and we will take a supporting role.’ The 

community got together and set themselves up as a friends group and they've 

just done amazing things with it. They're holding regular events and activities, 

antisocial behaviour has gone down and people have taken greater ownership of 

it. 

Figure 3: Volunteers maintain a section of Bramford Community Gardens on behalf of 

Wandsworth Council (author’s photos) 

  

Challenges of expanded governance 

Although an expanded green space governance can have a positive impact, 

respondents also discussed how increasing the responsibility of community 

organisations and volunteer groups presents challenges. These challenges can be 

overlooked, however, as local authorities and residents concentrate on green space 

management in the short term as council resources decline. 

Thinking local 

The benefits of green spaces do not accrue solely to the immediate community. 

Benefits such as air and water filtration, urban cooling, and biodiversity enhancement 

extend beyond the local neighbourhood and support the city or region as a whole (see 

Kambites and Owen, 2006). The increasing role of friends groups has ramifications for 

whether green spaces are managed with a strategic perspective, particularly as 

recognition of the citywide and regional environmental, economic and societal benefits 

of green space become more understood. The London Parks and Green Space Forum 

(LPGSF) (2012) found that the primary reason members of friends group volunteered 

was to improve their local park, demonstrating that these groups typically are 

concerned with their immediate neighbourhood, but may not consider how their local 

green space can contribute as part of a larger, London-wide system. Although a green 

space may be the centre of a community, it provides valuable environmental services, 

such as climate change mitigation, that require a strategic approach (Pincetl and 

Gearin, 2005; Kambites and Owen, 2006; Gill et al., 2007; Rutt and Gulsrud, 2016).  
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The penny hasn't dropped for a lot of them [user groups] that, although local is 

important … there’s a bigger picture here, there's more at stake (respondent 2). 

Focus on small spaces  

Friends groups also are more likely to take on management of smaller green 

spaces, or small plots within larger green spaces. This can lead to smaller spaces being 

managed for local use only, overlooking the critical work smaller spaces do in a 

broader, interconnected system of green spaces (Van Herzele and Wiedemann, 2003; 

Giles-Corti et al., 2005; respondent 23, senior staff, national charity). Yet, small green 

spaces provide linkages necessary for recreation, such as walking and cycling 

greenways, and for environmental services, including flood protection and urban 

wildlife corridors (Kaplan, 1984; Turner, 1995; Niemelä et al., 2010; Peschardta et al., 

2012). Residents encounter smaller, local spaces – ‘nature-at-the-doorstep’ – more 

frequently and these spaces can have more impact on their daily lives than larger, but 

more distant, green spaces (Kaplan, 1984: 189; Burgess et al., 1988; Van den Berg et 

al., 2007).  

That’s a really powerful thing, this sense of linking up open spaces, because it 

means small spaces can become part of the continuum and they can be really 

effective in giving people a big recreation experience, a big outdoor experience 

(respondent 22, landscape architect, national charity). 

Commitment issues 

Community groups may not have the capacity for long-term commitment that local 

government does (Rosol, 2012; Fors et al., 2015; LAEC, 2017). Yet, a long-term 

planning perspective is essential for managing green spaces, particularly for 

environmental services (McMahon, 2000; Dempsey and Burton, 2012; Dempsey, 

Burton and Selin, 2016).  

People who think they're going to lose something will get together and fight for it. 

And, that is the catalyst for a lot of formation of action groups and friends groups, 

and often many fall apart once they've got what they wanted (respondent 2).  

The local authority also may have a lack of commitment to a partnership approach, 

stemming from a perceived loss of power, possession of expertise and lack of training 

in managing volunteers (Jones, 2002). Council officers, while increasingly dependent 

on friends groups, may not see such groups as actual partners and may have a 

paternalistic attitude to volunteers (Jones, 2002). Thus, despite having increasing 

responsibilities, friends groups may not be reasonably empowered (Arnstein, 1969). 

A lot of the ones [friends groups] we have got now have come from a demand for 

people to get their hands in the soil and we’ve had to manage that demand in a 

different way. … We’re very clear on what we mean by providing a public park and 

it isn’t about community gardening for us. … It’s always been hard for us to have 

those community groups engaged in practical delivery (respondent 19, green 

space manager). 

Continuing costs 

Volunteers may move away from the neighbourhood or experience changes in their 

circumstances, such as new job or family responsibilities. As a result, a local council 

might need to ‘pick up the pieces’ by bringing management in house or dedicating 

resources to finding, educating and supporting other community volunteers (LAEC, 
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2017: 25). This leads to costs for the local authority and can disrupt maintenance 

schedules and funding, particularly if the friends group had responsibility for securing 

grants. Simply managing community groups consumes council time and resources, 

including contract-management costs.  

We've got a tiny little site … that has developed a very strong friends group and 

they've got very strong opinions. [We’ve spent] a huge amount of officer time on 

one relatively small park, and it means when you're doing that, there's less time 

for other parks (respondent 31).  

Many local authorities have cut their budgets for volunteer management. Thus, as 

local authorities have increased use of friends groups, they simultaneously are seeing 

cuts to their budgets to support community volunteers. Volunteering in London’s green 

space already was plateauing in 2012 ‘because of lack of supportive resources and 

capacity’ (LPGSF, 2012; NFPGS, 2016). Indeed, while friends groups may be willing to 

increase volunteering in their parks, they also want more supervision and funding 

(LPGSF, 2012). Yet, without a budget and staff to manage volunteers, local authorities 

will be unable to use more volunteers (LPGSF, 2012). Ultimately, ‘if local government 

loses staff, it curtails what they can do with volunteers,’ and friends groups will have 

difficulty sustaining their commitment to green space management and maintenance 

(LPGSF, 2012: 9).  

Lack of community representation 

Local groups do not necessarily represent the community. For example, LPGSF 

(2012) found that 48 per cent of friends groups volunteers were retired. However, no 

London borough has 48 per cent retired population. With fewer resources, council 

officers cannot devote time to ensuring the whole community’s interests are 

considered and, thus, the voices of only active volunteers may prevail. As such, the 

people localism most empowers ‘are likely to be those with the resources, expertise 

and social capital to become involved in the provision of services and facilities’ 

(Featherstone et al., 2012: 178). This has particular ramifications for disadvantaged 

and deprived communities, which tend to be hardest hit by austerity (Featherstone et 

al., 2012). Thus, an expanded green space governance can actually exacerbate 

inequality (Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones, 2014).  

You've got a lot of articulate, demanding residents with very high expectations 

who will see parks being used in a certain way, then you've got a large proportion 

of the community who are … worried about getting food on their plate or heat in 

their house, not whether a local park is being maintained to how you want it. … 

You've always got to try and speak for those that haven't got a voice (respondent 

31). 

Lack of consensus 

In its aim to ‘give local councils the freedom to spend money on the things that 

matter to local people,’ localism implies homogenous preferences among the local 

community (Conservative Party, 2009: 3; Featherstone et al., 2012). Yet, London’s 

communities are socially, culturally and economically diverse, making it unlikely that 

local residents will develop a consensus over how to manage an urban green space.  

Around one square … we’ve got three friends groups and they all hate each other. 

You've got some who say, ‘why are we putting any sport facility in, why are putting 

any play equipment in?’ And you have some that are going, ‘well, we want play 

equipment everywhere so kids can play.’ I mean, you're damned if you do, 
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damned if you don't. The constraint, then, is that we [the local council] are going 

to be spending a load of money and we will please very few of the people 

(respondent 44).  

There is a disconnect between the idea of localism and what locals actually want. 

An increased reliance on friends groups implies these organisations want to play a 

more prominent role in providing green space. However, friends groups do not want ‘to 

substitute for well-trained and resourced staff, or to feel exploited as cheap labour’ 

(NFPGS, 2016). Local residents do not want their local authority to relinquish 

responsibility of green space management. Instead, they prefer their volunteer 

activities complement, rather than replace, the local authority’s efforts.  

Conclusion 

Austerity measures imposed since 2010 have put pressure on London’s urban green 

spaces. However, focusing on fiscal austerity as the root of urban green spaces’ 

existing funding challenges downplays the impact of increased cost pressures 

stemming from socio-demographic changes occurring in the British capital (Hastings et 

al., 2015). The ‘double whammy’ of austerity and urban change has resulted in a 

‘massive shortfall in resources’ for London local authorities and particularly for non-

statutory services, including providing green space (Hastings et al., 2015: 602). 

Local authorities, the traditional provider of publicly accessible urban green spaces, 

have looked beyond the public sector to manage these spaces. Community 

organisations, namely friends groups, which already had become increasingly involved 

in urban green space management, have stepped further into the role. Including such 

organisations in an expanding green space governance can enhance community 

interaction, and revitalise neglected spaces, which contributes to urban sustainability 

(Chiesura, 2004; Baycan-Levent et al., 2009; Dempsey, 2013). However, such 

community organisations are not intended to provide public services in the same way a 

public-sector body does, and this presents challenges for the long-term viability of an 

expanded green space governance that relies increasingly on volunteer-based 

organisations.  

HLF closed its Parks for People programme in 2018, and from 2020 the Central 

Government Revenue Support Grant will decrease, thus local governments will need to 

raise more income locally (HLF, 2018; LGA, 2018). Reacting to austerity-related 

reductions in green space budgets by expecting local residents to provide public 

services at an increasing rate ignores the larger structural and long-term funding issues 

emerging because of socio-demographic changes. As local authority budgets decrease 

and populations grow and change, there is a danger of over-reliance on friends groups. 

A fundamental rethinking of how green space is funded and managed is needed. This 

must be innovative and not simply shift the burden from local authorities to community 

organisations, whose resilience to provide local services is uncertain (Jones, 2002; 

Fitzgerald and Lupton, 2015). 

Ultimately, before considering friends groups as a remedy for green space delivery 

and management, more research is needed to understand the implications of their 

growing involvement in green space governance. Better analysis of the actual costs of 

local authorities ‘sharing the burden’ for green space management and maintenance 

would be telling, as would examining what happens to a strategic perspective when 

local groups have more influence in green space planning  (Jones, 2002: 307). More 

research is needed on the voluntary sector’s resilience and viability as a long-term 

partner in green space management. 
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This is not to imply that there is no role for friends groups. Indeed, as a popular 

asset that benefits all residents whether they use green space or not, urban green 

spaces are primed for community involvement. However, rather than turning to friends 

groups to plug the hole of funding losses, local authorities need to think longer term 

and recognise that the traditional method of green space funding was unsustainable 

even before austerity. Austerity has intensified the pressure, revealing the precarious 

position discretionary services were in already. The role of a strategic entity, such as a 

local authority, to oversee the planning, management, maintenance, funding and use 

of green space is critical. Friends groups can complement this, but they should not be 

seen as a permanent, sustainable solution to London’s urban green space challenges.  
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