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Abstract: This paper focuses on understanding the transformative potential of active citizenship
in green space governance. Through an in-depth case study, we show how citizens promoted the
redevelopment of a brownfield into a green space, but eventually also contributed towards a broader
co-creative shift in local governance. In this process, we highlight how a shift in citizens’ activities
from contestation towards collaboration led to the uptake of citizen-driven discourses and activities
in spatial planning. The social connectivity between governance practices is of key importance in
this transformation—successful governance practices that involve active citizens can inspire others.
Even so, transformation is often a slow and path-dependent process which also depends on an
enabling policy environment. Cooperating with authorities provides citizens with power, but also
requires alignment with official rules. Creating and maintaining effective partnerships will remain a
challenge for citizens and policymakers that strive for societal transformations.

Keywords: active citizenship; citizens; transformation; co-governance; re-naturing cities; practice
theory; policy arrangement approach; urban socio-ecological systems; green spaces

1. Introduction

In late modern society, the term active citizenship has risen to prominence to describe the role of
citizens in the public domain [1]. In the current literature, these citizens are considered as capable,
self-organizing agents who actively pursue their own interests in the public domain [2,3]. Many people
are concerned about the world in which they live and want to contribute towards the realization of a
wide range of public values [3]. Research highlights many examples in which citizens successfully
contribute to important public benefits across various policy domains [1]. When citizens feel challenged
and motivated to address their concerns, and when they are sufficiently equipped and skilled to do so,
they could be expected to act in the public domain [4]—with or without the involvement of authorities.

In this article, we specifically focus on the role of citizens in the governance of urban green
space—a field in which citizens have become an increasingly important actor [5,6]. In many cities,
encroachment and ongoing urban sprawl combined with declining maintenance budgets have put
pressure on the quantity and quality of public green spaces. While local authorities are often the
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main governors of these spaces, scarcity of public resources for green space management and policy
ambitions to empower citizens have spurred an interest in the role of active citizenship [7,8]. This is
supported by the emergence of increasing numbers of bottom-up initiatives by citizens, who do not
wait for authorities to act but employ their own activities in the public green domain [2,9].

Across cities, it has been shown how citizens engage in a wide range of governance practices
for greening urban spaces or protesting against urban development [10,11]. Many citizens are
concerned about the social and environmental benefits of urban green and about threats to green areas,
which motivates them to become active [12]. Independently or in cooperation with authorities and
other actors, these citizens have the potential to realize a wide range of environmental and social
benefits [13]. Research in the domain of urban green space has shown how active citizenship has
contributed to public health benefits, urban biodiversity, environmental education, urban greening,
recreation, and social cohesion [10,13–15]. With this, active citizens can promote the benefits that are
offered by urban green infrastructure [8].

In their literature review, Wolfram and Frantzeskaki [16] point out that many studies link urban
sustainability challenges with social innovation, grassroots movements, and new forms of governance.
Yet, while there is currently much interest in active citizenship in governance, practices in which
government authorities play a dominant role continue to exist as well [17,18]. In contemporary
society, therefore, many different governance practices coexist. Such governance systems, in which
different actors, including government authorities, citizens, NGOs, communities, and businesses seek
to accomplish their objectives, are polycentric, and increasingly complex [19]. When citizens become
active, they enter a complex and heterogeneous institutional context [8,20] and often need to deal with
other stakeholders in order to pursue their own objectives.

The Transformation of Local Governance Systems

Active citizenship in the city does not only impact the environment but also raises questions on how
cities should be governed [21]. Many citizens become active not only to realize direct environmental
or societal values and benefits, but also to transform existing governance practices, for example by
demanding more democracy, urban greening, or a deeper transition towards sustainability [1,22,23].
In this context, Isin [24] distinguishes between ‘active’ and ‘activist’ citizenship to highlight how
‘activist’ citizens also aim for more fundamental societal change. Also, in the city, active citizenship
has been linked to activism, as many citizens desire to promote fundamental changes in the urban
environment [21]. With this, citizens regularly aim to challenge existing governance institutions,
which can put them at odds with authorities and raise conflicts of interest or power struggles [25].

In this context, it is an important question whether active citizenship can contribute not only
to direct environmental or societal values and benefits but also to a transformation of institutions in
governance. It has been doubted whether such ‘activist’ goals of active citizenship are achievable.
Critical scholars point out that active citizenship often remains small-scale [26] or claim that the
involvement of active citizens in governance merely reproduces existing power relations [18,23].
Indeed, many practices that involve active citizenship have not shown an ability to affect existing
governance practices significantly, and through those, societal domains as a whole [27].

Critical perspectives show how governments also fail to find proper mechanisms to connect to
active citizens [28]. Citizens often experience a lack of support from authorities or are even constrained
by existing policies, which prevents them from realizing substantive outcomes [3,27]. Research has
shown that citizens often need to engage with authorities and align with legal frameworks in order
to be successful in the public domain [2,6,15]. In this respect, ‘growing’ for citizens often means
‘adapting’ [20]. Weak connections with formal governance institutions generally preclude upscaling of
citizens’ practices and their outcomes [29].

These critical studies paint a somewhat bleak perspective for active citizens that aim for
a change in governance or for societal transitions. However, others do suggest that active
citizenship can be considered as a seedbed for more systemic changes in the green city and promote
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institutional as well as environmental change [21,30]. In scientific fields of study such as social
innovation, new communitarianism, new social movements, and transition studies, citizens are seen as
knowledgeable agents capable of influencing politics and building environmental and social resilience.

In this paper, we discuss the transformative potential of active citizenship in green space governance.
Following Wagenaar et al. [22], we understand this as the potential of active citizenship for realizing
transformation in the relationship between the state, market, and civil society in the design and delivery
of locally valued products and services. We aim to contribute towards an understanding of the role
of active citizenship in the development and transformation of governance practices. We focus on
transformations in the relationship between citizens and authorities and the delivery of green space as
a local service. In the domain of urban green space, this insight is important for understanding if and
how citizens can transform existing governance practices, realize substantive outcomes, and instigate
democratic renewal.

We address the above debates with a case study in the Dutch city of Amersfoort. The research
question which we address in this paper is the following:

What is the transformative potential of active citizenship in urban green space governance?

2. Theory

2.1. A Practice-Based Approach

The literature increasingly emphasizes the relevance of local practices in governance, including
practices initiated by citizens [9,27]. In this paper, we employ a practice-based approach [31] to study
the transformative potential of active citizenship. Practice theory understands social reality as human
activity [32]. However, practice theory does not focus solely on the actions of individual human beings,
nor on the influence of external structures or institutions on human behavior [33]. Rather, it takes a
‘middle position’ and argues that social reality should be understood through the empirical analysis of
‘social practices,’ of which both agents and structures are a part.

Practice scholars argue that social practices should be seen and assessed as a whole [34,35].
The elements that are used in or are part of a practice gain their social meaning through the practice
as a whole. So, while a gardening tool is a material resource in itself, it only gains its social meaning
as part of gardening practices. Similarly, language and discourse gain their social meaning through
their embeddedness in daily practices. Practices that share similar elements (e.g., teaching practices,
nature conservation practices) are seen as bundles [32].

Practices are teleoaffective—they have an orientation towards an end, a telos [36]. This telos
could be seen as a future dimension that makes people engage in a social practice [37]. Affectivity is
what motivates practitioners to engage for the sake of the telos. Affects are ‘states of physical arousal,
pleasure or displeasure, directed at some definite person, object, or idea’ [35]. As highlighted in the
idea of teleoaffectivity, active citizens thus engage in governance practices because they want to realize
both a certain end-goal and an emotional fulfillment.

The material world is considered to be a crucial and integral component of social practices:
nonhuman elements such as natural objects and technological artifacts play a constitutive role in
producing social life [38]. In the example given above, the gardening tool co-shapes the gardening
practices in which it is used, as it implies certain doings and sayings. Once the tool is replaced by a new
one, the gardening practice will also change. Thus, the material world is not merely the substrate of
social practices, but it actively shapes how these are performed [39]. Similarly, the activities of citizens
in a specific green space are co-produced by the material characteristics of this space. The agency
of humans is thus entwined with the material and social situation in which they find themselves.
This notion is called ‘situated agency’ [40].
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2.2. Elements of Governance Practices

Social practice consists of various elements. Several practice scholars have identified different
elements. For example, Schatzki [36] distinguishes between understandings, telos/effects, and rules,
while Shove, Pantzar, and Watson [34] refer to meanings, competencies, and materiality. For this paper,
since it focuses on governance practices, we found inspiration in an established framework for studying
governance: the policy arrangement approach or PAA [41]. The PAA helps to understand dynamics in
governance processes over time [42] and may aid in identifying and investigating relevant elements of
governance practices. The PAA employs four analytical dimensions (see Table 1): discourses, actors,
rules, and resources. Here, we understand these dimensions as constitutive elements of a governance
practice that are inherently connected with the material and social worlds.

Table 1. Overview of the elements of governance practices.

Elements Descriptions

Actors Practitioners involved in governance, being agencies situated in their social and material worlds
Discourse The sayings/narratives of practitioners (indicating their telos/effects)
Resources Material tools and immaterial attributes/competencies of practitioners

Rules Formal and informal guiding principles for ‘doing/saying the right thing’ (indicating institutions
within practices)

2.3. Transformation in Social Practices

Social practices are inherently dynamic because they need to be continuously performed in
order to exist [34]. Practices may change over time, potentially implying agencies ‘doing things
otherwise’ [43]. Seed for change might stem from the social situation (e.g., new actors entering the
governance scene), the material situation (e.g., accelerated deterioration of the green space), or from a
change in teleoaffectivity (e.g., new end-goals or the demise of old effects). We speak of change when
there is a shift in one or more elements of any number of practices [42]. This change is understood as a
transformation when there are shifts on the institutional level (see below).

Although dynamic in principle, social practices often tend to stabilize and reproduce
themselves [34]. Elements that are commonly reproduced in practices are considered to be
institutionalized [33]. Examples include laws, cultural traditions, and standardized ways of working.
Such ‘institutionalized elements’ often span various social practices. A regulation governing the use
of a pesticide is relevant to private gardening, farming, and the maintenance of public green spaces.
Hence, these institutionalized elements act as a ‘glue’ between practices, reinforcing their stability or
instigating renewal once they change. A change in institutions can thus be understood as a change of
institutionalized elements across practices [44], and it is only through their embedding in concrete
practices that institutions continue to exist. In order to study the transformative potential of active
citizenship, therefore, we need to understand how citizens, as situated agents, bring about change in
discourse, actors, rules, an resources across governance practices.

3. Material and Methods

3.1. Case study Approach and Case Selection

Below we analyze a single case in Amersfoort, a Dutch city of about 150,000 inhabitants located
centrally in the Netherlands. In this case study, we studied the transformation of an old hospital
site, the ‘Elisabeth site,’ into a green park. This transformation was realized through an interactive
governance process involving both citizens and policymakers. The case study approach was chosen to
study this transformation as it is a holistic approach to the in-depth study of complex social phenomena
with a focus on social interactions and multiple viewpoints. A social science case study is a practical
real life situation in which conditions cannot be manipulated [45]. Since a social science case study is
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always set in a specific context somewhere on the planet, this approach requires that the researchers
are paying close attention to the social and material context in which their study takes place [46].

This case was selected from a large inventory of 264 citizens’ initiatives on green space governance
that had been conducted in two prior studies [9,13]. In both these studies, discussions about the
relationship between active citizens and authorities in the context of green space governance had
come forward. This was an important motivation to study the scientific literature on this topic and
eventually led to the research question presented in this article. The decision to focus on Amersfoort
was made because it was identified as an exemplary case, which means that it reflects a strong, positive
example of the phenomenon of study [47]—transformation in green space governance through active
citizenship. It was specifically selected for its complexity in the involved actors, the interaction between
citizens and policymakers, and because we suspected mechanisms of influence between different
practices based on the two prior studies mentioned above.

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis

We started our fieldwork with an extensive study of relevant documents and websites discussing
the Elisabeth site and active citizenship in Amersfoort. A search on the internet and in local media
produced 38 sources (policy documents, websites, reports, notes of meetings, surveys) in which one
or more of the practices related to redeveloping the Elisabeth site are discussed. An online platform
that was used by citizens and policymakers to communicate during the process was also regularly
monitored and analyzed. Additional documents were also obtained via a number of local contacts.

In addition to our document analysis, we also conducted a total of 11 personal interviews with nine
key respondents (two respondents were interviewed twice, at different times). These interviews were
semi-structured—questions for each interview were constructed on the basis of previously collected
data and tailored to the specific respondent. Respondents, to whom confidentiality was promised,
include 5 citizens and a public official who were directly involved in the co-creation practice concerning
the Elisabeth site, a municipal executive councilor, a local member of the municipal council, and a
local citizen who is professionally involved with active citizenship and who was directly involved in
the process. These respondents were identified in three ways: (1) they were directly involved in the
process concerning the transformation of the Elisabeth site, (2) they were found through the document
analysis, and (3) they were mentioned by other respondents.

The collected data were qualitatively analyzed and jointly interpreted by four different researchers.
The key observations and interesting findings were regularly discussed during the research process
and integrated into a jointly written narrative, which was updated several times. During this process,
considerable attention was given to identifying different practices, highlighting key elements, studying
interactions between practices, and scrutinizing transformations over time. As a final step in the
analysis, the main findings were reported back to respondents in a draft report. These respondents were
asked to comment on potential inaccuracies and provide additional relevant information to strengthen
our analysis. The majority of respondents replied, and their comments were used to improve our
analysis in a second round.

4. Results Part 1: Changing Practices on the Elisabeth Site

Amersfoort is a rapidly expanding historical city which had been elected as the ‘greenest city of
the Netherlands’ in 2006. While urbanization is ongoing in and around Amersfoort, the city has many
parks and is surrounded by a number of green ‘nature’ areas. In a political and administrative sense,
the city is seen by a number of respondents as being a frontrunner when it comes to involving citizens
in decision making—although some citizens who have had negative experiences in dealing with the
municipality disagree with this. Even so, in quite a number of practices, citizens have cooperated with
the municipality in the planning and management of urban green space, as elaborated below.
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4.1. The Redevelopment of an Old Hospital Site

The analysis of our case study starts in 1999 when plans for the demolition of the Elisabeth
Hospital, and it’s replacement by a modern hospital elsewhere in the city emerged. Discussions on
new uses for the eight-hectare hospital site quickly arose. Originally, local political parties mostly
appeared to be in favor of developing the area for (social) housing in order to accommodate the growth
of the city’s population and provide (affordable) housing for the cities’ population. In response to these
visions, a citizen-driven green discourse arose, promoting the development of an ecological corridor
from the rural outskirts of the city to the city center.

As Figure 1 shows, the Elisabeth Hospital was located in the center of a green finger running from
the rural surroundings to the city center. This area is known as the Heiligenbergerbeekdal, named after
a stream that flows through the valley. The Heiligenbergerbeekdal is located in the southeast of
Amersfoort and leads from the city borders up to its center.
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4.2. Municipal Participatory Planning Practices

In the Netherlands, municipal authorities have historically taken a leading role in decision making
and implementation of local spatial policies—which was also the case in Amersfoort. From the early
2000s, though, new democratic ideals of participatory governance became part of the municipal
planning discourse, and participatory planning methods were gradually adopted, usually still with the
municipality taking the lead.

Early participatory planning practices include the redevelopment of Park Randenbroek (2002–2012),
a park situated close to the Elisabeth Hospital (Figure 1). Several respondents illustrated how local
people were critical of the rather top-down participation processes organized by the municipality
for the Park Randenbroek redevelopment. They felt they had little opportunity to provide input
and criticized the municipality for being slow and non-transparent and for its poor communication,
which led to at least 36 trees being felled by mistake.
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According to both citizens and municipality officials, the above criticism made municipal actors
aware of the need for an open debate. This has been widely identified as an important turning point in
the adoption of more participatory planning practices. An early example is the development plan for
the Water Extraction Area co-created by citizens and public officials. Another positive example of the
potential values of participatory approaches in urban planning was the development of a major new
residential area in the Vathorst neighborhood.

4.3. Active Citizenship

While the above-mentioned practices were all initiated by the municipality, some initiatives were
also taken by active citizens. From the 1990s, many groups of citizens have pursued a wide variety of
objectives throughout Amersfoort, including green space and environmental causes. In 1995 many of
these groups came together and formed an umbrella association called ‘Cooperation of groups for a
Liveable Amersfoort’ (CLA) [48]. This local coalition now consists of 15 groups. According to a local
citizen involved with CLA, they were originally widely perceived as a ‘protest movement’.

Closely related to citizens’ green vision for the Elisabeth area, a specific group of active citizens
founded the Foundation Heiligenbergerbeekdal in 2003 [49]. This Foundation employed activities
towards a telos of improving the ecological and recreational opportunities in the Heiligenbergerbeekdal.
In response to the plans of many local political parties to develop the Elisabeth site for housing,
the Foundation developed an alternative, green vision for the entire area. In this vision, extensive
recreation is combined with the development of an ecological corridor that leads from the green
outskirts of Amersfoort up to the city center. Ecologically, this vision had a strong focus on biodiversity
and connectivity, indicating wet nature areas close to the stream and drier parts in the areas of
somewhat higher altitude. The vision also excludes paved infrastructure and only allows extensive
sports facilities [49]. Foundation Heiligenbergerbeekdal immediately started to mobilize support for
their vision and lobbied local politicians to promote it. They also joined CLA.

4.4. Co-creations Between Municipality and Active Citizens

In time, some of the people involved in CLA became frustrated because lobbying and protesting
rarely achieved their objectives. In 2011, a number of CLA members set up The New Collaboration
(TNC), a platform to develop better forms of collaboration between citizens and the municipality
of Amersfoort [50]. TNC framed participation not in terms of active citizens joining up with the
municipality, but rather as ‘opportunities for the council to engage in participatory processes’ and to
‘join up with existing networks in the city’. To this end, TNC initiated brainstorming sessions with
citizens, public officials, and politicians, organized a conference to discuss cooperation between citizens
and public officials, and set up a ‘city café’ to facilitate a dialogue between citizens and municipal actors.

In developing a new practice to improve the relationship between local citizens and the municipal
administration, TNC made a conscious decision to build on experiences of earlier practices. Highlighting
previous successes in participatory governance, TNC actively promoted a discourse of true co-creation
between the municipal authority and residents. They combined elements from earlier practices that link
formal procedures and government resources with knowledge and active input by citizens. TNC also
looked for new elements by inviting external experts and working on a vision with citizens and
public officials. In all their activities, TNC explicitly tried to change the roles of actors as well as the
dominant rules of the game: more collaboration between citizens and municipal actors and a sharing
of responsibility and power through the building of trust between actors.

4.5. Co-Creation of the Elisabeth Site

In the period from 2004 to 2010, with the relocation of the hospital still many years away, no political
decisions about the Elisabeth site were made. Despite lobbying by the Heiligenbergerbeekdal
Foundation and growing support for their vision among the public, the local governing coalition in
the municipal council and most other political parties still officially backed the development of the
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Elisabeth site for housing. There was one exception to this: the local liberal democrats (D66) had made
the green development of the Elisabeth site one of the main promises in their electoral campaign in
2010. In 2012, the local governing coalition collapsed, and D66 became a member of the new local
governing coalition. After negations between the involved political parties, this green vision was
included in the new coalition agreement. While there is no uniform vision among respondents about
what would have happened with the Elisabeth site, if these political changes wouldn’t have occurred,
they agree that the role of D66 was important in shaping the process. Some respondents suggested
that the economic crisis and associated decreasing demand for housing might also have played a role.

As a majority of the municipal council now formally supported the Foundations’ green vision,
the executive councilor for spatial development (also a member of D66) started work on a new
plan. At this time, TNC had just organized a well-attended conference about ‘cooperation’ and
was actively promoting its discourse on co-creation between public officials and citizens. Inspired
by TNC, the councilor proposed setting up an interactive process to develop the Elisabeth site
‘together with citizens.’ TNC’s ‘co-creation’ discourse had been taken up and linked to a specific area:
the redevelopment of the Elisabeth site.

When the decision was made to redevelop the Elisabeth site in this way, the executive councilor
for spatial development contacted the chairman of TNC to set up an interactive process. In line
with the ideas of TNC, Core group Elisabeth Green (CEG) was established to manage this process.
CEG consisted of two public officials and eight citizens, including representatives from TNC, CLA and
the Heiligenbergerbeekdal Foundation. Respondents describe the process to come to this group in
different ways, varying from ‘started somewhere behind the scenes’ (a public official) to ‘everyone
could have been a member’ (TNC-member). Formed in March 2013, CEG was formally in charge of
the process of preparing a development plan and management plan for the Elisabeth site. Although
the municipality set a limited number of tasks for CEG, including transforming the site into a ‘largely
green’ area, the CEG was given the lead role in drawing up a new plan for the area, with an overall
budget of €1.5 million for the development and management of the park.

Based on the TNC vision, CEG chose to focus on co-creation involving citizens and municipal
officials. In 2013 they organized several meetings in which citizens made around 200 suggestions for the
redevelopment of the area. Supporting working groups involving about 30 citizens and representatives
of NGOs worked with CEG on a redevelopment plan for the area and an accompanying management
plan. The process included a regular feedback loop with the relevant municipal departments, and the
municipality council debated the subject on several occasions. The public was kept up to date and
invited to comment via an online platform. While most sources are very positive about this involvement
of citizens, one particular respondent was rather critical of this. She explained that it’s ‘mostly the same
people’ that also show up elsewhere. For her, these ‘usual suspects’ are not necessarily representative
of the whole population of Amersfoort.

In the CEG, two distinct discourses became dominant: one on governance and one on content.
The governance discourse focused on co-creation and collaboration between citizens and municipalities
authorities. Resources from both citizens and municipality were mobilized to prepare the spatial
plan and organize the process to implement it. The local networks of the citizens involved in
CEG were crucial in strengthening links with local residents and mobilizing ecological knowledge,
knowledge about the local cultural history, and other innovative ideas. The public officials in CEG
concerned themselves with the relevant policy procedures and technical details, including the financial
arrangements. This discourse on the process was largely influenced by TNC and supported by the
citizens and municipal officials involved in the process.

While many participants in CEG focused on shaping the co-creation process, those involved in
CEG and the supporting groups on behalf of the Heiligenbergerbeekdal Foundation were able to
steer the content of the redevelopment plans towards a focus on greening the area. Members of this
foundation provided important ecological knowledge in the development of the plans, which provided
an important basis for decision making. A CEG respondent claimed that the final vision formulated by
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CEG could be traced back ‘for about 90%’ to the original vision for a green space that the foundation
had formulated in 2003. CEG’s spatial vision explicitly aims to enlarge biodiversity and specific
natural values, improving the (ecological) connectivity of the Heiligenbergerbeekdal, and promoting
the (recreational) experience. More in detail, the plan promotes a ‘park forest’ with space for the stream
to meander, marshes, carr forests, tree meadows, and dry woods. It includes a few paths for walking,
equipment for kids to play, and an area where dogs are allowed to roam freely. This vision combines a
strong focus on ecology with extensive forms of recreation, proposing to strengthen the environmental
and historical structure of the landscape through rewilding, including small wetlands.

In December 2013, the municipal council almost unanimously approved the final development
and management plan produced by CEG. Work on creating this park on the Elisabeth site began in
2018. The foundation’s green discourse has become official policy through a process of co-creation
as advocated by TNC. Both discourses in CEG were aligned towards the same telos (end-goal) of
developing a green Elisabeth Park ‘together with the city.’

4.6. Transformation and Legacy

The co-creation and subsequent political formalization of the plan by the municipal council can
be considered the result of a collaboration between active citizens and innovative political parties
and public officials. While this process was considered a success by most, if not all, stakeholders,
developments after 2014 suggest that this success has also contributed to long-term changes in planning
and management practices towards co-creation and co-management.

While CEG’s work on the development and management plans has finished, and the group was
dissolved in 2014, many citizens have expressed a desire to be involved in the management of the
park. Residents are converting the only remaining building, a monumental boiler house, into a ‘Park
House,’ which will contain a range of facilities, including a meeting room, a café, childcare facilities,
and studios for local artists [51]. In addition, some residents have established a new foundation called
the Elisabeth Green Foundation and have signed a formal cooperation agreement with the municipality
for the management of the area [52]. At the time of writing (2019), citizens are organizing monthly
working days in the area, which is still largely under development. This ongoing involvement of local
residents is currently shifting the governance from co-creation towards co-management of the area.

The perceived success of this co-creation practice is having an influence on other practices in
Amersfoort as well. Considering their activities a success due to a ‘change in culture’, TNC went into
‘sleep mode’ at the end of 2014 [50]. However, several people continued working to promote active
citizenship and co-governance in Amersfoort, for example, through the establishment of an online
platform. In addition, in 2014, the municipality appointed an ‘administrative innovation’ alderman,
a rather unique position aiming to promote co-creation and collaboration officially. Furthermore,
in 2014–2015, a green spatial vision for the city was interactively developed in a co-creation process.
Also, citizens have been increasingly involved in the redevelopment of a road and have taken over a
public building from the municipality. One of the citizens originally involved in CEG said, ‘The legacy
of CEG shows that you can achieve a lot with citizens ... The residents and the municipality both
recognize that we really can do it together’ (Figure 2).
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5. Results Part 2: Understanding the Transformations in Local Practices

As the focus of this paper is on understanding transformations in the relation between the state
and civil society, we analyze these relations against the four elements of the governance practice we
identified in the theory section: discourses, actors, resources, and rules.
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5.1. Discourse

As described above, the Heiligenbergerbeekdal Foundation was successful in promoting their
discourse, raising it from the status of counter-discourse in 2003 to become the dominant discourse
in 2014. Through their alliance with actors focusing on the collaboration discourse, the Foundation
succeeded in steering the dominant policy discourses towards a green redevelopment of the Elisabeth
site. This ‘green’ discourse excluded alternative options such as developing the area for sports or
housing. Interestingly, we see that many subsequent developments were aligned with the original
telos of the Foundation, indicating that their focus on cooperation still works towards the same end of
a green Heiligenbergerbeekdal. It is important to recognize the constitutive role of materiality in the
green discourse. The location of the Elisabeth site in the Heiligenbergerbeekdal makes it part of a green
finger leading from the outskirts of Amersfoort into the city center, which is why a green ecological
function was central to the Foundation’s teleoaffectivity.

The ‘collaboration’ discourse promoted by TNC also traveled across practices before it eventually
became dominant in discussions about the Elisabeth site. While advocated by TNC, it was inspired
by previous experiences across several practices. Citizens’ critiques on the process of redeveloping
Park Randenbroek had put pressure on the municipal council’s existing ways of working. However,
the involvement of citizens in governance was not merely a way to implement green space policies
more efficiently but became more of an objective in itself. The TNC discourse has been an influential
factor in shifting the teleoaffectivity in municipal practices: ‘the ideas [of TNC] have landed fairly
well in Amersfoort’ (respondent from TNC). Through its uptake in CEG and its persistence afterward,
the collaboration discourse has now become embedded in a number of recently emerged practices.

5.2. Actors

In Amersfoort, new actors became involved in a variety of local governance practices. This was
the case in the practices concerning the Water Extraction Area, Vathorst, TNC, CEG, Elisabeth Green
Foundation, and the green spatial vision. Organized citizens have become actively involved in the
creation and implementation of policy, while public officials have taken on a more facilitating role.
The emergence of these new actor constellations has been linked to TNC’s ‘collaboration’ discourse.
Their role as a catalyzer is widely recognized—TNC’s vision and activities played an important role
in bringing the municipality and citizens together and shaping daily collaboration activities: ‘that’s
exactly what we want ... to make that connection again’ (TNC-member). Notwithstanding these forms
of collaboration, there are some critiques on involved citizens mostly being ‘the usual suspects’.

The situated agency of people in key positions played an important role in shaping the practice
around CEG. The public and official support for the ‘collaboration’ discourse and the council’s decision
to green the Elisabeth site provided a political window of opportunity for the executive councilor for
spatial development to start the process. The chairman of CLA, also one of the initiators of TNC and a
member of D66, was invited by the councilor to establish CEG and had an important role in shaping the
early process, as he was given a lot of freedom to do so. Most people in CEG attributed more value to
the governance process than to its substance; therefore, the representative of the Heiligenbergerbeekdal
Foundation in CEG could promote their vision for the area.

5.3. Resources

Finance still mostly comes from municipal sources: the municipal council allocated €1.5 million
for the redevelopment of the Elisabeth site and also purchased the 8 ha of land. However, the citizens’
initiative to purchase the boiler house shows that citizens do contribute financial resources as well.
When we look at the role of materiality as a resource, the biotic and abiotic conditions of the
Elisabeth-area were important in the creation of the development and management plans, where ‘wet’
and ‘dry’ parts were planned to fit these conditions. Some of the existing infrastructure (paths and
roads) was incorporated for use in these plans, as well.
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When we look at attributes and competencies, an ongoing shift is already visible. First, the citizens
in CEG increasingly provided not only knowledge and expertise about ecology and cultural history,
but also cultural and social capital related to organizational capacities and mobilizing capacities
related to local residents. The people in TNC contributed expertise concerning the organization of
activities, while representatives from FH and other local NGOs contributed important ecological and
environmental knowledge. In addition, individual residents also provided input to the development
and management plans, contributing over 200 ideas, many of which were incorporated into the
development of the Elisabeth site. Meanwhile, public officials were important in ensuring the process
met the requirements of official procedures but also contributed to the substance of the plans.

5.4. Rules of the Game

The formal logic of the municipality and a more informal approach of citizens did not always align
in practice. Our study shows how regulatory elements, such as the formalization of development plans
by the council, are deeply institutionalized in municipal practices. Here, CEG was forced to follow
established rules. Consequently, regulatory elements continued to exert a strong hold over CEG’s
activities. CEG’s progress was regularly discussed during official council meetings and subjected
to official financial and legal scrutiny; public officials had to account for certain proceedings and/or
write parts of reports. Respondents claimed that not all public officials were willing to derive from
existing ways of working: ‘at the moment that you’ve sufficiently discussed the framework with the
municipality, then the municipality should eventually approve the plan without a doubt if it fits the
framework. But then, you should not at the last moment say ‘a bit of this or that’. Then you cut through
the process and end up on the old positions’ (CEG-member).

New rules for collaboration needed to be developed within the existing regulatory framework,
and the citizens in CEG played an important part in this. In addition, the support for co-creation
also enabled the municipal officials to ‘bend’ some rules and directives that were originally set by the
municipality. While some rules persisted, others changed, or flexible interpretations were allowed.
For example, due to time pressure, a formally obligatory round of consultation was skipped, it is argued
that consultation had already taken place at other moments. Content-wise, the original directive for
the Elisabeth-location prescribed three small areas where dogs could roam freely. During discussions,
CEG discovered that citizens preferred one large area instead. This change from the official directives
was accepted by the municipality.

6. Discussion

6.1. The Transformative Potential of Active Citizenship

This paper investigates the role of active citizenship in the transformation of governance practices.
As we have shown, the discourses promoted and resources contributed by citizens have played an
important role in (the process of) redesigning the Elisabeth site. We observed a transformation in the
relationship between citizens and authorities in the realization of green space and its management.
In this way, citizens have promoted the benefits offered by urban green space as well as ‘new ways of
working’ in local governance. While the transformation of the built-up area into green space is nothing
new in Western cities, the co-creative nature of the process on this spatial scale and with this many
people involved is unique in the Netherlands [cf. 9]. More importantly, the co-creation practices, in our
case, have inspired others and promoted co-creation in green and non-green domains.

Despite many critical perspectives in the literature, such as [18,26], our analysis does highlight the
role of citizens as situated agents capable of transforming many elements across governance practices.
We show a change in terms of the involved actors and the discourses promoted by these actors, but
also in resources (forms of capital contributed by citizens) and rules (skipping of formal procedures,
the involvement of CEG in official meetings of authorities). The exchange of elements between practices
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plays a key role in both the substance and the process of these transformations. Social connectivity
between practices is thus important for the transformative potential of active citizenship [8,23,29].

6.2. Change and Stability

Our analysis shows that several elements from previous practices played an important role in this
transformation towards co-creative practices in Amersfoort. Over the years, authorities and active
citizens have developed several new forms of co-creation by exchanging elements between practices,
such as actors, resources, discourses, and rules. These transformations have taken place through
daily collaboration, with the municipality supporting the upscaling and institutionalization of active
citizenship [the importance of such support is also highlighted by [28,29,53,54].

This process of change was a gradual and path-dependent one in which actors consciously
promoted certain elements and also adapted to changes, such as elections and the economic crisis.
Like Shove, Pantzar, and Watson [34], we highlight how experiences in previous practices have
consequences for the development and shaping of new practices. Our case illustrates that such
experiences can be both positive and negative: successful co-creation in certain practices inspired a
similar process in others. However, the municipalities’ negative experiences with angry citizens and
frustrations among citizens that protest did not lead to the accomplishment of their objectives also
contributed to a search for collaboration.

While our analysis highlights changes for almost all elements, it also shows that the process of
redeveloping the Elisabeth site is connected to existing institutions (rules, resources, actors). In this
context, it is also important to look at what elements did not change. Across practices, authorities retain
an important role in setting frameworks and objectives, formalizing spatial plans, issuing permits,
and maintaining regulations. In this, we see that legal, regulatory frameworks for formalizing decision
making (such as the role of the municipal council in taking formal decisions) remain in place. The observed
change has thus mostly taken shape within the formal boundaries of the existing democratic system,
but within these boundaries, there was flexibility in creating and implementing spatial plans.

6.3. Conflict and Collaboration

An important conclusion about the transformations in Amersfoort is that they have taken place
in the context of both contestation and collaboration. The contestation phase of citizen involvement
may have provided a constituency, legitimacy and knowledge, and thus, power to involved citizen
groups. It was, however, only through collaboration that discourses on greening the area became
part of newly emerging practices of co-creation. While conflicts can have a constitutive role in
societal transformations [55], our study shows that a shift in citizens’ activities from protest towards
collaboration was a key turning point towards transformation. While Isin [24] might still label the
citizens in our case study as ‘activist’ as they desired fundamental change in governance, citizens
started to employ different means towards this end.

Collaboration with authorities can be beneficial to the success of active citizens in reaching their
objectives [23,28,29,53]. In agreeance with the work of Borgström [54], we, therefore, wish to emphasize
that an important part of citizens’ transformative capacity is linked to an enabling environment for
citizen engagement in new forms of governance as well as to authorities’ openness for collaboration.
In CEG, we have seen how such cooperation provided citizens with the situated agency to influence the
outcome of the process and the way in which it was given shape. Like Colding et al. [15], we observe
that it may be beneficial for active citizens to align with existing legal frameworks in order to be
influential, even if it requires them to play by the formal rules of the game. Yet, as this requires citizens
to ‘play by the rules’, it does somewhat confirm the trade-off between the independence of active
citizens and their influence in the public domain [20,29].



Sustainability 2019, 11, 5781 14 of 16

7. Conclusions

Somewhat paradoxically, active citizenship, and new forms of governance often require
legitimization and formalization by the representative democratic system that citizens aim to transform
see also [17]. That is why strongly institutionalized elements often retain an important role in ‘new’
practices, steering the activities that these citizens employ. The shift in citizens’ activities from protest
towards collaboration was a key turning point in our case study. By aligning with existing rules
and resources, citizens can become powerful situated agents that transform governance institutions.
Although our research may suggest a trade-off between the autonomy and power of citizens involved in
governance practices, it especially shows how, in certain circumstances, citizens can realize significant
transformations in governance.

Our analysis illustrates that elements from certain practices can travel to other practices if
teleoaffectivities are sufficiently aligned. In this sense, the success of practices that involve active
citizens in governance can make way for more inclusion of citizens in other practices. This change
across practices can eventually transform local governance systems and produce substantial changes
in the public domain. When we talk about transformations, it is thus important not only to focus
on specific practices but also to consider the interactions and exchange of elements between various
practices [8,29]. In this, a challenge for citizens and policymakers that strive for urban greening or
democratic renewal will be to create and maintain effective partnerships in the city [11].
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