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Policy Brief

Introduction

Urban nature plays an essential role in halting biodiversity loss, adapting to the impacts of
climate change, and promoting human health and well-being. Over the past decades, many
cities throughout Europe have lost green infrastructure mainly due to unsustainable urban
expansion (ESPON, 2020; Simkin et al., 2022). Today, urban nature is threatened by fragmen-
tation in rapidly growing and densifying cities.

In this policy brief, we argue that achieving the ambitious targets of the Kunming-Mon-
treal Global Biodiversity Framework (COP CBD, 2022) and the European Union’s Biodiversity
Strategy (European Parliament, 2020) and Nature Restoration Law (European Parliament
and Council, 2024) requires focus not only to quantity-based indicators, such as the area of
habitat protected or urban tree canopy cover, but also to quality-based indicators from both
ecological and social perspectives. These are essential for understanding how restoration
efforts impact both humans and other species. This is particularly relevant in urban areas where
there are close interactions between people and nature.

We propose a multispecies justice approach - recognising the wellbeing of both humans
and other species - as a means to integrate qualitative dimensions of urban nature into city
planning, restoration, and wellbeing strategies. Efforts to halt biodiversity loss and adapt to
climate change require challenging established ways of thinking that separate people from
nature. Instead, humans should be seen as a part of nature and ecosystems. This perspective
requires, for example, that urban nature planning does not prioritise human needs at the
expense of the ecological requirements of other species, but rather fosters conditions that
support the wellbeing of both (Rupprecht, 2020). The key goal of multispecies justice is to create
space, or ‘agency’, for the voices of other species and the often overlooked human groups in
decision-making (Maller, 2021, Raymond et al. 2025). In this policy brief, we advocate assessing
the quality of urban nature from a multispecies justice perspective that uses place-based
participatory methods to support the shared wellbeing of humans and other species in urban
planning and restoration.




Policy Brief 3

Key recommendations for considering the ‘quality’
of urban nature in restoration actions

» Balance the needs of humans and other species. Urban planning and restoration
action should strive to balance the spatial requirements of humans and other species.

A multispecies justice approach enables the integration of both ecological and human
perspectives.

* Incorporate qualitative indicators. Nature restoration efforts should evaluate not only the
quantity (e.g. area) of urban nature, but also its quality, ensuring that actions support both
human wellbeing and biodiversity.

» Plan connectivity for both people and nature. Linking green spaces and habitats supports
species persistence and ecosystem processes while providing humans with health,
recreation, and wellbeing benefits.

* Recognise the diverse values of nature. Valuation methods can be used to identify and
prioritize the meanings that different groups of people attribute to nature - and also from
the perspective of other species, especially when considering how we live together with
nature or as a part of it.

* Apply place-based participatory mapping methods to support qualitative valuation. Tools
such as digital map-based surveys can help identify how different groups of citizens value
urban nature from diverse perspectives, including those of other species.

We further describe and justify each of these key recommendations below, drawing on the
peer-reviewed literature and recent empirical insights from the MUST research project.
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Restoring urban nature should support the shared
wellbeing of humans and other species

When properly directed, urban nature restoration can enhance the wellbeing of both humans
and other species, and thus align with a multispecies justice framing. For people, the benefits
are multifaceted and extend across both physical and mental health domains. On the physical
health side, urban nature provides spaces for outdoor recreational activities such as walking,
jogging, cycling, and playing (Fagerholm et al., 2021), supporting healthier lifestyles, enhancing
cardiovascular health, and contributing to the prevention of asthma and allergies (Nieuwenhu-
ijsen et al., 2017).

On the mental health side, contact with urban nature fosters relaxation, reduces stress,
and enhances overall psychological wellbeing. Empirical studies have documented positive
effects, including lowered blood pressure, reduced heart rate, and improved immune system
functioning (Twohig-Bennett & lones, 2018). Urban nature also facilitates social interactions
and community cohesion, which are important determinants of mental health. Beyond these
direct physiological and social benefits, experiences in nature can support deeper aspects of
human wellbeing, such as self-acceptance or personal growth and reflection on the meaning
of life (Lima & Mariano, 2022). Studies have shown that the physical and mental health benefits
derived from natural environments can generate significant economic impacts (e.g. Buckley &
Chauvenet, 2022).

A key challenge for urban planners is to balance human interests
with the needs of different species, as well as to design urban
environments that deliver multispecies benefits.

Restoring urban nature is also essential for the wellbeing of non-human species. Urban habitats,
for example urban grasslands, provide valuable habitats for a wide range of species (Herrmann,
Buchholz & Theodorou, 2023). Biodiversity loss in cities often results from the degradation

and fragmentation of habitats, highlighting the importance of maintaining and restoring urban
ecosystems and connections between them (Spotswood et al., 2021). In addition to supporting
biodiversity, urban nature plays a critical role in climate change adaptation by moderating
urban temperatures during heat waves, managing stormwater and flood risks, and improving
air quality. Restoring urban green environments, therefore, has significant wellbeing benefits
for both humans and other species. A key challenge for urban planners is to balance human
interests with the needs of different species, as well as to design urban environments that
deliver multispecies benefits.
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Nature restoration efforts should evaluate not only
the quantity (area) of urban nature, but also its quality

The EU Biodiversity Strategy and the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework specify
that countries must protect 30% of land and sea areas and restore 30% of degraded habitats by
2030. Complementing these objectives, the EU Nature Restoration Law requires the restoration
of at least 20% of the EU’s land and sea area by 2030, with the long-term goal of restoring all
ecosystems in need of recovery by 2050. In urban contexts, the law mandates no net loss of
urban green space and tree cover by 2030 and a 5% increase by 2050. To meet these targets, EU
Member States are required to develop national restoration plans within two years of the Law’s
enactment.

While these policies establish ambitious quantitative, area-based targets, they provide limited
guidance on ecological quality and biodiversity outcomes for urban nature. Article 8 of the EU
Restoration Law sets the objective of achieving a “satisfactory level” of urban greenery (in terms
of green structure and canopy cover), yet it lacks clear definitions or operational guidelines
for local implementation, particularly at the neighbourhood scale (Klaus et al., 2025; Penca &
Tanasescu, 2025). Without complementary qualitative criteria, there is a risk that restoration
efforts may increase the extent of urban green areas without meaningfully enhancing their
ecological and social quality and, hence, fail to deliver benefits to people and other species.

To address this concern, we argue that restoration plans should take into account not only
quantitative criteria but also the quality of urban nature to ensure that restoration efforts are
targeted in the best possible way to support both the wellbeing of humans and other species,
and to halt biodiversity loss by 2030.

Enhancing connectivity and developing green infrastructure is essential
to achieving quantitative conservation and restoration targets.

From an ecological perspective, biodiversity depends on sufficient habitat area and quality,
as well as the connectivity of ecological networks that enable species dispersal and gene
flow. Enhancing connectivity and developing green infrastructure is, therefore, essential to
achieving quantitative conservation and restoration targets. However, strategies that focus
narrowly on protecting individual species are not always sustainable long-term, as species exist
within complex ecological networks. If unprotected species are allowed to decline, ecological
processes may deteriorate, leading to habitat degradation that undermine both protected
species and human wellbeing. A functioning ecosystem relies on a diverse range of species,
and overlooking the needs of common species risks their eventual decline and possible endan-
germent. For further insights into the ecological quality in urban nature, see e.g. Garrard et al.,
2018, Parris et al., 2018.

Connectivity in urban planning refers to the degree to which green spaces, habitats, and
ecological networks are physically and functionally linked, enabling the movement of species,
ecological processes, and human access to nature.
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A multispecies justice perspective requires that connectivity be understood from both ecological
and human viewpoints—ensuring that corridors support species survival and ecosystem
functions, while also meeting diverse human needs for recreation, health, and wellbeing. For
example, connectivity may look very different from a frog’s perspective, which relies on wetland
corridors, than a bird’s perspective, which prioritises larger habitat patches. Similarly, the value of
everyday urban nature differs for a jogger seeking a continuous running route versus a family with
children in search of a recreational area for play and nature observation. Balancing these multiple
needs is crucial for creating inclusive and sustainable urban environments.

Nature restoration efforts should acknowledge
the diverse values of nature

Nature restoration efforts should acknowledge the diverse ways people interact with and value
nature, extending beyond purely ecological criteria. Building a sustainable and just future
requires a shift in mindset so that nature is seen more broadly than merely from the perspective
of material exploitation. This is the central message of the IPBES Value Assessment (Pascual et
al., 2023), which provides a framework to understand the diverse ways people value nature.

Building a sustainable and just future requires a shift in mindset
so that nature is seen more broadly than merely from the perspective
of material exploitation.

To operationalise these values, the Values Assessment identifies four ‘life frames’ through which
people relate to nature:

1. Living from Nature: nature is valued primarily as a resource for human use and
exploitation,

2. Living in Nature: nature is valued as a place for wellbeing, culture and identity,

Living with Nature: humans and nature are seen as coexisting, and

4. Living as Nature: humans are an intrinsic part of nature.

w

To align with a multispecies justice perspective, all four life frames may be used to identify the
diverse ways people value nature, while the ‘living with’ and ‘living as’ frames may also be used
to help incorporate the perspectives of other species. A wide range of nature-based, state-
ment-based, and behaviour-based methods exist to assess these values (IPBES, 2022), where
values may be expressed using economic, biophysical, and socio-cultural indicators. Integrating
these valuation methods with place-based methodologies, such as participatory mapping,
supports the understanding and consideration of the nature values in urban planning and
restoration efforts, enabling decision-making that reflects both human and non-human
interests.
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Recognizing the quality of urban nature
through place-based methods

In this policy brief, we advocate assessing the quality of urban nature through participatory
methods that engage citizens. Place-based participatory methodes, i.e. participatory mapping,
can be used to understand, document, and improve the quality of urban nature, as well as
to examine it from the perspectives of different human groups and other species. These
methods support the operationalization of multispecies justice and the perspective of a shared
wellbeing between humans and other species. They are particularly useful in studying connec-
tivity as they enable the identification of ecologically and socially significant areas that should
be preserved.

Participatory mapping is often applied through map-based surveys (Kytta et al., 2023).
In digital map-based surveys, respondents, i.e. city residents themselves, can pinpoint and
describe on the map the place-based values they associate with their everyday environment and
landscape (Figure 1). These values can range from exercise and recreational opportunities to
wellbeing and health benefits, as well as deeper dimensions of wellbeing, which may align with
the four life frames. By analysing the spatial and descriptive data, it is possible to examine the
spatial distribution, clustering (Figure 2), or accessibility of diverse values of nature both at the
neighbourhood level and more broadly across an entire city (Fagerholm et al,, 2021).
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Figure 1. Digital map-based surveys help to understand the quality of urban nature
from the perspective of different groups of people and other species.
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Figure 2 shows an example of a place-based analysis of nature values. In the mapping survey,
residents in the Finnish city of Turku were asked to map their important outdoor activity
locations on a map and to specify values associated with each site. The most frequently cited
values were being outdoors, walking, beauty, and closeness to nature. The map highlights
statistically significant clusters of outdoor areas (with percentages indicating the cluster’s level
of statistical significance). Areas offering a wide range of nature-related values appear as “hot
spots”, concentrated in well-known natural environments. By contrast, the Turku city centre
appears as a blue “cold spot”, reflecting that outdoor opportunities there are largely limited to
parks and sports areas, which respondents associated with fewer and more narrowly defined
nature-related values.

The place-based approach described here helps to identify and prioritize the values that
different human groups assign to urban nature, as well as to examine urban nature from the
perspective of other species—particularly when addressing human coexistence with nature
or living as part of nature (life frames 3 and 4). Spatial data collected from people can be
combined with other spatial data, such as data describing ecological connectivity, to understand
the interactions and contradictions between urban nature and human experiences. Many cities
are already utilizing map-based surveys as part of urban planning, and these methods could be
expanded for use in restoration planning.

HIRNENSA =
- KAKSKERTA,
-

50km N
]

e cold spot (99%) Figure 2. The clustering of outdoor activity locations analysed through
o cold spot (95%) values connected to them (Fagerholm ym., 2021; background map data
cold spot (90%) © National Land Survey of Finland, the city of Turku, and OpenStreetMap).
¢ not significant
hot spot (90%)

® hot spot (95%)
e hot spot (99%)




Policy Brief 10

References

ESPON (European Spatial Planning Organisation). 2020. Policy Brief: Green Infrastructure in Urban Areas.
ESPON EGTC, Luxembourg.

Buckley, R.C., Chauvenet, A.L.M. 2022. Economic value of nature via healthcare savings and productivity
increases. Biological Conservation 272, 109665.

COP CBD (Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity). 2022. Kunming-Montreal
Global Biodiversity Framework. United Nations Environment Programme. Decision no. CBD/COP/DEC/15/4.

European Parliament and Council. 2024. Regulation (EU) 2024/1991 on Nature Restoration and Amending
Regulation (EU) 2022/869. Official Journal of the European Union. Accessed September 2, 2025.

European Parliament, Directorate-General for Internal Policies of the Union, Négre, F. (2020)
The EU 2030 biodiversity strategy. European Parliament.

Fagerholm, N., Eilola, S., Arki, V. 2021. Outdoor recreation and nature’s contribution to well-being
in a pandemic situation - Case Turku, Finland. Urban Forestry & Urban Greening 64, 127257.

Garrard, G.E., Williams, N.S.G., Mata, L., Thomas, l., Bekessy, S.A. 2018. Biodiversity Sensitive Urban Design.
Conservation Letters, 11(2).

Herrmann, J., Buchholz, S., Theodorou, P. 2023. The degree of urbanisation reduces wild bee and butterfly
diversity and alters the patterns of flower-visitation in urban dry grasslands. Scientific Reports 13, 2702.

IPBES, 2022. Summary for Policymakers of the Methodological Assessment Report on the Diverse Values and
Valuation of Nature of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services.
Pascual, U., Balvanera, P, Christie, M., Baptiste, B., Gonzalez-liménez, D., Anderson, C.B., Athayde, S.,

Barton, D.N., Chaplin-Kramer, R., lacobs, S., Kelemen, E., Kumar, R., Lazos, E., Martin, A., Mwampamba, T.H.,
Nakangu, B., O’Farrell, P, Raymond, C.M., Subramanian, S.M., Termansen, M., Van Noordwijk, M., Vatn, A. (eds.).
IPBES secretariat, Bonn, Germany.

Klaus, V.H., Behounkova, K., Valké, O., Degtjarenko, P., Schelfhout, S. 2025. Countries need ambitious
urban biodiversity targets under the EU Nature Restoration Law. npj Urban Sustainability 5: 1-4.

Kyttd, M., Fagerholm, N., Hausner, V., Broberg, A. 2023. Maptionnaire. In Burnett, C. (Ed.) Evaluating Participatory
Mapping Software, pp. 71-91. Springer, Cham, Switzerland.

Lima, P.A.B., Mariano, E.B. 2022. Eudaimonia in the relationship between human and nature: A systematic
literature review. Cleaner Production Letters 2, 100007.

Maller, C. 2021. Re-orienting nature-based solutions with more-than-human thinking. Cities 113, 103155.

Nieuwenhuijsen, M.J., Khreis, H., Triguero-Mas, M., Gascon, M., Dadvand, P. 2017. Fifty Shades of Green:
Pathway to Healthy Urban Living. Epidemiology 28: 63-71.

Raymond, C.M., Rautio, P., Fagerholm, N., Aaltonen, V.A., Andersson, E., Celermajer, D., Christie, M., Hallfors, M.,
Saari, M.H., Mishra, H.S., Lechner, A.M., Pineda-Pinto, M., Schlosberg, D. (2025). Applying multispecies justice
in nature-based solutions and urban sustainability planning: Tensions and prospects.

npj Urban Sustainability, 5: 1-9.

Rupprecht, C. D. D. et al. 2020. Multispecies sustainability. Global Sustainability 3, e34.

Parris, K.M., Amati, M., Bekessy, S.A., Dagenais, D., Fryd, O., Hahs, A.K,, Hes, D., Imberger, S.1., Livesley, S.J.,
Marshall, A.l., Rhodes, J.R. 2018. The seven lamps of planning for biodiversity in the city. Cities 83: 44-53.


https://archive.espon.eu/green-infrastructure-urban-areas
http://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S000632072200218X
https://www.cbd.int/doc/decisions/cop-15/cop-15-dec-04-en.pdf
http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1991/oj
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2861/545892
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ufug.2021.127257
https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12411
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-29275-8
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6522392
https://doi.org/10.1038/s42949-025-00218-8
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-031-19594-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.clpl.2022.100007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2021.103155
https://doi.org/10.1097/EDE.0000000000000549
https://doi.org/10.1038/s42949-025-00191-2
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.28
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264275117314245

Policy Brief 11

Pascual, U., Balvanera, P., Anderson, C.B., Chaplin-Kramer, R., Christie, M., Gonzalez-liménez, D., Martin, A.,
Raymond, C.M., Termansen, M., Vatn, A. and Athayde, S. 2023. Diverse values of nature for sustainability.
Nature 620: 813-823.

Penca, J., Tanasescu, M. 2025. The transformative potential of the EU’s Nature Restoration Law.
Sustainability Science 20, 643-647.

Simkin, R.D., Seto, K.C., McDonald, R.Il., Jetz, W. 2022. Biodiversity impacts and conservation implications of
urban land expansion projected to 2050. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 119, €2117297119.

Spotswood, E. N., Beller, E. E., Grossinger, R., Grenier, J. L., Heller, N. E., Aronson, M. F. 1. 2021. The Biological
Deserts Fallacy: Cities in Their Landscapes Contribute More than We Think to Regional Biodiversity.
BioScience 71(2): 148-160.

Twohig-Bennett, C., Jones, A. 2018. The health benefits of the great outdoors: A systematic review and
meta-analysis of greenspace exposure and health outcomes. Environmental Research 166: 628-637.



https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-023-06406-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-024-01610-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-024-01610-6
https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biaa155
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envres.2018.06.030

Policy Brief 12

Authors

Nora Fagerholm is Associate Professor in Human-Nature Interactions and Sustainability at

the University of Turku. Her multidisciplinary research utilizes digital, place-based methods for
studying relationships between people and places for advancing sustainability transformations.
She has extensively studied the meanings of urban nature for inhabitants. Fagerholm acts as
the vice director of the MUST research project.

Maria Hallfors is an expert on climate change ecology, working as Senior Researcher at the
Finnish Environment Institute. Her research focuses on species’ responses to climate change.
She uses long-term data and thermal experiments to study which species are able to respond to
climate change by e.g. shifting their ranges or their phenology, or even adapting evolutionarily.

Mike Christie is Professor of Environmental and Ecological Economics at Aberystwyth
University, UK. His research specialises on the economic and social valuation of nature and its
contributions to people, and has led empirical studies across the globe. He chaired the highly
influential 2022 IPBES Methodological assessment of the diverse values and valuation of nature.

Christopher Raymond is Professor of Sustainability Science at the University of Helsinki,
Finland, and the Director of the MUST research project. His research specialises on the concep-
tualization and assessment of the multiple values of nature, participatory urban planning and
sustainability transformations. He was a Coordinating Lead Author of the IPBES Methodological
assessment of the diverse values and valuation of nature and is currently the Director of the
International Association for Society and Natural Resources.

Alex Lechner is a professor and landscape ecologist at Monash University Indonesia. His
research focuses on applying interdisciplinary approaches to urban sustainability, spatial
planning, and GIS analysis, including ecological connectivity modeling.

Kari Jalonen has a Ph.D. in Organizational Studies, and works as a Leading Researcher at Demos
Helsinki. His work focuses on research and societal impact work on strategic management in
the public sector, knowledge-based decision making, and societal sustainability transformations.
Jalonen is the Interaction Lead for the MUST research project.



MUST - Enabling Multispecies Transitions in Cities and Regions

MUST is a multidisciplinary research project that aims to enable a multi-species transition
towards a way of life in which humans and other species can adapt to a new way of life that
supports their mutual well-being. We develop new theory, methods and practical tools for a
multispecies transition to support citizens, teachers, urban planners, and decision-makers
in recognizing values of nature and relationships between different species in discussions,
planning, and decision making. Our research team includes experts in e.g. human geography,
ecology, urban and land use planning, environmental economy and environmental education.
This research is funded by the Strategic Research Council (SRC) established within the
Research Council of Finland. The MUST project is part of the JUST TRANSITIONS research
program. More information on the initiative and its results can be found on our website at
https://must-project.fi/
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