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FOREWORD

The creation of this book started with a group of urban development pro-

fessionals and practitioners wanting to share their experiences from cities 

around the world. They were fascinated with what they saw in the public 

realm of these cities—incredible crowding, litter, and an unruly mix of vehi-

cles and people (photo F.1). But even in the densest and most unorganized cit-

ies in the world, they were able to find gems: public-space assets that worked 

surprisingly well, such as waterfronts that drew communities together, parks 

that were defined and managed, and dynamic and lively streets.

In the messiness that was the rest of the city, they saw vibrancy and oppor-

tunity. They asked,“What if these cities better managed their public spaces? Could 

they transform the entire city?”

This book also comes at a time of renewed global interest in the critical 

role public spaces play in shaping inclusive, resilient, and sustainable cities 

and communities for all.

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 11 (SDG 11) called for 

“universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible, green and public spaces, in partic-

ular, for women and children, older persons and persons with disabilities” by 2030. 

This target has also been integrated into the New Urban Agenda adopted in 

2016 at the United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban 

Development (Habitat III) and endorsed by the United Nations General 

Assembly.

It is in that spirit that the editors of this book crowdsourced and gathered 

stories of public-space initiatives and researched and documented global 

case studies to gain insights from experiences on the ground. They were par-

ticularly interested in the institutional dynamics and the actions that were 

taken throughout the public-space asset life cycle—how the spaces were 

created, designed, funded, and managed. Where city data were scarce, they 
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developed spatial tools and technology to map cities and to provide insights 

into the spatial patterns and use of public spaces in dense cities.

Collectively, this book draws on the various threads of analytical work 

conducted through the World Bank’s Urbanscapes Community of Practice 

platform. It frames the analysis and case studies into three components:

• Part I seeks to identify—through the lens of asset management—effective 

strategies to plan, fund, and manage government and privately owned 

public spaces. It explores the broad spectrum of ways to govern public 

spaces and how they can become financially sustainable assets.

• Part II focuses on the city scale, with analysis to characterize the patterns 

of distribution, quality, and use of public spaces in selected cities. Spatial 

analytical tools and city case studies were developed with the United 

Nations Human Settlements Programme’s (UN-Habitat) Global Public 

Space Programme and with the European Space Agency (ESA) through 

the Earth Observation for Sustainable Development (EO4SD) program.

• Part III dives into the neighborhood scale with a series of case stud-

ies documenting the life-cycle processes for planning, implementing, 

and managing public spaces. The Centre for Liveable Cities (CLC) in 

Singapore and the Korean Research Institute for Human Settlements 

(KRIHS) contributed city-specific case studies to illustrate different 

models of funding, implementing, and managing public spaces. Other 

case studies were prepared by World Bank staff and consultants. The 

city cases were selected to demonstrate a broad range of innovative 

public-space initiatives.

I hope you will find the perspectives and analyses within this book insightful.

Laura Tuck

Vice President, Sustainable Development

The World Bank

PHOTO F.1 Aerial view of Bahadur Shah Park in Dhaka, Bangladesh

Source: ©Fariduzzaman Zabir. Reproduced, with permission, from Fariduzzaman Zabir; further permission 
required for reuse.
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OvERviEW
Jon Kher Kaw and Sameh Wahba

URBANIZATION AND THE NEED FOR SPACE

Between 1960 and 2017, the world’s urban population quadrupled from 

about 1 billion to more than 4 billion  people. Today, some 55 percent of the 

world’s population live in cities, and this figure is slated to increase to about 

two-thirds with the expected addition of another 2.5 billion people to urban 

areas by 2050. Close to 90 percent of this urbanization process will take place 

in Asia and Africa (UN DESA 2019).

Urbanization enables people to come together to benefit from econo-

mies of agglomeration through increased productivity due to economic 

density, accelerated innovation from knowledge spillovers, and greater 

mobility and  access to jobs and  services. However, it also puts immense 

pressure on land and natural resources, and the resulting urban environ-

ment is often  riddled with undesirable outcomes—from housing shortages 

and unaffordability to poor basic services, increased pollution, and traffic 

 congestion. The extent to which cities will continue to be sustainable as 

they grow will depend on how they manage the trade-offs between the ben-

efits of urban agglomeration and the costs that an unplanned urbanization 

process  creates.

In the public realm—the urban spaces between buildings such as streets 

and open space—the frictional forces of urbanization and their negative 

externalities manifest themselves in many forms, including neglected 

parks and open spaces that become collectors of trash and pollution, 
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streets that divide communities without consideration for pedestrians, 

and vehicular traffic that dominates the use of public  spaces. In the 

city of Dhaka, Bangladesh, for example—home to one of the world’s 

densest urban populations at about 510 persons per hectare (UN DESA 

2019)—traffic moves only slightly faster than a walking pace, at around 

7   kilometers per hour (World Bank 2017a). In Nairobi, Kenya, average 

speeds of 14  kilometers per hour for informal,  privately owned minibuses 

(matatus) imply that within a one-hour commute, riders can access only 

20 percent of the jobs in the city (World Bank 2016). Poor-quality, uncom-

fortable, and unhealthy urban environments and public spaces have thus 

taken a toll on livability, resilience, and competitiveness in many of the 

world’s densest  cities. As a result, citizens who rely on public spaces to 

access jobs and services, enjoy open spaces and greenery, or earn their 

livelihoods—such as the street markets and vendors that form a sizable 

part of the informal economy (Skinner, Orleans Reed, and Harvey 2018)—

are affected  disproportionately.

Meanwhile, cities that have managed to deliver well-designed and 

maintained public-space assets fare  better. Increasingly, the presence 

of high- quality public spaces and greenery has become a barometer of 

a city’s quality of life, economic vibrancy, and  innovation.

1

 These cities 

put a priority on creating vibrant, accessible, and inclusive public spaces 

through careful planning and management, thereby enabling cities to 

attract talent and investments and to reap the rewards from  them.

FUNCTIONAL CITIES, VIBRANT PLACES

“Public spaces,” in the simplest terms, are the spaces between buildings and 

facilities that are open to the public, consisting broadly of three types of 

urban spaces: streets and pedestrian access; open and green spaces, including 

parks, plazas, waterbodies, and waterfronts; and public facilities like librar-

ies, community centers, and municipal markets (UN-Habitat 2015). They 

range from informal street corners where people gather to prominent city 

plazas and  landmarks. Global experience has shown how these varied types 

of public spaces can directly contribute to cities’ functionalities, including 

social interactions, urban health, labor markets, and urban environment, to 

name a  few.

Streets and Pedestrian Access

Streets are public spaces that range from narrow pedestrian alleys in historic 

cities to large boulevards such as La Rambla in Barcelona and the avenues 

of  Beijing. The design of streets as public spaces necessitates significant 

improvements to enhance personal and traffic safety and to allow the under-

privileged and users with special needs such as the disabled, elderly, women, 

and children to participate fully in public  realm activities. Streets also pro-

vide critical spaces for intracity mobility and support livelihoods for the 

urban  poor. The share of street vending as a percentage of total employment 

can vary from around 5 percent in many cities to 20 percent in some cities 

(UN-Habitat 2013).
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Given that motorized vehicles are a big source of greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions,

2

 cities that prioritize their streets for walkability and 

cycling over motor vehicles can tackle climate change by reducing carbon 

 emissions. Copenhagen, for example, aspires to combat climate change 

by becoming carbon-neutral by 2025—a core strategy being the targeting 

of 75 percent of all trips to be on foot, by bike, or public transport (City of 

Copenhagen 2012).

Open and Green Spaces

Parks and greenery play a critical role in social interaction and recreation 

and provide safe routes for walking, physical activity, and other forms of 

nonmotorized  transportation. The World Health Organization (WHO) esti-

mates that physical inactivity, linked to poor walkability and lack of access 

to recreational areas, accounts for 3.3 percent of global deaths (WHO 2016). 

Greening public spaces in cities also help provide outdoor comfort for peo-

ple and promote health and well-being by mitigating urban heat islands in 

hotter  climates. A recent study of  U.S. cities suggests that tree cover reduces 

heat-related mortality, morbidity, electricity consumption, and the need for 

 cooling. Tree cover in urban areas in the United States saves US$5.3 billion to 

US$12.1 billion annually (McDonald et  al. 2019).

Public Facilities

Public facilities and amenities such as libraries, community centers, and 

sports facilities not only serve as amenities for communities but also help 

create a sense of place and build social  cohesion. Studies have indicated that 

people who live close to high-quality public spaces and amenities are more 

trusting of others, feel less socially isolated, and have more faith in the gov-

ernment (Cox and Streeter 2019).

At the city scale, the allocation and division of public and private urban 

spaces is considered one of the most important priorities, especially in 

 rapidly expanding cities, because they help facilitate intracity mobility and 

 regulate the functioning of land markets (Angel 2012). This reallocation of 

land for public spaces is often not feasible once development has set in and 

public spaces have not been safeguarded up  front.

Public spaces can become effective places that have unique cultural and 

social identities, economic context, and histories to which communities 

attach meaning to. Many of the examples discussed in this book indicate 

that public spaces become successful when they are focused on local 

communities, urban life, and  placemaking. Human-centered design and 

diverse activities in public space are what contribute to a sense of place, 

city vibrancy, inclusion, and safety with “eyes on the street” (Jacobs 1961) 

in addition to promoting social networking, the exchange of ideas, and 

innovation (Katz and Wagner 2014).

Further, the design and building of public spaces create value when those 

processes are place-based and incorporate a spirit and practice of cocreation 

with people and existing communities as the future  users. In many success-

ful places (as measured by their use and user satisfaction), a participatory 
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approach and gradual enhancements have proven effective, over time, in trans-

forming car-centric cities with poor public spaces into vibrant cities catering 

predominantly to diverse groups of people (Gehl 2011).

PUBLIC SPACES: LIABILITIES OR ASSETS?

In a city, a public space can be an asset or a  liability. For example, a main 

street or a central park can either symbolize a city’s vitality and character 

or embody its deterioration and  sterility. From a municipal finance per-

spective, public spaces are often on the liability side of a city’s balance 

sheet because of their operations and maintenance (O&M) costs, where 

most generate either no revenues at all or insufficient revenues to recoup 

 costs.

It is not surprising that in many cities with limited budgets and revenue 

assignments, local governments tend to view public spaces as a liability 

without recognizing their benefits and the value they  create. For instance, 

streets are expensive real estate, with cars consuming a surface area of 

67  square meters per commuter when driving at average city speeds in 

the United States (Bertaud 2018). Yet few cities implement road pricing or 

adequately charge vehicle users for their exploitation of road  space. The 

maintenance of public spaces in such cities is either deferred or kept at a 

bare minimum, such as fixing potholes, repairing sidewalks, or fixing the odd 

 streetlight. In such cities, local governments struggle to ensure that public 

spaces are accessible, fit for purpose, and equitably distributed spatially to 

serve city  neighborhoods. This ad hoc, piecemeal approach often creates a 

downward spiral, leading to a continuous drain on public  resources.

However, as the case studies in Part III of the book demonstrate, this 

does not always have to be the  case. If public spaces are well designed, well 

maintained, and responsive to diverse community needs, they can create 

economic benefits for the city by increasing land and property values in the 

surrounding  area. To realize such returns, cities need fiscal instruments that 

enable them to capture a fair share of the increased land value—whether 

a property tax system based on up-to-date cadaster and property valua-

tion databases or an asset management strategy to generate proceeds from 

the sale or lease of government-owned land and real  estate. The resulting 

increase in municipal revenues can be reinvested in improved service deliv-

ery and further improvement of public  spaces. Several examples show how 

public spaces enhance business sales, land and property values, and munic-

ipal revenues:

• In Seoul, the creative reuse of abandoned railway infrastructure land to 

create the Gyeongui Line Forest Park connecting several neighborhoods 

saw a doubling of adjacent local businesses, between 2015 and 2017, with 

average monthly sales per shop increasing by more than 150  percent. The 

increase in property values within a year of project completion was twice 

the average increase in other neighborhoods in Seoul (chapter 14).

• In Beijing, the restoration and adaptive reuse of historic buildings and a 

regeneration initiative on Yangmeizhu Lane led to a significant growth of 
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new culture- and design-driven businesses and commercial enterprises in 

the  area. Reportedly, the total sales revenues grew from less than RMB 

1 million (US$151,000) in 2012 to RMB 85 million (US$12.9 million) in 2018. 

Property values in the area more than doubled between 2012 and 2018 

after the completion of the project (chapter 9).

• In Tbilisi, Georgia, the rental prices and property values along the rehabili-

tated and pedestrianized Aghmashenebeli Avenue doubled between 2015 and 

2017, and consequently property tax revenues from commercial establish-

ments adjacent to the rehabilitated street drastically increased (chapter 16).

With effective management, public spaces can be financially sustainable 

without dependence on public  budgets. In New York City, the operation and 

maintenance of Bryant Park is fully sustained by revenues from park activi-

ties and contributions from the surrounding business improvement district, 

without any reliance on public funds (Murray 2010). Moreover, in climate- 

vulnerable cities, public spaces can also enhance urban resilience by  reducing 

the negative effects and costs resulting from disasters such as  flooding. For 

example, in Colombo, Sri Lanka, an economic analysis conducted for the 

Beddagana Wetland Park revealed that the total wetland benefits including 

flood protection are annually worth up to SL Rs 12 billion (US$66 million) to 

the Colombo Metropolitan Region (chapter 10).

The benefits of high-quality public spaces are not limited to enhanced 

land and asset  values. They also improve city livability and competitiveness 

by improving public safety, citizen inclusion, and health outcomes while also 

attracting entrepreneurs and a talented workforce who value well-designed, 

managed, and vibrant public spaces, as in the following cases:

• In Seoul, the Yonsei-Ro transit mall project led to improved walkability and 

mobility in the  area. One year after the project’s completion, visitors to 

the adjacent areas increased by 28.9 percent, and pedestrians’ satisfaction 

rate more than  quadrupled. The project mitigated traffic congestion and 

reduced traffic accidents on the street by 54.5 percent (chapter 14).

• In Singapore, the Park Connector Network (PCN)—a network of pedestrian 

pathways and bicycle lanes along residual spaces of stormwater canals, 

roads, and viaducts connecting various neighborhoods and districts 

across the island state—saw an increase in the use of the PCN and its parks 

by 16 percent between 2014 and 2016 (chapter 15).

• In Brooklyn, between the initiation of the Brooklyn Tech Triangle (BTT) in 

2012 and 2015, the number of innovation firms and employees increased 

by 22 percent and 45 percent,  respectively. In fact, 45 percent of surveyed 

innovation firms in the BTT responded that they chose to be in Brooklyn 

because of the neighborhood character and amenities that Brooklyn 

offered (chapter 13).

Public spaces can be fertile platforms for addressing various city  problems. 

When cities think beyond the typical uses of public-space assets, the result-

ing policy actions, targeted investments, innovative infrastructure, and 

design solutions can bring long-term city  transformation. These transformed 

assets serve more than one function: they can be simultaneously areas of 



6 THE HIDDEN WEALTH OF CITIES

urban life and parts of the city infrastructure that improve city functioning 

and resilience beyond its immediate  surroundings. In Medellín, Colombia, 

the innovative provision of public outdoor escalators, public libraries, and a 

“Metrocable”—a cable-propelled gondola lift system that brings residents of 

informal settlements in the Medellín River valley up the steep hills to com-

mercial and employment districts—has improved movement and access to 

services within poor neighborhoods while also connecting those neighbor-

hoods with the rest of the  city. Through a process of inclusive “social urban-

ism,” the city of Medellín has transformed from a “crime capital” to “the most 

innovative city in the  world.”

3

Several trends will continue to change and reshape how public spaces are 

designed, managed, and  used. Disruptive urban technology, for example, is 

poised to transform how some cities plan and manage urban  services. The 

proliferation of remote sensing and earth observation has allowed many cit-

ies to monitor and measure urban expansion and land use (as examined in 

Part II, “Shaping the Public Realm: Data and Spatial Analysis”). On or near 

the ground, the use of drones, sensors, street imagery with object detection 

ability, mixed reality, 5G mobile technology, dockless bike-shares, and auton-

omous vehicles in some cities offers new opportunities for more efficient and 

innovative uses of public  spaces. These trends also create new challenges in 

managing streets, open spaces, and air rights that necessitate adequate poli-

cies and  regulations. Another trend is an increased focus on  security. Public 

spaces—transit  stations, stadiums, marketplaces, streets, and so on—have 

become increasingly targeted by terrorists, forcing governments to shape 

policies and plans to better secure public  safety.

ATTRIBUTES OF SUCCESSFUL PUBLIC SPACES: 
A FRAMEWORK

The quality of public spaces influences how people, communities, and 

 businesses interact in  cities. Ideally, they can create value by enhancing 

social inclusion and diversity; generating productivity gains from urban 

agglomeration forces; and facilitating the exchange of goods, services, 

and knowledge  spillovers. Conversely, poorly conceived public spaces 

can devalue places by dividing communities and exacerbating congestion 

forces that could hinder city livability and  productivity.

Some of the factors that lead to poor-quality, unsuccessful public spaces are

• Limited capacity of local governments to plan, finance, implement, and main-

tain public spaces;

• Poor and insensitive top-down design solutions, resulting in urban forms that 

do not respond to community needs;

• Poor O&M regimes, resulting in deterioration of the public spaces and low 

service levels; and

• Pressure on governments to turn over land used as public space for other pri-

orities or private developments, resulting in a loss of public  space.
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Successful public spaces, on the other hand, share many attributes— 

including being designed as human-centered places that are attractive, com-

fortable, accessible, walkable, enjoyable, and safe for all users, including the 

disabled and older persons. Such spaces create a sense of place, enhance the 

surrounding built environment, and connect a variety of  neighborhoods. 

They are vibrant, full of people, support the local economy, and help to build 

inclusive  communities. They accommodate multiple uses and are well man-

aged and maintained throughout their life  cycles. Often, these public spaces 

involve public and private collaboration during the process of their creation 

and  management.

Globally, cities with livable urban environments take on a wide range of 

development pathways to implement and manage high-quality public spaces 

sustainably through a well-thought-out approach to the whole life cycle of 

every public space—from its planning, creation, implementation, and O&M 

to its replacement or  rejuvenation. The scale may vary, from one that is 

space-specific (and based on the place’s individual history) to systematic and 

 strategic management of a network of public  spaces. In either case, responsi-

ble entities and stakeholders should ask a set of critical questions:

• Who are the actors, and how are they involved?

• What public-space assets does a city own?

• Which implementation approaches should be taken?

• How can public spaces be funded?

• How can public spaces be managed sustainably?

Figure  O.1 facilitates responses to these questions and serves as an initial 

checklist of items to  consider. The sections below then discuss the founda-

tions of this framework: the roles of the various actors and stakeholders as 

well as the processes involved, from strategic approaches to funding to man-

agement and  governance.

ACTORS AND STAKEHOLDERS

Governments

The analysis of any city map reveals that the surface area occupied by 

streets forms roughly 20 percent of built-up areas globally, with a wide 

range between such cities as Dhaka and Dar es Salaam (less than 10 percent 

of built area) to cities such as Toronto and Singapore (around 30 percent of 

built area) (UN-Habitat 2013). When streets are added together with public 

 facilities and open and green spaces, the resulting public spaces form an even 

larger percentage of the urbanized land in  cities. This is significant compared 

with other categories of land use and is usually the second largest land use 

after  housing.

Because public spaces are mostly municipally owned and managed, local 

governments can exert a substantial influence on cities’ urban  environment. 

Specifically, small improvements to public spaces could catalyze an important 
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process of urban  transformation. However, the potential of these assets is 

often overlooked for several reasons: other pressing city priorities, budget-

ary constraints, the inertia of top-down planning traditions, and so  on. To 

continue believing that local governments alone should be responsible for 

the planning and creation of public spaces for “public benefit” is simplistic 

and conflicts with a growing body of evidence that good public spaces are the 

results of multiactor  collaboration.

Communities

Some of the most interesting public-space initiatives are a result of 

 community mobilization from the ground up, combined with private 

 funding. Even though these interventions tend to be among the smaller 

ones, they can be cost-effective, targeted investments enabled through 

placemaking and tactical-urbanism approaches that lead to big impacts 

FIGURE O.1 Framework for Conceptualizing and Managing Public-Space Assets
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on  neighborhoods.

4

 This point underscores another mechanism that local 

governments often fail to leverage—the very process of placemaking and 

of empowering local communities to play an active role in mobilizing 

and participating in the conception, design, implementation, and O&M 

of public places, which is as important as the physical  outcome. This is 

especially true for cities where local governments are constrained in their 

ability to mobilize enough resources or capacity to support public-space 

 initiatives.

In Karachi, Pakistan, for instance, several public-space projects were 

initiated by citizen groups and civil society with limited support from the 

 government. A community-led initiative completed the Pakistan Chowk 

restoration project within a year to upgrade facilities and clean up the 

 square. The Eduljee Dinshaw Road Project saw the pedestrianization of 

the street frontage of a historic  building. This was led by a group of citi-

zens who formed the Eduljee Dinshaw Road Project Trust (EDRPT), which 

raised funding from local stakeholders, including local businesses; the 

EDRPT also managed maintenance works at the site and its programming 

(chapter 11).

Private Sector

Partnerships with the private sector can play a big role and offer resources, 

innovative solutions, and efficient management to create and maintain 

well-run places that would not otherwise be possible in a context of limited 

resources and competing priorities, as these examples illustrate:

• In Seoul, the management of the Gusandong Library was outsourced and 

contracted by the local government to a private company that specializes 

in programming and managing library facilities (chapter 14).

• In Brooklyn, the Down Under the Manhattan Bridge Overpass (DUMBO) busi-

ness improvement district (BID) collects special fees from businesses 

inside the BID to fund and maintain the public assets and services that 

benefit those  businesses. It was responsible for the overall revitalization 

of the district, including public-space interventions (chapter 13).

In another clear trend, public spaces are becoming joint undertakings 

between government, the private sector, and the community, especially 

within territories where special land development or redevelopment projects 

are implemented—for example, through land readjustment, tax-increment 

financing (TIF), or transit-oriented development (TOD), as further discussed 

in the “Financing and Funding” section  below. They are funded together with 

other infrastructure on their territories through land-based financing instru-

ments on the basis that such projects increase land value, a part of which 

is captured and channeled to fund infrastructure and public spaces through 

land value capture  (LVC). In Part III (“Sustaining the Public-Space Life Cycle: 

Lessons from Cities”), several case studies illustrate these relationships, 

including the following:

• In Singapore, modern-day Orchard Road was rejuvenated as part of con-

tinuous long-term public realm investments in line with city plans, 
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involving both public and private participation (chapter 15). Streetscape 

enhancements, such as vibrancy and visual diversity, resulted from a 

combination of (a) urban design guidelines for private developments to 

invest in public spaces in return for density bonuses; (b) public sector 

funding of public infrastructure; and (c) long-term planning coordinated 

between multiple government agencies.

• In Brooklyn, the city government’s investment in the Brooklyn Cultural 

District attracted over US$1 billion of private investment in the neighbor-

hood, which covers the rejuvenation of public spaces (chapter 13).

Dynamics between Ownership, Management, and 

Use of Public Spaces

Historically, the term “public spaces” referred to spaces perceived as owned 

and used by the public, based on an understanding that there is a clear 

demarcation between public and private  groups. This definition has evolved 

over the past several decades and expanded to reflect the more diverse roles 

that public spaces play in cities, underpinned by more complex property 

 relations. For example, can a public space be “owned” privately but “used” by 

the public? Can a private space create “public benefit”?

A global scan of different types of public spaces reveals that the owner-

ship and management of public spaces can be combined into three main 

groups:

• Public ownership and management

• Private ownership and management

• Mixed ownership and management—that is, either public ownership and 

private management or private ownership and public  management.

In delivering public spaces, cities can go beyond the common scenario 

of public management and funding and rely on alternative means of creat-

ing and sustaining public-space  assets. Private provision of public spaces 

(and,  in many cases, of the necessary neighborhood services and ameni-

ties such as schools) by developers in large-scale developments is typical 

in many places, including in the Arab Republic of Egypt’s new towns and 

Brazil’s largest metropolitan  agglomerations. The ownership of such pub-

lic spaces is then transferred to municipalities, which then operate and 

maintain such  spaces. Another variation is the privately owned, privately 

operated and maintained public spaces provided in New York City under 

incentive zoning schemes that gave developers additional development 

 rights. What makes them public spaces is that they are nonexcludable—that 

is, de jure always accessible to the  public.

No one model is the best, and, depending on the context, each approach 

has its own merits and pitfalls (figure  O.2). For example, public spaces owned 

and managed by city governments often face challenges of insufficient fund-

ing to ensure adequate operations and free access for the  public. At the other 

end of the spectrum, privately owned public spaces (POPS), while better 

managed in general, often fall prey to access  restrictions. In general, public 
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spaces are especially good arenas for cooperation between city governments, 

private sector partners, and  citizens.

PLANNING PROCESS AND DATA

Uncovering “Hidden” Public-Space Assets

In many ways, public spaces are “hidden” assets or liabilities: local govern-

ments often do not know what they own, nor do they know the current and 

potential value of these assets or related  liabilities. They are also unsure 

about how to manage underutilized public assets, and they often don’t adopt 

optimal approaches to creating, preserving, and capturing value from high- 

quality public  spaces.

FIGURE O.2  Examples of Public Space Creation through various Public and Private 
Arrangements

Note: POPS = privately owned public  spaces. 
a.  “Public” refers to spaces without fees or other access limitations. “Private” refers to spaces not accessible 

by the general  public. “Limited” refers to spaces that limit access time or require an entrance fee or 
 registration. 
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Few cities have any spatial data on their public physical assets, whether 

from inventories or from land-use maps that consolidate all the  public-space 

assets that local governments own and  manage. (In fact, local governments 

typically lack such inventories for all publicly owned land and real  estate.) 

And among cities that have inventory records, few assess the value of these 

 assets. Despite the lack of an established, accepted set of comparable metrics 

to measure the qualities of public spaces and how users perceive and interact 

with them, there have been recent efforts to develop useful indicators to do 

so (chapter 4).

A detailed inventory with asset information on individual sites—such as 

the type, size, condition, and quality of these spaces; their ownership; their 

current management structure; and financial information such as O&M 

expenses and revenues—can be used to inform investment decisions, design 

choices, and management structure  changes. Aggregating site-level and spa-

tial characteristics (such as location, type, and size) at the neighborhood 

and city levels helps to identify gaps in service provision to  communities. 

Such analysis (when layered over existing land uses, master plans, mobility 

patterns, population and census data, real estate metrics, urban heat island 

maps, and use patterns) can significantly enhance urban planning, design, 

and the prioritization of neighborhood  improvements.

Although developing spatial databases and inventories and conducting 

analysis of public spaces can be costly and time-consuming in data-scarce 

environments, the proliferation of and access to new technology and open 

data sets have enabled many cities to discover quicker, cost-effective, and 

innovative ways for creating  them. Even where data are limited, cities still can 

proceed to improve the management of selected public spaces—or to better 

plan new ones—within the framework depicted in figure  O.1.

Toward an Evidence-Based Approach to Planning

Access to reliable data will be necessary for cities that intend to develop com-

prehensive, sustainable management plans and planning strategies through 

an evidence-based approach to policy making and  planning. Part II of the 

book demonstrates and pilots several innovative ways of creating spatial data 

and indicators to measure public-space characteristics in selected  cities. 

Satellite imagery, street-view images, surveys, and social data were used to 

analyze the patterns of how public spaces are distributed, designed, man-

aged, and used by  people.

Planning for Inclusive and Equitable Distribution of Public Spaces

In some of the largest and densest urban areas, existing public spaces are 

estimated to account for a relatively scarce but still sizable part of the urban 

 footprint. A comprehensive land-use analysis and classification of public- 

space types using high-resolution satellite imagery in the megacities of Dhaka, 

Bangladesh; Karachi, Pakistan; and Lima, Peru, showed that public spaces 

make up about 14–27 percent of the cities’ total built-up areas ( chapter 5).

5

 

Up to two-thirds of these public spaces are composed of  streets. This esti-

mate does not account for large areas of vacant land and inaccessible green 
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areas that could partly be developed into future public  spaces. The land-use 

patterns are varied across these cities: public spaces are more equitably dis-

tributed or more diverse in type (such as waterfronts, parks, plazas, and other 

sports and recreational facilities that serve different functions) in some cities 

than in  others.

Although there is no “right” level, distribution, or mix of public spaces that 

can be applied uniformly to all cities, these findings provide a starting point 

for developing several types of spatial strategies for shaping public-space pro-

grams and urban planning:

• Rejuvenate existing public spaces and reclaim underutilized spaces  innovatively. 

Identify areas for urban rejuvenation or underutilized parcels for new 

 public-space investments that had not been considered before, and 

reclaim them for another  use. “Residual” spaces along infrastructure 

such as bridges, drains, and roads are valuable urban spaces that can 

potentially be repurposed into  networks of walkable streets across the 

city for nonmotorized transportation, or create open spaces for the con-

duct of livelihoods or  recreation. Explore opportunities for enhancing 

or reclaiming existing streets—the dominant form of public space—for 

efficient and safe pedestrian mobility and other active people-centric 

uses.

• Create new public  spaces. Allocate new public land for public spaces up front 

in rapidly expanding city peripheries, or facilitate public-space develop-

ment on vacant land and private  development. Make natural assets such 

as urban forests and greenery available for recreation and enjoyment, and 

protect them from depleting to low  levels. Rebuild public spaces in fragile 

and postconflict cities as part of their reconstruction  efforts.

• Provide for underserved  neighborhoods. Equitably plan for public spaces in 

underserved neighborhoods that require facilities such as community 

centers, libraries, public toilets, and health  centers.

• Connect public  spaces. Create clusters of different types of amenities such as 

libraries, community centers, sport facilities, and parks to provide neigh-

borhood services, create a sense of place, and promote social  inclusion. 

Connect neighborhoods through a network of public spaces by linking 

parks, pedestrian connections, and cycling  lanes.

The options and approaches are varied, and Part III of the book provides 

numerous cases of how cities have managed to create, preserve, and reclaim 

more human-centered urban  spaces.

Implementing High-Quality Design and Sustainable Management of Public Spaces

A survey of the ownership, management, and quality of public spaces in 

the cities of Nairobi, Kenya; Addis Ababa, Ethiopia; Wuhan, China; and 

Bamenda, Cameroon, suggests that governments are often the predomi-

nant owners of public spaces (chapter 6). Although a small fraction of these 

assets are privately owned, a sizable number of them relied on private, 

joint, or other models of  management.
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The survey also revealed that the public spaces, as with many other cit-

ies globally, often lacked maintenance or are characterized by poor design 

(such as inadequate access for people with specific needs, including  people 

with disabilities, older persons, women, and children) and low levels of 

functioning utilities like street  lighting. These findings highlight the need 

for cities to better meet related design and O&M requirements as well as to 

make adequate long-term management  arrangements. Part I of this book 

digs deeper into some possible asset management models for public-space 

assets and an appropriate governance  framework.

Responding to Communities and User Needs

A set of analytical work using social media, street image object recognition, 

and machine learning tools provides a rapid assessment of how public spaces 

relate to human use and activity (chapter 7). The analysis of Tbilisi, Georgia, 

and Wuhan, China, helped identify that a number of prominent public spaces 

were underused or “forgotten.” People did not naturally gather in such urban 

spaces, either because of a lack of programming and place management or 

because the spaces’ amenities and physical characteristics were not well- 

designed, lacked identity, or were not inviting.

In Beijing, China, indicators developed from street images to measure 

convenience, comfort, and other spatial characteristics linked with street 

vibrancy metrics offered new and innovative approaches for evidence-based 

city planning and zoning. These pilots demonstrate some emerging ways of 

monitoring and evaluating use patterns, pedestrian behavior,  community 

preferences, and spatial characteristics that could be used to inform 

 public-space programs, policies, and investments.

STRATEGY AND APPROACH

The planning and design process for public spaces can take several forms, 

each focused on a different combination of actors, scale, and required 

 resources. This provides an extensive palette of options and approaches to 

realize public  spaces. Depending on the city’s context and challenges, an 

approach that worked in one city may not work for another, so cities need 

to choose how they want to embark on  public-space initiatives along several 

lines: enhancement versus transformation; tactical urbanism versus compre-

hensive planning; and choices for integration and synergy with existing infra-

structure, assets, and  systems.

Enhancement versus  Transformation

Enhancement

Enhancing or improving a public space is necessary when its quality has dete-

riorated but it is still vital to preserve its current use for a  neighborhood. For 

instance, an abandoned beach area can be improved with better facilities and 

managed as a waterfront park, as with Crow Island Beach Park in Colombo 

(chapter 10). Upgrading streetscapes is another example of strengthening the 
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role of streets in promoting mobility, accessibility, connectivity, and liveli-

hoods (NACTO 2016 a).

Transformation

On the other hand, a public space can be transformed and converted from 

another type of public space or other uses  completely. The Plaza 31 project in 

Lima, for example, transformed an unused parking lot into a pocket square 

(figure  O.3; also see chapter 12). A neighborhood’s underused municipali-

ty-owned infrastructure and buildings can be repurposed to support other 

higher-value public-space uses, as illustrated by the Brooklyn Tech Triangle 

(chapter 13) and numerous “creative community spaces” around the world 

(World Bank 2017 b).

Tactical Urbanism versus Comprehensive Planning

Tactical Urbanism

The approaches collectively known as tactical urbanism can offer visible 

and impactful outcomes at low cost where “simple physical alterations can 

improve the use of the city space noticeably” (Whyte 1980). By showing 

results fast, policy makers and practitioners build the confidence of com-

munities that they can observe real change, and their opinions are reflected 

in the  process. Interventions are usually simple and low-cost, and they do 

not require prominent public spaces or necessarily permanent alterations; 

examples include free mini-libraries, community gardens, art exhibitions, 

parklets, and so  forth.

6

However, tactical-urbanism approaches may have only a temporary 

impact unless they are supported by systematic, well-planned program-

ming and ownership for managing the  space. The Pakistan Chowk Initiative 

and the I AM KARACHI movements were started with temporary commu-

nity action, such as exhibiting artworks on streets and cleaning  squares. 

With the support and positive feedback from citizens, these initiatives 

evolved into more systematic arrangements, such as painting walls in 

deteriorated neighborhoods through international design competitions, 

upgrading facilities in a square in collaboration with a private design firm, 

developing sports programs for youth in existing sport facilities, and oth-

ers (see chapter 11 on  Karachi).

Comprehensive Planning

The comprehensive planning and design of a public space can help anchor 

and stimulate broader planning strategies that usually are part of a develop-

ment vision or master plans, such as development focused on urban regen-

eration and  TOD. This involves mid- to long-term implementation and is 

underpinned by robust planning and legislative  frameworks. For instance, 

the Orchard Road and PCN developments in Singapore have evolved at 

both the neighborhood and city scales over a decade through the national 

planning authority (chapter 15). The pedestrianization of Yonsei-ro—a com-

mercial street in Seoul and one of several TOD projects initiated across the 

city—required extensive traffic analysis and pilots led by the city and various 
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FIGURE O.3 Transformation of Underused Parking Lots to Plaza 31, San isidro District, Lima, Peru

Source: ©World  Bank. Further permission required for  reuse.
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government agencies to ensure an integrated approach to improved walk-

ability on the street and enhanced traffic flows around the site (chapter 14). 

Combination

These approaches are not mutually exclusive: a comprehensive development 

of an area can incorporate flexibility and involve communities from the 

onset or incorporate elements of tactical urbanism during its design  process. 

Tactical-urbanism approaches can evolve from a groundswell of incremen-

tal improvements into a more comprehensive rejuvenation of an entire  area. 

In Brooklyn, the Pearl Street Triangle—a pocket square transformed from a 

parking lot—was a successful pilot that enabled the city to scale up placemak-

ing projects across Brooklyn neighborhoods (chapter 13).

These approaches also largely depend on various factors including timing, 

needs and priorities, and available  resources. For example, tactical-urbanism 

approaches could be a solution for cities that lack financial resources for per-

manent public-space investments and could be used as an entry point to reju-

venate neighborhoods and  cities. In other areas, the lack of resources doesn’t 

need to be an obstacle to comprehensive regeneration: cities may fund com-

prehensive transformation of a declining neighborhood through own-source 

revenues generated from the proceeds of private activities in public  spaces.

Integration, Synergy, and Reclamation

Integration with Green and Gray Infrastructure
7

Resilient infrastructure creates placemaking benefits when designed in a way 

that enables people to enjoy the  space. Green infrastructure—which uses 

nature-based solutions to manage stormwater—often has vast potential to 

integrate public-space  elements. Conversely, public-space elements can be 

implemented in residual spaces alongside gray infrastructure such as con-

ventional stormwater  drains. Infrastructure that integrates public spaces not 

only helps build city resilience against floods but also adds value to the sur-

rounding areas by improving access, connectivity, and aesthetics while add-

ing public spaces for community activities (Browder et  al. 2019).

Natural urban greenery such as mangroves and wetlands can double as 

ecological areas for  enjoyment. In Colombo, Sri Lanka, for instance, the 

Beddagana Wetland Park (BWP) not only improved resilience by being a 

“sponge” to reduce the impact of flooding in the city but also capitalized on 

the area’s rich biodiversity to offer citizens spaces for recreation (chapter 10). 

The park also serves an important function of raising environmental aware-

ness within the community—specifically, on the importance of preserving 

biodiversity  (figure  O.4).

Synergy with Cultural Heritage, City Assets and Urban Systems

Cultural heritage assets, including historic buildings and landmarks, are 

often linked with public  spaces. Investments in public spaces are a means to 

revitalize dilapidated historic areas, reclaim the use of urban spaces for cul-

tural activities, and strengthen the cultural and historical identity of neigh-

borhoods (UNESCO 2016). On a local scale, upgrading streets adjacent to 



18 THE HIDDEN WEALTH OF CITIES

FIGURE O.4  Landscapes Before and After Completion of BWP Project, Colombo, 
Sri Lanka

Source: ©World  Bank. Further permission required for  reuse.
Note: BWP = Beddagana Wetland  Park.
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historic buildings improves accessibility to those buildings and attracts more 

tourists and visitors, as demonstrated in the Eduljee Dinshaw Road project in 

Karachi  (chapter 11). On a more comprehensive scale, a collection of public 

spaces within historic neighborhoods can be revitalized under city-level her-

itage preservation programs, as in the Yangmeizhu Lane and Dashilar Pocket 

Spaces projects in Beijing (chapter 9).

In other places, public-space interventions are used to enhance cultural 

venues and rebrand  neighborhoods. For example, Seoul’s Gwanghwamun 

Square, once a car-oriented avenue with 16 lanes, has been rehabilitated as 

a cultural landmark (figure  O.5) that connects people with adjacent attrac-

tions (including important cultural venues such as Sejong Center) and adja-

cent cultural heritage (including Gyeongbokgung, the main royal palace of 

Joseon Dynasty, built over 600 years  ago). Also, to elevate the identity of the 

Brooklyn Cultural District, streetscapes, pocket parks, and cultural buildings 

were redesigned to connect the district’s diverse cultural assets and to create 

a unique sense of place and animate the area through public art and perfor-

mances (chapter 13).

FIGURE O.5 Rehabilitation of Gwanghwamun Square, Seoul, to Connect Cultural Attractions, 2018

Source: ©World  Bank. Further permission required for  reuse.



20 THE HIDDEN WEALTH OF CITIES

Public spaces such as markets are an integral element of the functioning of 

urban food  systems. In Singapore, public hawker centers—initially developed 

to accommodate unlicensed food vendors who ply their trade on Singapore’s 

streets—have evolved into ubiquitous, inclusive, and  community-centric 

spaces for selling clean, affordable, and culturally diverse foods across the  city. 

Although early hawker centers were stand-alone, functional developments, 

the more recently built hawker centers incorporate universal design elements 

to meet the needs of older persons and people with disabilities, and food rating 

standards ensure food cleanliness and good public  health. Some of them are 

co-located with a range of other community-centric amenities and  facilities. 

The unique combination of food culture, public space, and community has 

evolved into a microcosm of Singapore’s multicultural society (chapter 15).

Reclamation of Public Spaces for People

Streets make up most of the public land use in many  cities. Transforming some 

streets from vehicular to pedestrian use allows for creating more human- 

centered  spaces. This is not an easy task, because the trade-offs between allo-

cating limited open space for cars and traffic versus people is often a difficult 

and politically fraught decision for local  governments. Nonetheless, there has 

been an increasing trend to reclaim streets from cars in favor of  pedestrians.

In Seoul, the removal of an elevated highway and the restoration of the 

Cheonggyecheon stream in downtown Seoul was lauded as a major success 

in urban renewal—creating a space with many environmental  benefits. For 

example, the introduction of clean water and natural habitats to the city 

resulted in a cooling of the nearby areas by 3.6 degrees Celsius on average 

versus other parts of  Seoul. The number of vehicles entering downtown 

Seoul has decreased by 2.3 percent, and the number of public transporta-

tion users has  increased. This urban renewal project catalyzed revitalization 

throughout downtown Seoul, promoting the urban economy by making the 

businesses more profitable along the  stream. The pedestrianization of these 

streets is also expected to reduce vehicle traffic by 21  percent.

Similarly, at the neighborhood scale, Aghmashenebeli Avenue in Tbilisi—

previously one of the city’s main roads dedicated to motorized traffic—has 

been pedestrianized as part of the New Tiflis project and repositioned as a 

popular destination for shops and restaurants (chapter 16).

FINANCING AND FUNDING

The expectations that public spaces should be funded by governments 

are  common. However, financing from public budgets poses challenges 

because local governments usually suffer from chronic shortages of funds 

and have numerous other competing investment needs (such as water, 

sanitation, and so on) and therefore cannot fully fund large public-space 

 investments. Creditworthy local governments can supplement their reve-

nues by borrowing on the capital markets to supplement investment  needs. 

The reality,  however, is that creditworthy local governments in the devel-

oping world that can access capital markets are more the exception than 

the  rule.
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Capital Funding, O&M Funding, and Management

A common practical solution is to make capital investment in public spaces 

a joint undertaking, in one form or another, between government and either 

the private sector or the  community. One option is the outsourcing of 

 public-space development and management to private investors for a period 

long enough to recoup their capital expenses and turn a  profit. However, to be 

feasible and successful, such public-private partnership (PPP) arrangements 

require both a robust regulatory framework (which is not always in place) 

and projects that have revenue generation  potential. Alternatively, manage-

ment contracts bring private expertise into the management and operation 

of public-space  assets.

Philanthropy or community in-kind contributions are also important 

sources of capital funding or capital works  in-kind. Philanthropy would not 

be common in low- and middle-income countries, but it does exist in some 

cities (see chapter 11 on  Karachi).

Very often, local governments fail to consider future O&M arrangements 

when they plan and finance public  spaces. Specifically, local governments do 

not plan who (which organization) will manage this new asset and do not 

 estimate the impact of required O&M expenses on their operating  budgets. 

This commonly leads to a lack of proper O&M after a public-space project 

has been implemented, causing a rapid deterioration of the  asset.

Adequate budgeting for O&M is critical for sustainable operations, 

maintenance, and service delivery within public  spaces. Like capital fund-

ing of public spaces, community organizations and private companies have 

roles to play: for example, partnering community organizations can help 

with effective fund-raising, while private operation of a public space often 

enables more innovative and intensive use for revenue generation, which 

helps cover the O&M  costs. The latter approach can also defray or reduce 

O&M expenses from the public  budget. Although the management and 

sources of O&M funding can take on many combinations, there are several 

common scenarios:

• O&M performed by local governments or subsidiary departments or compa-

nies and funded from the local budget

• O&M outsourced to a community-based organization (CBO) and financed from 

the local budget or with an expectation of fund-raising by the CBO

• O&M outsourced to a private company through a management contract and 

paid from the local budget

• O&M covered through a concession contract wherein the management, opera-

tions, and maintenance of public spaces are outsourced to a private com-

pany, along with the right to generate revenues from the public space and 

an obligation to cover O&M  costs.

Not all cities can take advantage of all four scenarios because outsourcing 

to private companies is more complex to launch than government-performed 

O&M and requires reasonably established systems of public procurement 

and well-established enforcement of written contracts in the public  sector. 

Furthermore, PPPs would require specialized expertise and are expensive 
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to  launch. This may not be justifiable for the relatively small scale of capital 

investment associated with a single public space unless the process is estab-

lished at scale citywide or as part of a larger infrastructure investment  project.

Land-Based Financing and Planning Instruments

Securing rights-of-way for roads and streets or infrastructure networks and 

securing land for open spaces should ideally be carried out up front and 

ahead of development by governments, as part of an overall spatial and infra-

structure planning  approach. This approach may be feasible in expanding 

city areas where development has not fully set in or in greenfield develop-

ments where vacant public land is  available. There will also be scenarios 

where public spaces such as roads need to be acquired from private owners 

in built-up  areas.

Possible land acquisition instruments include voluntary purchases from 

private owners, public easements on private land, land swaps, and private 

land  donations. However, the expropriation of urban land for certain types 

of public spaces (parks and open spaces, for example) is not a common prac-

tice and may turn out to be politically  unacceptable. Moreover, the experi-

ences in high-income countries indicate that expropriation is a costlier and 

slower process than other  instruments. Depending on a country’s regulatory 

regime, alternative financing and planning instruments have been used to 

assemble public land for public spaces or to create public spaces in private 

 development.

Planning Tools

Exactions are in-kind contributions of public spaces by developers. For 

example, developers of large tracts of land may be required to build roads 

in (or leading to) their developments, then relinquish ownership of these 

roads to the local government. Impact fees are imposed on real estate 

developers by local governments as part of regular zoning and develop-

ment or redevelopment approvals. They are one-time charges to extend 

public infrastructure to or for the project and can include items such as 

public spaces.

Incentive zoning such as density bonuses allows developers, volun-

tarily, to exceed the density limits permitted by standard zoning (such 

as floor area ratio or other bulk parameters) in exchange for delivering 

additional public space or amenities on their own sites. In New York, an 

incentive zoning system that granted 10 square feet of developable space 

over zoning limits for every square foot of public space in return for 

the provision of plazas and arcades and other public spaces (including 

through building setbacks) is responsible for many such public spaces in 

Manhattan ( chapter 2).

The city of São Paulo, Brazil, has similar planning instruments, 

including (a) the parcel-level Outorga Onerosa (Onerous Grant) system 

whereby property owners receive density bonuses of up to 20 percent 

in return for payment to a fund that finances citywide infrastructure 

improvements; or (b)  the area-based Urban Operations system, which 
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auctions additional development rights from an  up-zoning process 

and uses the proceeds for infrastructure improvement in the designated 

 area.

8

Despite some successes in creating more public spaces, there have been 

debates on whether these instruments artificially distort land markets and 

put a cost on building owners and users for a public benefit, as well on 

whether the resulting POPS are of good quality and remain accessible to the 

 public.

Land-Based Financing Instruments and Land-Value Capture

When public spaces are created within territories that are implement-

ing special land development or redevelopment projects, they are 

funded together with other infrastructure through land-based financing 

 instruments. These instruments—such as land readjustment, TIF, and, 

in some cases, TOD—are based on the increased land value from such 

 projects. A part of this increase is captured and channeled to fund infra-

structure and public spaces through LVC.

9

 These instruments require 

strong local institutions and a sound legislative and planning framework 

to be implemented  effectively.

Land readjustment is a planning and financing instrument commonly used 

in East Asian countries such as Japan and the Republic of  Korea. It has also 

been used in Germany to assemble privately owned land at the peri-urban 

fringe and in India to assemble rural land for urban  development. The instru-

ment is based on the concept of pooling privately owned land parcels within 

a demarcated area and reparceling them based on a master plan or detailed 

development plans, into a more efficient and rational layout that also allo-

cates a certain amount of land for public infrastructure and services (such as 

roads and public  spaces). Some land parcels are also reserved for auctioning 

on the market to recover  costs. The government returns to each landowner a 

land parcel smaller than the original parcel, but it has a higher value because 

it is now on serviced urban  land. This approach allows the government to 

avoid a massive up-front investment to acquire  land. However, some chal-

lenges do exist, such as obtaining the consent of all existing landowners and 

the valuation of  land.

TIF is a financing technique that  U.S. municipalities have used to fund 

projects focused on urban  regeneration. They do so by borrowing against 

the anticipated future increase in property tax revenues generated by the 

project to fund public infrastructure, including public  spaces. This financ-

ing approach is possible when a municipal bond market exists and when 

a new development is of a sufficiently large scale, accompanied by a large 

enough increase in the value of surrounding real estate generated by the 

new  project.

TOD revolves around the creation of compact, walkable, pedestrian-ori-

ented, mixed-use communities centered around high-quality transit systems 

that attract people and businesses. In some TOD projects, local authorities 

set higher floor area ratios (FARs) surrounding these nodes to allow for den-

sification and to generate revenue streams that they can capture to finance 

infrastructure and public spaces.



24 THE HIDDEN WEALTH OF CITIES

Opportunities and Risks of Public-Space Replacement

The disposition and rezoning of public spaces for other uses can be much 

more controversial than disposition of other public  assets. This stems from 

the high value that some public groups and communities associate with parks 

and public spaces and an unwillingness to sacrifice them, even if for other 

legitimate and publicly supported  purposes. Another peculiarity of parks is 

that the notion of disposition or replacement due to the end of useful life 

is less applicable to them than to other assets such as buildings or  facilities. 

Parks and open spaces usually do not have a life cycle with a clear-cut end 

(like buildings  have). Instead, they are subject to changes such as the gradual 

replacement of landscaping, street furniture, and lighting or the reconstruc-

tion of infrastructure (drainage and so  on).

An increasing trend in cities is the integration of public spaces as part of 

infrastructure or as part of developments that preserve the function of open 

 parks. At the same time, when old public places need reconstruction, this 

offers great opportunity for urban renewal and  rejuvenation. Part III docu-

ments several cases of such  transformation.

MANAGEMENT AND GOVERNANCE

An Asset Management Approach

Cities can do much better in the sustainable management of the entire life 

cycle of public spaces including design, implementation, and  O&M. Part I 

of the book (“Planning, Funding, and Managing Public Spaces: An Asset 

Management Framework”) explores a broad spectrum of ways to govern pub-

lic spaces and make them financially sustainable  assets. As noted earlier in the 

“Financing and Funding” section, the options to local governments’ common 

practice of publicly financing and operating public spaces include entrusting 

O&M to community organizations or outsourcing it to a private company—as 

in Seoul, where the government contracted a firm that specializes in pro-

gramming and managing library facilities to manage the Gusandong Library 

(chapter 14).

Cases of successful asset management of public spaces indicate that 

specific good governance elements must be built into the life cycle 

as a foundation for success: a sound regulatory environment, a cost- 

effective ownership structure, and sustainable management and oversight 

 arrangements.

Regulatory Environment

A sound regulatory environment (such as policy instruments, laws and 

 regulations, and contract enforcement) is a prerequisite to support the 

creation of viable public spaces, especially with PPPs or private operating 

 models. For example, regulations governing impact fees and incentive zon-

ing are critical to enable the delivery of public spaces as part of new devel-

opment or revitalization  projects. Specific laws and regulations will also be 

needed to govern contracts for the management of public spaces and deter-

mine the options and avenues available for creating, funding, and managing 

public-space  initiatives.
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Ownership Structure

Land ownership is an important determinant for the creation of public 

 spaces. Public spaces can be created on land that the government already 

owns (including repurposing of old, government-owned infrastructure and 

facilities) or on land acquired from the private sector through voluntary 

instruments such as purchase at market value from private owners; land 

swaps; private land donations (as long as they are not coercive); land read-

justment; or compulsory requirements such as expropriation, right of pre-

emption, or public easements on private  land.

Another channel, as described earlier, is the creation of POPS as a part of 

private land development wherein developers dedicate land for public spaces 

(and services) through development  exactions. This instrument exists in cit-

ies in many regions around the world and is based on either (a) incentives 

for developers, such as the ability to exceed permitted land-use density in 

exchange for creating a public space; or (b) regulation requiring that public 

space be provided in conjunction with large land  development.

Management and Oversight  Arrangements

The responsibility for managing the public space, including O&M responsibil-

ities, can be assigned to a range of actors including government agencies, the 

private sector, not-for-profit organizations, or community  organizations. Such 

management arrangements, coupled with a corresponding oversight structure, 

can be deployed or modified depending on the context such as the available 

funding sources and the characteristics of the public-space  interventions.

Institutional and Management Arrangements

A broad range of stakeholder coordination mechanisms are used to harmo-

nize the joint efforts of public agencies, private owners, and  communities. 

The forms these institutional arrangements take depend on the project’s 

purpose, the roles of stakeholders, and the regulatory  environment. They 

are often set up in the planning stages and deployed during the implementa-

tion  stages. Some specific types of institutional arrangements include public 

initiatives (such as development corporations) or private initiatives (such as 

BIDS or trusts, including formal and informal  structures), as illustrated in the 

case studies in Part III:

• Steering  committees. Usually made up of high-level stakeholders or rep-

resentatives, steering committees provide guidance on key  issues. For 

instance, in Beijing, while the city government led the Dashilar regener-

ation program, the Dashilar Regeneration Steering Committee was cre-

ated to coordinate across different government agencies (chapter 9). In the 

case of Yonsei-ro in Seoul, stakeholders organized a steering committee 

to implement the project, consisting of a mix of city government officials, 

Seodaemun-gu (district office) representatives, relevant agencies such as 

the Seoul Metropolitan Police, the Korea Electric Power Corporation, 

residents, merchants, and civic groups, as well as Yonsei University and 

Hyundai Department  Store. The committee’s work was grouped into three 

main sections: transportation, design and construction, and visitor ser-

vices (chapter 14).
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• Development  corporations. The state-owned enterprise Beijing Dashilar 

Investment Company (BDIC) is the implementing entity of the Dashilar 

project in  Beijing. The corporation organized a partnership platform 

(Dashilar Platform) to attract private and technical resources and link the 

city government and private sector (chapter 9). One of the BDIC’s main 

objectives was to attract private sector investments and participation by 

seeding the funding of selected  assets.

• Business improvement  districts. A typical BID is a defined area within which a 

special fee is imposed and collected from businesses inside the BID to fund 

or maintain specific assets and services benefiting all businesses within 

the BID  territory. In Brooklyn, the DUMBO BID was responsible for the 

overall revitalization of the district, including public-space interventions 

such as the DUMBO archway improvement (chapter 13). In the case of 

the Brooklyn Cultural District, the Downtown Brooklyn Partnership pro-

posed to expand the footprint of an existing BID (Metro Tech BID) and to 

operate the Cultural District as its  subdistrict. It was approved by the New 

York City Council in 2016, and it covers the implementation and mainte-

nance of nine cultural venues within the Cultural District  area.

• MOUs and other public or private  arrangements. Other arrangements include 

memorandums of understanding (MOUs) and other types of arrangements 

between government entities and the private  sector. To bypass the need 

to pay an “occupation fee” before developing the Gyeongui Line Forest 

Park in Seoul, the city government signed an MOU with the state-owned 

agency that owns the site (the Korea Rail Network Authority [KRNA]) that 

obtained permission to use the site free of charge for 50 years in exchange 

for authorizing the KRNA’s development projects near the Gyeongui 

Railway in the city (chapter 14). In the case of Las Begonias, Lima, the 

Municipality of San Isidro worked with a private real estate company that 

had a stake in the area to implement the project. The planning studies 

were funded by the private company, while the municipality funded the 

execution of the project (chapter 12).

STRATEGIES FOR UNLOCKING THE VALUE OF 
PUBLIC-SPACE ASSETS

The case studies of this book reveal many strategies for creating great public 

spaces for people, addressing three broad areas of focus (table  O.1):

• Stakeholders and partnerships: Creation of public spaces for communities 

and their well-being in ways that ensure the inclusive engagement of dif-

ferent groups of actors and users

• Policies, planning, and design: Equitable and inclusive spatial distribution, 

quantity, and design quality that enhance access to public spaces across 

the city

• Management, governance, and finance: Sustainable financial and organi-

zational arrangements for creating and managing public-space assets 

during their life  cycles.
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TABLE O.1 Strategies and Recommendations for Unlocking the Potential of 
Urban Public-Space Assets

Strategies Recommendations
Key References 
(Part/Chapter)

Stakeholders and partnerships

Seek champions 

and build 

coalitions

• Identify local leaders within the 

government, community, and private 

sector

I/3 and III/8

• Empower and build ownership 

with the community, and engage 

stakeholders

III/8 (most cases)

• Seek private partners for innovation 

and resources

I/3; III/9 (Beijing), 12 

(Lima), 13 (Brooklyn), 

and 15 (Singapore)

Coordinate 

across 

stakeholders

• Define a shared vision, purpose and 

the roles of stakeholders

I/2

• Adopt suitable stakeholder 

coordination mechanisms and 

feedback channels

III/8 (most cases)

Adopt 

appropriate 

planning, 

design, and 

placemaking 

approaches

• Explore suitable planning and design 

approaches in the short and long 

terms, based on needs and envisaged 

outcomes

III/8

• Build in participatory and cocreation 

approaches with stakeholders

III/8, 9 (Beijing), 11 

(Karachi), 12 (Lima), 

and 13 (Brooklyn)

Manage 

unintended 

outcomes

• Develop practical approaches for 

managing stakeholder friction during 

a project’s life cycle, and instances of 

nimbyism

III/12 (Lima) and 14 

(Seoul)

• Adopt equitable and inclusive 

measures to address potential 

displacement, resettlement, and 

mitigate the effects of gentrification

III/9 (Beijing), 10 

(Colombo), and 13 

(Brooklyn)

Policies, planning, and design

Create for 

people, and 

build sense of 

place

• Connect neighborhoods with a mix 

of public spaces, focusing on spatially 

underserved areas

II/4, 5; III/13 

(Brooklyn), 14 (Seoul), 

and 15 (Singapore)

• Preserve valuable public spaces from 

urbanization pressures and make 

existing public spaces accessible

II/5, III/10 (Colombo), 

12 (Lima), 14 (Seoul), 

and 16 (Tbilisi)

• Design human-centered public 

spaces to address safety, inclusion, 

outdoor comfort, and access for all

II/6 and III/8 (most 

cases)

• Promote urban health through the 

active use of public spaces

III/10 (Colombo), 

11 (Karachi), and 15 

(Singapore)

(table continues next page)
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TABLE O.1 Strategies and Recommendations for Unlocking the Potential of 
Urban Public-Space Assets (Continued)

Strategies Recommendations
Key References 
(Part/Chapter)

Leverage policy 

instruments and 

work with land 

and real estate 

markets

• Review and apply effective planning 

and land-use policy and/or regulatory 

instruments available to the city for 

creating and managing public spaces 

and POPS

I/3, III/13 (Brooklyn), 

14 (Seoul), and 15 

(Singapore)

• Deliver public spaces through land-

based financing, as part of a broader 

development approach (such as TOD)

I/3 and III/15 

(Singapore)

Adopt an 

evidence-based 

decision-making 

process

• Take stock of public-space asset 

inventories, adopt tools to measure 

spatial characteristics and user 

activity patterns at the city level

II/4, 5 (Dhaka, 

Karachi, Lima, 

Bamako, Fallujah, and 

Ramadi), 6 (Nairobi, 

Addis Ababa, Wuhan, 

and Bamenda), 

7 (Tbilisi and Wuhan)

• Prioritize public-space programs and 

investments using data-informed 

spatial planning strategies, local 

knowledge, and align with broader 

areas’ development plans

II/4 and III/8 (most 

cases)

• Actively evaluate and monitor the 

impact and outcomes of public-space 

interventions, and reiterate solutions

II/6 (Nairobi, Addis 

Ababa, Wuhan, and 

Bamenda), 7 (Tbilisi, 

Wuhan, and Beijing); 

III/8

Integrate with 

resilient city 

infrastructure

• Protect natural urban greenery, 

biodiversity, and ecological assets 

(including urban forests and 

wetlands); and integrate public spaces 

into green and gray infrastructure

III/10 (Colombo); 

15 (Singapore)

• Green the city, by protecting mature 

trees, and through initiatives such 

as tree-planting programs and 

community gardening

III/8 (most cases)

• Adopt sustainable development 

principles such as green buildings 

and resource efficiency, starting their 

implementation with public facilities

I/3

Seek synergies 

with other city 

assets and urban 

systems

• Leverage public art, tangible and 

intangible cultural heritage, and 

historic areas for urban rejuvenation

III/9 (Beijing), 11 

(Karachi), 13 (Brooklyn), 

and 16 (Tbilisi)

• Enhance urban food systems with 

public spaces (markets and hawker 

centers, urban agriculture) for food 

security and urban health

III/12 (Lima) and 15 

(Singapore)

(table continues next page)
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TABLE O.1 Strategies and Recommendations for Unlocking the Potential of 
Urban Public-Space Assets (Continued)

Strategies Recommendations
Key References 
(Part/Chapter)

Reclaim streets 

for pedestrians

• Prioritize, and design complete 

streets for safe mobility and non-

motorized transportation

III/8 (most cases)

• Reclaim and reconfigure street and 

parking spaces for human-centered 

activities through permanent or 

temporary interventions

III/8 (most cases)

Creatively 

repurpose 

existing, old, or 

vacant public 

infrastructure

• Identify potential public spaces, and 

creatively transform infrastructure 

into usable public spaces

III/13 (Brooklyn) and 

14 (Seoul)

• Seek innovative business models and 

feasible design ideas from the private 

sector and communities through 

appropriate platforms

I/3 and III/8

Management, governance, and finance

Plan and design 

for flexibility 

and resource 

efficiencies

• Deploy innovative design solutions 

or placemaking interventions that 

optimize limited operations and 

maintenance (O&M) resources

I/3

• Consider developing public-space 

asset management policies to 

improve resource (energy, water, and 

other) efficiencies

I/3

• Activate and design public spaces to 

accommodate multiple functions, 

more intensive uses and other 

spontaneous activities

II/5, 6 (Nairobi, Addis 

Ababa, Wuhan, and 

Bamenda); and III/8 

(most cases)

Adopt a public-

space life-cycle 

management 

framework

• Adopt a comprehensive asset 

management framework and 

oversight to ensure financial and 

organizational sustainability of public 

spaces throughout their life cycles

I/3

• Build institutional capacity to manage 

new public spaces that may require 

new expertise

I/3

Seek feasible 

financing and 

funding models

• Ensure that the capital planning 

needed for public spaces is built into 

the city’s overall capital investment 

planning

I/3 and III/8

• Adopt sustainable and efficient 

organizational and O&M funding 

models through partnerships 

between government entities, 

communities, and the private sector

I/3 and III/8

• Leverage appropriate financing, 

development, and land value 

capture models compatible with 

the regulatory environment and 

management instruments

I/3 and III/8

(table continues next page)
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To unlock the value of public spaces, cities must adopt effective strate-

gies across their life cycles within specific contexts to plan, design, develop, 

deliver, and maintain these assets—always prioritizing their value to people by 

making them accessible, inclusive, and attractive to diverse individuals and 

 communities.

Only then can public spaces—whether on the streets, within infrastructure 

spaces and public facilities, or in open and green areas—yield returns on invest-

ment far exceeding the monetary  costs. Global cases proved that high-quality 

public spaces help cities enhance livability, resilience, and competitiveness by 

strengthening social cohesion and urban health; protecting urban greenery; 

and attracting further investment, entrepreneurship, and  talent.

NOTES

 1. The United Nations Human Settlements Programme’s (UN-Habitat) City Prosperity Initiative 
(CPI) includes the quantity and quality of public spaces as key dimensions of its Quality of 
Life Index  (http://cpi.unhabitat.org/). The Economist Intelligence Unit’s (EIU) Global Liveability 
Report (EIU 2017) and Mercer’s Quality of Living survey (Mercer 2018) also evaluate cities on 
quality-of-life criteria including an assessment of road networks, public transport networks, 
and recreational  facilities.

 2. Transportation accounted for the largest portion (28 percent), by sector, of total  U.S. GHG 
emissions in 2016 (EPA 2018). Within the sector, light-duty vehicles (including passenger cars 
and light-duty trucks) were the largest category (with 60 percent of GHG emissions), while 
medium- and heavy-duty trucks made up the second largest category (with 23 percent of 
 emissions).

 3. Medellín, Colombia, was named “City of the Year”—the world’s most innovative city—in a 
2013 competition organized by the Urban Land Institute (Riggs et  al. 2013). It also received 
the 2014 Lee Kuan Yew World City Prize Special Mention and was named the 2016 Prize 

TABLE O.1 Strategies and Recommendations for Unlocking the Potential of 
Urban Public-Space Assets (Continued)

Strategies Recommendations
Key References 
(Part/Chapter)

Factor in long-

term costs and 

risks in decision-

making

• Factor in costs avoided from disasters 

and poor health (such as flooding and 

urban heat islands) mitigated by the 

preservation of open spaces, greenery 

and wetlands, and waterbodies in 

urban areas

III/10 (Colombo)

• Address the risks of the disposition 

of public spaces that hold high value 

with community groups (such as 

historic public spaces) into other uses

I/3 and III/16 (Tbilisi)

Anticipate 

opportunities 

and challenges 

arising from 

future trends 

and disruptive 

technology

• Leverage innovative and appropriate 

technological approaches to manage 

and monitor public spaces

II/4, 5 (Dhaka, Karachi, 

and Lima), 7 (Tbilisi, 

Wuhan, and Beijing)

• Anticipate how technology and 

user trends will change how public 

spaces are used and calibrate policies 

accordingly

II/4

Note: POPS = privately owned public spaces. TOD = transit-oriented development.

http://cpi.unhabitat.org/�
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Laureate for its approach to small, high-impact urban developments that targeted the city’s 
social inequity and economic inequality (URA 2016).

 4. “Placemaking” refers to a multifaceted, holistic approach to the planning, design, and 
management of public  spaces. It capitalizes on a local community’s assets, inspiration, 
and potential to create public spaces that promote people’s health, happiness, and well- 
being (“What Is Placemaking?” Project for Public Spaces, 2018,  https://www.pps.org/article 
/ what-is-placemaking). “Tactical urbanism” is an implementation and design tactic that offers 
visible and impactful outcomes at low cost by showing results  fast. Through this approach, 
policy makers and practitioners build stakeholder ownership, and user opinions are reflected 
in the  process. Interventions are usually simple, which can evolve over time into more perma-
nent public-space  interventions. Examples include free mini libraries, guerrilla gardening, art 
exhibitions, and  parklets.

 5. This figure uses a stricter criterion than other estimations of streets and public spaces: it 
excludes major infrastructure such as highways and motorways because they are unlikely to 
form public spaces for  people.

 6. “Parklets” refers to curbside parking spaces that have been converted and reclaimed into 
vibrant community spaces such as seating, greenery, or even bicycle racks along neighbor-
hood retail streets or commercial  areas. These initiatives are often a result of partnerships 
between the city and local businesses, residents, or neighborhood associations (NACTO 
2016 b).

 7. “Green infrastructure” refers to nature-based solutions to manage stormwater, and “gray 
infrastructure” refers to conventional engineered infrastructure such as drains, pipes, and 
water treatment systems for stormwater management (“What Is Green Infrastructure?” 
United States Environmental Protection Agency:  https://www.epa.gov/green-infrastructure 
/ what-green-infrastructure).

 8. For more information, see “Costly Grant: Understand the Onerous Grant of Right to Build,” 
Municipal Secretariat of Urban Development, City of São Paulo, August 31, 2009:  https://
www.prefeitura.sp.gov.br/cidade/secretarias/urbanismo/urbanismo/index.php?p=1393.

 9. LVC, also known as “value sharing,” is a policy approach that enables communities to recover 
and reinvest land value increases that result from public investment and other government 
actions (Germán and Bernstein 2018).
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City Case Studies at a Glance

The case studies in this book build upon examples drawn from a number of cities from 
different global regions and from a mix of economies. They include concise mini cases and 
boxed references to comprehensive, detailed case studies, illustrated across the three parts 
of the book (map C.1).

• Case studies in Part I highlight specific aspects of public-space asset management or 
urban development in selected cities.

• Case studies in Part II examine the spatial qualities of urban spaces in selected cities.

• A series of in-depth case studies in Part III document the life-cycle  processes of twenty 
public-space initiatives and projects across eight  cities. These case studies are struc-
tured according to five phases: (a) context; (b) planning and design; (c) implementation; 
(d) management; and (e) impact evaluation.
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MAP C.1 Cities Referenced in Case Studies
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In every city, the urban spaces that form the public 
realm—ranging from city streets, neighborhood 
squares, and parks to public facilities such as libraries 
and markets—account for about one-third of the city’s 
total land area, on average. Despite this significance, 
the potential for these public-space assets—typically 
owned and managed by local governments—to 
transform urban life and city functioning is often 
overlooked for many reasons: other pressing city 
priorities arising from rapid urbanization, poor urban 
planning, and financial constraints. 

The resulting degradation of public spaces into 
congested, vehicle-centric, and polluted places often 
becomes a liability, creating a downward spiral that 
leads to a continuous drain on public resources 
and exacerbating various city problems. In 
contrast, the cities that invest in the creation 
of human-centered, environmentally 
sustainable, economically vibrant, 

and socially inclusive places—in partnership with 
government entities, communities, and other private 
stakeholders—perform better. They implement 
smart and sustainable strategies across their public-
space asset life cycles to yield returns on investment 
far exceeding monetary costs, ultimately enhancing 
city livability, resilience, and competitiveness.

The Hidden Wealth of Cities: Creating, 
Financing, and Managing Public Spaces discusses 
the complexities that surround the creation and 
management of successful public spaces and draws 
on the analyses and experiences from city case studies 
from around the globe. This book identifies—through 

the lens of asset management—a rich palette of 
creative and innovative strategies that every 

city can undertake to plan, finance, and 
manage both government-owned 

and privately owned public 
spaces.
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