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WHAT IS A PUBLIC SPACE?
Public spaces consist of all spaces that are accessible to all people (citizens) without 
conditions, they are enjoyable by all for free and contribute to the overall quality of 
urban life. They are a common good and are a public service, free from profit motive.

In clean spaces, users are not exposed to the disease-causing bacteria that thrive 
in dirty and dusty places. They encourage walking and other physical activities that 
are good for the body. The pleasant and beautiful atmosphere as well as access to 
green spaces are known to have a positive impact on mental health.

 

Clean well maintained public spaces improve safety. They attract large num-
bers of people from different backgrounds, which enhances the ‘eyes on the 
street’ - the impression the place is under watch, dissuading criminals from 
their activities. such places are well-lit and do not have dark spots that would 
act as hiding spots for criminals.

 
When places are dry or just paved with no green, they tend to trap more heat 
which worsens the effects of climate change. By creating a network of green 
spaces, the area is able to absorb more water, keep cooler temperatures and 
reduce the effects of global warming.Maintaining the spaces clean reduces soil, 
water and air pollution. 

 
Community groups can identify income-generating activities through the 
maintenance and activities on the space. Well maintained public spaces that 
attract a lot of people also attract investment, as the investors want to put their 
money into safe places with people. 

By being accessible to all people, public spaces encourage social gatherings 
and meetings between people of diverse backgrounds (genders, ages, social 
backgrounds). They have a potential to enhance the feeling of community be-
longing among users of the place. They are a banner of urban civility and an 
essential component to citizenship in the city.

WHY ARE PUBLIC SPACES IMPORTANT?
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WHICH PLACES ARE CONSIDERED PUBLIC SPACES?

• Streets: roads & streets, boulevards, squares and plazas, pavements, pedestrian & bicycle paths
• Public open spaces: parks, gardens, playgrounds, beaches, rivers and, water fronts
• Public facilities: social centers, municipal markets, government health facilities, libraries

WHAT MAKES A GOOD PUBLIC SPACE?  

They should generally be connected to other places that people frequently use. 
They should be easy to get to, easy to enter, easy to move around, free and/or 
affordable for the vast majority. 

 
The comfort of a place is enhanced by cleanliness and beauty. The place shall 
be kept in a clean condition, free from garbage and pollution. The inclusion of 
any elements enhancing the comfort of the space shall be encouraged. These 
could be various plants and flowers, painting walls and street furniture, adding 
seating facilities and providing shade.

 
Closely related to the comfort and accessibility is safety. The space shall be 
well-visible to the eye without any obstructions - those could provide hiding 
places for criminal activities. There should be no illegal activities taking place. 
Presence of vehicles and motorized traffic shall be limited as it can cause in-
juries. 

Spaces become places when people use them. A space that is always empty 
suggests there is something wrong with it. People may not feel safe or com-
fortable. To encourage its social function, the place shall offer a wide variety of 
activities that can interest various types of users.

 
Great public places provide opportunities for people to walk with minimal inter-
ruption from vehicles and other motorized transport.
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HOW CAN EACH OF US IMPROVE AND MANAGE OUR 
PUBLIC SPACES?
Placemaking is a collaborative process to shape public spaces. Placemaking 
capitalizes on a local community's assets, inspiration, and potential, with the 
intention of creating public spaces that promote people's health, happiness, 
and well-being. 

POSSIBLE PLACEMAKING INTERVENTIONS

Cleaning a street
painting walls

introducing benches and dustbins
Cleaning a river bank

creating a garden

Reclaiming a neglected space or 
dumpsite to turn it into a playing ground

Redesigning a street to place 
pedestrians in centre

Model
Street

Dandora

Turkana
Lane
CBD

Komb Green
Korogocho

World Boss
Dandora

Mustard 
Seed

Dandora

Believers
Dandora

Luthuli
Avenue

CBD

Model
Street

Dandora
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WHAT MATERIAL DO YOU NEED?

HOW TO MAKE A PUBLIC SPACE A VIBRANT COMMUNITY SPACE?

HOW DO YOU GET MATERIAL?

Find small sponsors who would like to support your trans-
formation by in kind donation of material and tools or or-
ganize a community meeting to find out whether the users 
of the space would be interested to support you with a small 
contribution.

Look around you for unused waste material (tyres, iron 
drums, wood poles etc) or solicit the community for in kind 
donation of material they don’t need.

Cleaning and working tools

gloves, waste bags, wheelbarrows, 
brooms, rakes, shovels, dust masks, 

paint brushes

Construction material

sand, ballast, cement

Beautification 
material

paints, trees, flowers

              Prioritize the use of recycled, 
              cheap, easily available materials!

                  old tires, plastic or glass bottles, iron drums, etc

Remember! 
Innovation with 

cheap 
material can create 

a bigger impact than 
expansive

 transformations!

• Ensure the entire community is included throughout the whole pro-
cess, from the beginning (creating a team, identifying a space, deciding 
on how you would like the space to look like), to the end (maintaining and 
activating the space)
• Make sure to provide a diversity of activities to make the space attrac-
tive to all people of all ages from the community : a playground for chil-
dren, a space for businesses, a space for leisure and exercise, a space 
for special events etc.
• Keep in mind everybody likely to  use the space (both genders, all ages, 
different socio-economic profiles, people with disabilities, etc.) and think 
about how to make the space  appealing to each of them.

The community is 
the expert:

the users of the 
space know the best 
how they would like 

the space to be.
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WHAT SHOULD YOU KEEP IN MIND WHEN TRANSFORMING A SPACE?

Make sure the space

• has an adequate drainage:  is it clean and freely flowing? 
• is safe: have all hazardous materials been removed or fixed, including open holes that 
people may step in? 
• is clean: has all rubbish and litter from the compound been removed, the grounds levelled, 
swept and looking clean? Are there dustbins to avoid littering?
• is usable: Is there a seating or other equipment for the community to use the space to 
relax?
• looks beautiful: are there additional improvements in terms of flowers, green gardens, 
trees, paint-work etc.?
• is child-friendly:  is there a special play area specifically for children below the age of 10 
years?
• is the play area safe: - are children protected from falling into open drain systems or   
           other open holes? 
       - Is the area is free from any sharp corners, points, edges, or   
          equipment that may injure a child?
       - Is the play area protected or away from heavy traffic to ensure   
          children are not injured by moving traffic? 
       - Is there a shaded place nearby where the children can relax when  
          not playing and even learn? 
       - Is there a proper system in place for ensuring that the children are  
          always under the supervision of an adult while playing?
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HOW TO SUSTAIN THE MAINTENANCE COSTS OF THE SPACE IN 
THE LONG-TERM?

Different strategies can be adopted:

• Identify income generating activities: Waste 
collection, Security, Parking, Car wash, Com-
munity events, Sport activities, Small business 
on the site.

• Consult  the community living around the 
space whether they would be interested to pay 
a small fee for the maintenance costs.

• Consult the landlords to pay the fee for the 
maintenance costs.

• Engage public authorities if they can support 
the maintenance costs.

Initiate the transformation as volun-
teers and once the community sees how 
great the space looks, they will be happy 
to contribute a small fee on a monthly 
or weekly basis to ensure the space re-
mains clean and safe!

Once the space is transformed, the land-
lords of houses in proximity of the space 
will see the value of the transformation!

After the public authorities see the scope 
of your transformation and support of the 
whole community to the project, they may 
be more willing to support the mainte-
nance - by providing the needed tools and 
materials or even paying for your work!

Having a consistent management plan will determine the success of your space transformation. 

HOW SHALL THE SPACE BE MANAGED?
There is not one right way on how to manage the space. You need to consider the 
local context and stakeholders. The key thing to keep in mind however, is that the 
space should be managed according to the community’s will. Make sure to involve 
all key stakeholders within the community in the whole transformation and main-
tenance process!

Another piece of advice is to create a formal registered body: 
a community-based organization, self-help group, residents association, etc. 
It must have a structured leadership team: 

a chairman               a secretary               a treasurer
Each of the group members shall be assigned clear responsibilities to ensure the 
accountability within the group. Being a formally registered body will also increase 
your credibility when you deal with government authorities, community represent-
atives, landlords or potential sponsors. 
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HOW DO YOU COLLABORATE WITH PUBLIC AUTHORITIES?

First of all, make sure your group is formally registered with government (as a commu-
nity-based organization, self-help group, residents association, etc.). In Kenya, the Area 
Chief is the person who can help you to go through this process.

Secondly, contact the Ward Administrator in your area to make sure the space you have 
selected is available for you to work on and present to them your plan to transform the 
space. If you are a first group initiating this type of initiative in your area, be ready that 
they may not immediately understand your intentions and may even suspect you of hav-
ing a personal interest behind. To convince them of your good intentions and importance 
of the initiative, bring this guide along with you to show the photos of some of the spac-
es that were transformed elsewhere (look in the annexe for examples of placemaking 
interventions). 
 
It is very important to work with the relevant authorities in your area as these are the 
custodians of public spaces and are also the ones that can support your initiative but 
also cause you a lot of trouble if they do not understand the purpose of your project. This 
is why it is crucial for you to be in good terms with the Area Chief, they can help in case 
of an issue. 

Furthermore, if you have traditional authorities (e.g. village elders) in your area, make 
sure to engage them as well as this will help you to get the community buy-in, which is 
key for the success of your project. You can show examples of  the transformed spaces 
to them and share your plan for the community project. Once they endorse your initia-
tive, they can help you to mobilize the rest of the community. 
Eventually, your city may already do regular clean ups with existing groups in your area. 
So check whether this is the case and join them during these events - it can help you to 
grow your network of partners and volunteers as well as to demonstrate your motiva-
tion to the authorities.   
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WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND CHALLENGES AND 
HOW TO ADDRESS THEM?

Don’t get discouraged by these risks. Remember, engage the com-
munity and local authorities since the beginning and you will be fine!

You may face some resistance from the community when you start transforming a 
space. This is often due to misunderstanding. It can happen that a planned transforma-
tion is perceived as a land grabbing. To avoid such misunderstanding, it is crucial that 
the community is well informed about your transformation. So organize a community 
meeting and explain to everybody your intentions. You can show them this guide with 
examples of  other transformations that have been done and seek for their ideas on how 
they would like the space to be transformed. By engaging the community since the very 
beginning of the process, you significantly reduce the risk of such resistance.

In some areas, you may face the risk of arrestation. This may be due to influential cor-
rupt people who plan to grab the space or because some people claim the land is theirs. 
You can significantly reduce such risk by working closely with both the public authorities 
(check if the land is public and get the endorsement from the relevant authorities) and 
the community that supports your project. 
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WHAT IS THE ROLE OF A COMMUNITY CHAMPION?
Community Champions are placemaking ambassadors on the ground. Their role is to 
recruit teams, mentor them on how best to transform a space, and make sure they 
have the resources they need to be successful. They are also the key in engaging public 
authorities in their area and securing their support of public space transformations in 
the area. The Community Champions shall also look for new spaces to be transformed 
and raise awareness among the community about the importance of access to quality 
public spaces.

WHAT ARE THE SPECIFIC RESPONSIBILITIES OF A 
COMMUNITY CHAMPION?

Community Champions are in charge of
 • Mobilizing teams
 • Registration of the teams with relevant authorities
 • Mentoring teams
 • Coordinating teams
 • Ensuring different teams cooperate with each other
 • Helping teams with their transformations
 • Ensuring the transformations will benefit the whole  
    community
 • Resolving occasional conflicts

WHAT SKILLS SHOULD A SUCCESSFUL COMMUNITY 
CHAMPION HAVE?

A community champion is a leader in the community! They must have leadership and 
communication skills, as they have to engage diverse stakeholders (public authorities, 
community, youth groups, potential donors etc) on daily basis. They shall also be able 
to peacefully resolve conflicts that may at times arise between different parties (a youth 
group and a community, a youth group and a public authority, two youth groups etc).   
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HOW DO YOU MOBILIZE YOUR COMMUNITY AROUND 
PUBLIC SPACE MANAGEMENT?

You can approach the youth officer for your area to identify existing youth groups that 
could be interested to transform a space. You can also share your plan of upgrading 
of neglect spaces in your area during a community meeting or gathering to invite 
interested groups and individuals to join your initiative - you can organize your own 
or make use of existing structures (churches etc). 

How to recruit teams

How to raise awareness within the community about the 
importance of quality public spaces?

You can raise awareness through individual informal 
discussions with community members or community 
gatherings. 
A picture speaks a thousand words! Showing pictures of 
nice spaces to the community helps to raise awareness 
and understand the benefits of having nice, clean, and 
vibrant public spaces in proximity. 

Inform the community that maintaining a space will ben-
efit them: people can make an income from the mainte-
nance and activation of the space, they will have a nice 
space to relax and interact with their neighbours and the 
children will have a safe space to play. Insist on the fact 
that the space is freely accessible to everyone 

How to supervise and mentor teams?
The key to mentoring teams is to hold regular meetings with them to discuss and 
address the challenges and issues they may encounter. It is very important to visit 
them on the ground to see how they are doing and suggest how they could improve 
their transformation activities.
The main elements you must keep in mind when mentoring the teams are:
 • The teams must be collaborating with the local authorities
 • The whole community must be included in the project: giving the full in-
formation / including their ideas / designing the space for everyone
 • The teams must be well organized and manage the space according to the 
community’s will
 • The teams must use locally available material and conceive their trans-
formation in a sustainable way

Organize an outdoor screen-
ing for the community, show-
ing a photo slides or even a 
short video of transformed 
spaces to raise awareness 
and spark the interest of peo-
ple. Don’t forget to show be-
fore and after photos of same 
spaces to highlight the extent 
of the transformation!
Highlight the benefits of such 
spaces that we discussed 
earlier in this toolkit.
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HOW DO YOU MEASURE THE IMPACT OF YOUR 
TRANSFORMATION?

Impact assessment is crucial to convince different stakeholders about the impor-
tance of your transformation. You can measure the impact of your transformation 
on the improvement of safety, environment, business development, health, and 
childhood development. This can be done through a survey (see next section) 
or you can ask local authorities (sub-counties, police stations) and institutions 
(hospitals, schools) about their data. 
Collecting such data will help you get funding, either from your local community, 
public authorities, foundations or private sponsors. It can also help you convince 
local authorities and get their institutional support.

Why is impact assessment important?

Take pictures! This is the easiest way to demonstrate the impact of your transfor-
mation. Don’t forget to take pictures of the space prior to the transformation, it will 
show the scope of your work. Be careful to always take before and after photos from 
the same angle so that everybody believes you that it is the same space. Otherwise, 
the transformation is often so huge that people struggle to believe you. So point out 
to the same elements on both pictures that prove it is the same space. 

You can also run a respondent survey (see in the annexe) on your space. The survey 
allows to analyze the impact of your transformation in the area of safety, environment, 
economic development, mental health and childhood development. 
To ensure that the impact is related to the transformation, you shall run the survey before 
and after the transformation of the site, as well as on a paired control site that will not 
undergo any transformation. (See the detailed guide attached). 
A satisfaction survey is another tool you can use to measure to what extent the residents 
are satisfied with your space transformation. 

How to demonstrate the impact of your interventions

11



CASE STUDIES
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ANNEXES

This section will introduce some examples of successful transformations in Nairobi and all 
over the world. It will help you to get inspired, motivated, guide you in your work as well as 
help you to convince people in your area that your transformation will change their lives!

Komb Green, Nairobi

The transformation in a few easy 
steps:
- Clean the area
- Level the ground
- Collect stones from the river 
bed and use them to stabilize the 
river bank
- Plant trees and grass
- Create a walking path using 
stones from the river and red soil

"This was a dumpsite and hiding place for criminals. We, as reformists, decided 
to change and do something positive for our community. We came with the idea 
to make a mini park on the river bank and funded the transformation ourselves."
Christopher Waithaka

Mustard Seed, Nairobi

The transformation in a few easy 
steps:

- Clean the area
- Dig to find the drainage
- Level the ground
- Plant trees and grass
- Create a playground for kids
- Install fun sitting options
- Paint walls

"Gathering the waste of this dumpsite lasted a whole month, then we started 
digging to find the old drainage. The residents did not understand what we were 
doing, but now they are very happy with the playground and the garden. We organize 
parties and events here regularly."
Charles Gachanga

KENYA
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Believers, Nairobi

The transformation in a few 
easy steps:

- Clean the area
- Level the ground
- Plant trees and grass
- Create a playground for kids
- Paint walls
- Decorate the site with various 
elements

"We wanted this dumpsite to be transformed into a community garden. We plan to 
have a library. We collect a contribution each month among the residents for the 
security, maintenance and to fund future projects."
Evans Otieno

AFRICA

Kibebe Tsehay Playground was constructed using 
abandoned objects found in the yard of a poor 
neighborhood in Addis Ababa. With the help of 
volunteers, a structure emerged thanks to the im-
agination of the workers. The playground includes 
seesaws and slides, all made using objects found 
in the streets, a technique which makes it easy 
to create shared public spaces in these specific 
contexts.
pps.org

Kibebe Tsehay Playground 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

Mmofra Place 
Accra, Ghana

Mmofra Place is a community garden and park 
aimed at providing a safe playing space for 
children. The 2 acres spot was designed by the 
community with the help of international and 
local experts. It includes a community garden, 
performance space, library, and multiple green 
spaces where children can play but also adults 
are invited to relax.
pps.org
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WORLD

The Alley Garden project aims at reclaiming 
backstreet alleys in the capital city Yangon. 
Usually used as dumpsites, some citizens 
decided to transform these neglected spaces 
into gardens and playgrounds accessible to 
everyone. 

doheain.com

Doh Eain 
Yangon - Myanmar

The Ugly Indian 
Bangalore, India

This is an initiative aiming to a cleaner city. The 
participants use cheap and easy techniques to 
make the streets, footpaths, squares greener and 
more welcoming.

theuglyindian.com


