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Resource Management, University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

Branding urban Living – the Narrative of 
Biodiversity

Introduction 
In the 1990s, many cities changed their sustainability policies. The shift was a 

response to an environmental crisis arising from urban mitigation, technological 
change, economic liberalism and global warming (Haase, D et al., 2017,64). Since 
the 1990s, policy agendas for the built environment have advocated for denser, 
more compact developments with a mix of uses. Biodiversity narratives range 
from an emphasis on vertical and horizontal artificial surfaces that can provide a 
range of habitats to narratives based on habitat loss and extinct and endangered 
species. While the circumstances of urban density are well-documented, the 
biological approach to greening is somewhat ideological and encompasses a much 
broader set of goals and outcomes, which means it is often difficult to evaluate 
or establish targets (Mackenzie, A, 2020). Narratives of loss often raise questions 
about the biodiversity that urban spaces can provide and about how narratives 
inform design. During the design stage, narratives about biodiversity provoke or 
inspire the planners and designers. Later on, the narratives arouse the interest of 
local people and make them care enough to make changes, or simply make them 
comprehend and act appropriately when ecologists predict a new mass extinction 
(Meyer, A, 2009, 6; Rosenzweig, S, 2003, 194).

The complexity of biodiversity in urban settings raises questions about 
simplified narratives: can specific species lost in rural landscapes be conserved 
or restored in urban settings? Red lists (UICN, 2009) are cited in environmental 
policy as sources of seemingly neutral scientific advice (Quenild, M, 2014, 184), 
but discussions in the field of conservation biology add nuance to the messaging. 
These discussions involve three specific conservation interests: concerns about 
mass extinction; conservation or restoration of large habitats; and an appeasement 
with the expanding urban areas (Weisser, W.W, and Hauck, T.E, 2019, 2). The 
challenge is to address the discord between nuanced conservation biology and the 
narratives of biodiversity in urban planning.

This paper aims to make biodiversity narratives more subtle, which should 
steer planning and design based on an honest and enduring attitude to diverse 
nature and brand urban living in ways that inspire and engage people. The paper 
draws on scientific data from conservation biology, derives inspiration from 
anthropogenic nature and refers to two case studies. On that basis, I propose three 
potential strategies for biodiversity in urban settings, aimed at either specifying 
and re-organising urban biodiversity or reversing urban planning, i.e. making 
biodiversity a top priority.
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The paper assumes that society and citizens have two main areas of interest 
and concern regarding biodiversity loss. They support the conservation and 
restoration of habitats in rural landscapes, and they interact with and utilise 
biodiversity in their urban lifestyles. This paper focuses on urban landscapes that 
offer people the benefits of nature and inspire them to act when they encounter 
positive outcomes, such as an abundance and richness of specific plant or animal 
species.

Methods and material
The starting point for this paper is the biodiversity aims specified in the UN 

Sustainable Development Goal 15 (UN SDG 15). The paper then goes on to 
examine the background and structure of the Red Lists of Threatened Species 
issued by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in order 
to understand their role in the discussion of biodiversity. Darwin’s evolutionary 
theory serves to clarify misinterpretations of the glorified role of native plant. 

The paper also cites conservation biology, which has gradually paved the 
way for reconciliation ecology, which aims to diversify anthropogenic habitats 
that  can host a wide variety of  wild species. Anthropogenic nature provides 
inspiration through the American concept Fourth Nature. Two case studies that 
identify high levels of variation (Flyvbjerg, B, 2016, 230) – from Fornebu, 
Norway, and Østerbro Climate District, Denmark – provide information about 
biodiversity in practice. They also document an intertwined and complex situation 
that significantly differs from prevailing narratives. Proposals for three future 
potential strategies encapsulate the nuances and lead to a discussion of policy and 
planning. The conclusion reflects on the implications of the potential strategies, 
including with regard to shifting narratives and attitudes.

Insight – background to biodiversity
The IUCN’s Red List of Threatened Species encompasses varying degrees 

of threat. The classifications ‘extinct’, ‘critically endangered’, ‘endangered’ and 
‘vulnerable’ collectively refer to concerns about mass extinction (see Figure 01). 
However, it is not clear how species in these categories can be conserved, restored 
or reconciliated in urban areas. Red lists are well suited to the conservation or 
restoration of extensive tracts of wild land (Miller, J.R and Hobbs, R.J, 2009, 
331-332), but in urban areas, clear targets are needed to specify which category, 
habitat or species is relevant (Dearborn, D.C and Kark, S, 2002, 331).
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Native plants are often afforded an almost ideological status. However, 
referring to evolutionary theory, Professor Stephen Jay Gould concludes that 
natural selection is only a ‘better than’ principle, not a tool for optimisation. 
Native plants are neither the best adapted nor the best available among all species 
(Gould, S.J, 1997, 15).

Appeasement – conservation biology 
Until relatively recently, conservation biology has focused on urbanisation 

as a primary cause of decline, either singly or in conjunction with other factors, 
in more than half of the species listed as threatened or endangered. However, 
since 2000, Miller and Hobbs, Rosenzweig, Dearborn and Kark have discussed 
how conservation functions in areas where people live and work and have sought 
ways to promote urban biodiversity. Conservation biology ranges from urban 
restoration projects involving restoring small patches of native plant species 
to large, landscape-scale projects aimed at ameliorating the impact of habitat 
fragmentation. In order to identify target species and habitat conditions, restoration 
projects ask questions such as: Which plant community or habitat do we want to 
restore? What are the key characteristics of the species?  Reconciliation ecology 
seeks precise means of modifying and diversifying urban green spaces to include 
specific varieties of wild species and prevent species loss.

Inspiration – anthropogenic nature 
Conservation biology tends to separate habitats into ‘extensive tracts of wild 

land’ and ‘small reserves and habitat remnants in urban and suburban areas’(Miller, 
J.R and Hobbs, R.J, 2009, 333). However, the Fourth Nature concept refers to 
forms of nature that can be operational for biodiversity work (Bakshi, A and 
Gallagher, F, 2020, 30) and also supplements other kinds of anthropogenic nature 
(Hunt, D, 2000; Kowarik, I, 2013, 93). It works flexibly with novel ecosystems to 
create a balanced ecosystem with a rich web of species – in other words, nature 
that arises from the city itself.

Fig. 01. IUCN’s Red List of Threatened Species encompasses varying degrees of threat, 
urban areas needs specific categories, habitats or species.

Source: IUCN’s Red List.



Inspiration – landscape cases
Fornebu, Oslo, Norway 

The Fornebu case study reveals what happens when biodiversity is an explicit 
consideration in the early stages of planning and when value-based judgements 
are no longer portrayed as such. It also exposes how red-list habitats in an 
environmental programme’s sustainability goals may well prove infeasible when 
faced with other goals.

A plan from 1997 proposed a new and dense urban landscape in Fornebu, 
with 15,000 inhabitants and 15,000 new jobs. In 1998, Oslo Airport in Fornebu 
closed, (see Figure 02), and Norway’s new international airport opened in 
Gardemoen (see Figure 03). The General Environmental Programme for Fornebu 
(2005) summarises five priorities for ensuring a sustainable community: 1) 
transportation; 2) energy supply and consumption; 3) building materials, waste 
and mass management, 4) natural and cultural conservation; and 5) pollution and 
noise. The ecological vegetation forest types Kalkfuruskogen (red-list calcareous 
pine forest), Lågurtgrannskog (low herbaceous pine forest) and Edelløvskog 
(deciduous forest), which are common to the Oslo fjord area, came into focus 
as sustainable goals for natural and cultural conservation (Dam, T and Busse 
Nielsen, A, 2012).

Fig. 02. Oslo Airport, Fornebu (1939–1998), main runway on Storøya.
Source: Statsbygg.
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Fornebu’s 38-hectare Central Park had already been installed on the former 
landing field on Storøya in 2004. Its ecological structure was based on basal-poor 
mountain soil. The brief for the park focused on varieties of vegetation considered 
native to the area, and belts of parkland were to function as dissemination 
corridors for flora and fauna in order to nurture biological diversity. The work 
was completed at the end of 2009.

The endangered red-list habitat ‘calcareous pine forest’ is a particularly value-
laden choice because its extinction was already underway before the airport was 
established in 1939. The restoration of habitats in Fornebu also incorporated other 
sustainable considerations, such as reusing crushed building materials, recycled 
soil and wood chips from cleared vegetation. These environmental goals were 
considered more important than re-establishing the conditions for a calcareous 
pine forest (see Figure 03). In Fornebu, the decision to prioritise one particular 
category of habitat led to conflict with other important environmental goals. 
Habitat restoration was a goal at a very early stage, but calcareous pine forest, 
despite being closely monitored by conservation biology, was too vulnerable to 
changing conditions. This ultimately led to an unsatisfying outcome rather than 
a successful narrative.

Fig. 03. Municipal Plan, including part of the old runway (number 12) on Storøya.
Source: Bærum Kommune (1999).
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Climate district, Østerbro Climate District, Denmark

In Østerbro Climate Quarter, the narrative of biodiversity was a key goal in 
the functional transformation of a city district from the 1900s through measures 
such as reducing traffic and upgrading storm-water management. The main 
public discourse for the project emphasised ‘urban nature’ as a solution strategy, 
targeting problems of pollution, overheating and cloudburst management while 
offering new recreational facilities (Engberg, L, 2018, 11).

Fig. 04. Mass deposits, wood chips and vegetation on the former runway at Storøya, Habitat 
restoration for calcareous pine forest was too vulnerable to changing conditions.

Source: Photo Author.

Fig. 05. Plan of Østerbro Climate District, north to the right. The narrative of biodiversity was a 
key goal in the functional transformation of a city district from the 1900s. Small habitats replaced 

9,000m2 of impervious paving.
Source: SLA.
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The Climate District was given the go-ahead in 2011, following a European 
competition won by the architect firm Tredje Natur. The winning project 
transformed a line of streets and two urban spaces into a sustainable urban 
drainage system. Small habitats replaced 9,000m2 of impervious paving, traffic 
was restricted to a minimum, and parking spaces were retained. Tredje Natur 
drew up the overall plan for the climate district, but another firm, SLA, was 
responsible for more detailed work on the street Bryggervangen and the urban 
space Sankt Kjeld Plads. Plans and photos from the site reveal a massive area that 
is overwhelmingly green (see figures 05 and 06). 

At Bryggervangen and Sankt Kjelds Plads, retention basins and small hills 
provide differentiated growing conditions, and the planting beds consist of different 
soil types, boulders, etc. The narrow streets and parking areas are separated by 
habitats, and small patches of green in the densely populated neighbourhood 
accommodate urban nature habitats. Pedestrians pass close by and even cross 
the habitats via small trails. Østerbro Climate District provides an urban habitat 
that can serve as a model for the conditions and space for conservation biology 
in dense urban districts everywhere. It is highly important to find a narrative that 
fits both the intensive activity required to initiate a project and the management 
needed in the years to come.

Fig. 06. Arial photo of the vegetation on Sankt Kjeld Plads. A model for the conditions and space 
in an urban habitat. The narrative should fit the intensive activity and the management needed in 

the years to come.
Source: SLA.
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Biodiversity potential
Biodiversity has the potential to reconcile urban landscapes by encouraging a 

focus on specific targets and acceptance of volatile outcomes of natural processes 
(Weisser, W.W and Hauck, T.E, 2019, 4). There has to be a shift in narrative, 
from proclaiming disaster to lauding tangible progress. I suggest three strategies: 
1) hybrid habitats, in which species share space with humans; 2) Sanctuaries for 
diversity, are inspired by wildlands and spontaneous plants; and 3) prioritising 
habitats through an alternative planning process. 

Hybrid habitats
Hybrid habitats are based on both key-species and key-habitat approaches, 

which identify targets for a particular plant community or habitat. This kind 
of specification can steer the planning and design process and helps to ensure 
synergy and a clear narrative. Species from UICN’s red lists and the level of 
threat may be used to select and specify target species and habitats, but the key 
elements are chosen with a view toward modifying and diversifying anthropogenic 
habitats, thereby ‘counteracting the impacts of habitat fragmentation’. The case 
of Fornebu illustrates the importance of realistic species targets and how urban 
abiotic conditions can influence the outcome.

Sanctuaries for diversity
Lively and diverse urban green spaces with plants suited for urban abiotic 

conditions can be sanctuaries for diversity. The urban soil, the micro-climate and 
volunteer species create the conditions for a sanctuary. Introduced species may 
adapt better than native species, and a mixture of species can create valuable 
biodiversity. The sanctuary also offers an aesthetic experience, which inspires 
recognition, empathy, love, respect and care for the environment (Meyer, E, 
2009, 7). This is more inspiring than words such as ‘threat’ or ‘endangered, near 
endangered and vulnerable’(see Figure 01). Sanctuaries for diversity preserves 
local biodiversity, creates stepping stones and corridors, provides ecosystem 
services and improves human well-being (Dearborn, D.C and Kark, S, 2008, 
432). The Climate District is an example of how the urban environment, rather 
than the deliberate selection of plant species, determines future urban habitats. 
Providing a sanctuary for diverse nature is the narrative.

Prioritising habitats
If citizens insist that urban living should compensate for the loss of biodiversity 

in the urban setting, then city planning must change radically. Habitats should 
be identified before even thinking about infrastructure and housing. Housing 
and infrastructure should respect both ‘extensive tracts of wild land’ and ‘small 
patches that counteract habitat fragmentation’. Analysis of shade, draining, wind-
tunnels and blocked corridors will determine the placement of infrastructure and 
housing in order to minimise their impact on habitats. 
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Policy and agency 
The recommendation that the proposed biodiversity initiatives – especially 

‘hybrid habitats’ and ‘prioritising habitats’ – should be specified at an early stage 
presents a challenge to the typical, multi-stage planning process.

In discussions about densely populated urban districts, critics note that 
there is an uneasy partnership between environmental planning and neoliberal 
‘anti-planning’ perspectives (Mackenzie, A, 2020, 46 and 54). Regulatory tools 
are too vulnerable to the whims of the market to ensure long-term support for 
environmental goals. In order to be sincere about biodiversity, planning policy 
must either be specific and guide the planning process or accept the outcome of 
natural, dynamic responses, and therefore resort to interventions, e.g. ‘sanctuaries 
for diversity’ at a later date.

Today, biodiversity usually enters the planning process only once the project 
design has been finalised (Weisser, W.W and Hauck, T.E, 2019, 2). Species 
introduction requires very detailed discussion at a stage in the planning process 
where many other aspects are uncertain. It is a significant departure from standard 
planning practice to take as a starting point ensuring biodiversity in the urban 
landscape. However, ‘prioritising habitats’ can act as a strong, leading narrative 
in the planning and design stages.

Policy in this area must be based on insight into biodiversity and related 
consequences. Agencies working to support biodiversity must maintain an 
overview of extensive patterns of habitat diversity, allowing for temporal 
and geographical variations and eventually make each part fit into a more 
comprehensive picture. 

Conclusion
Moderated and specific narratives are engaging and convincing, whereas merely 

repeating general statements about biodiversity is dull. The proposed potential 
strategies promote sincere concern for the loss of biodiversity. The branding of 
urban living also becomes credible when narratives are moderated. Biodiversity 
targets should be workable throughout all phases of the planning and design 
process and should be perceived as positive reactions to the loss of biodiversity. 
This desire to be precise and to convey a commitment to our environment and 
biodiversity must be balanced with conservation biology considerations and 
insight into the urban situation. Ambitious and precise narratives are able to steer 
the design process from sketch to final, built reality in ways that enable us to 
relate and react to the global loss of biodiversity.
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