
        

Citation for published version:
Mabon, L, Layard, A, De Vito, L, Few, R, Hatzisavvidou, S, Selomane , O, Marshall, A, Marciniak , G &
Moersberger, H 2024, 'What does a just transition mean for urban biodiversity? Insights from three cities
globally', Geoforum, vol. 154, 104069. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2024.104069

DOI:
10.1016/j.geoforum.2024.104069

Publication date:
2024

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication

Publisher Rights
CC BY

University of Bath

Alternative formats
If you require this document in an alternative format, please contact:
openaccess@bath.ac.uk

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 05. Jul. 2024

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2024.104069
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2024.104069
https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/publications/38d77805-5114-4a6c-9926-f4f2ec94f830


Geoforum 154 (2024) 104069

Available online 22 June 2024
0016-7185/© 2024 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

What does a just transition mean for urban biodiversity? Insights from three 
cities globally 

Leslie Mabon a,*, Antonia Layard b, Laura De Vito c, Roger Few d, Sophia Hatzisavvidou e, 
Odirilwe Selomane f, Adam Marshall g, Gilles Marciniak h, Hannah Moersberger i 

a The Open University, UK 
b University of Oxford, UK 
c University of the West of England, UK 
d University of East Anglia, UK 
e University of Bath, UK 
f University of Pretoria, South Africa 
g Manchester Metropolitan University, UK 
h Future Earth, France 
i German Centre for Integrative Biodiversity Research, Germany   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Biodiversity 
Environmental governance 
Just transition 
Urban environments 
Urban planning 

A B S T R A C T   

Just transitions – responses to environmental change that minimise negative impacts on the most affected people 
and places, while ensuring nobody is left behind – are gaining scholarly and policy significance in areas beyond 
their original focus on carbon-intensive jobs and sectors. Yet attention to what a just transition means for 
biodiversity, as another aspect of the global environmental crisis, remains limited. Given the critical role that 
biodiversity plays in supporting livelihoods and wellbeing, this is a notable gap. This paper assesses what a just 
transition means for biodiversity, focusing on urban environments as the spaces in which many people encounter 
biodiversity globally. We undertake interview research across three case study cities representing different 
geopolitical and environmental contexts: Bristol (UK); Yubari (Japan); and Cape Town (South Africa) and ask 
two questions: what does biodiversity tell us about the concept of just transitions in the lived environment; and 
what are the consequences of considering just transitions in the context of biodiversity in the lived urban 
environment? Based on our findings, we set out six principles for a just transition in relation to urban biodi-
versity, as areas for further empirical enquiry: a shared sense of what a just transition and biodiversity mean in 
the local context; diverse social and ecological knowledge systems informing decision-making; integration and 
cohesion across policies; inclusive, meaningful and early engagement; supporting communities during and after 
implementation; and measures for assessing the effectiveness of outcomes from an ecological and a social 
perspective.   

1. Introduction 

Momentum for just transitions – broadly understood as responses to 
environmental challenges that reduce socio-economic impacts on people 
and places who may be negatively affected by moves towards sustain-
able and zero-carbon societies – is growing within policy and legislation. 
For example, initiatives from national and regional governments (e.g. 
Scottish Government Just Transition Commission, 2021); environmental 
non-governmental organisations (e.g. Platform-Friends of the Earth 
Scotland (2023) campaigning on support for fossil fuel workers) and 

trade unions (e.g. the UK Trades Union Congress (2023) on future- 
proofing jobs and infrastructure) explicitly embed the language of just 
transitions. 

Critical social science research, spanning human geography, science 
and technology studies and beyond, has similarly explored just transi-
tions for climate change, energy and the broader environment (Heffron 
and McCauley, 2018; Jasanoff, 2018; Jenkins et al., 2020; Morena et al., 
2020). Although a just transition has been proposed as a unifying 
concept for diverse struggles (Heffron and McCauley, 2018, Wang and 
Lo, 2021), divergent interpretations remain. This has led to calls for the 
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combination of energy, environmental and climate justice paradigms, 
with a clear focus on outcomes (Heffron and McCauley, 2018) and a 
shared focus on justice in process as well as distribution of risks and 
benefits (McCauley and Heffron, 2018; Abram et al., 2022). Scholars 
have also called for additional empirical studies on just transition, 
expanding scope to include a wider range of geographical and socio- 
economic contexts (Wang and Lo, 2021). 

This paper engages with both these conceptual and empirical 
research drivers within another global environmental emergency where 
just transitions have received less explicit attention: biodiversity (IPBES- 
IPCC, 2021; Knapp et al., 2021). Attention to who benefits and who loses 
out in biodiversity management is especially salient given political in-
terest in nature’s contributions to people as a way of supporting liveli-
hoods and societal wellbeing while responding to climate mitigation, 
adaptation and sustainability imperatives (ILO, 2022; NatureScot., 
2020). The adoption of the Global Biodiversity Framework in 2022, 
which mentions just phase-out of incentives harmful to biodiversity and 
justice in access to biodiversity for local communities, illustrates the 
need for careful thought of what just transitions thinking means for 
biodiversity governance. Now is thus an important moment for under-
standing what just transitions thinking can contribute to global rhetoric 
on biodiversity, and also what biodiversity can bring to extant schol-
arship, policy and practice on just transitions. 

Biodiversity management inevitably involves questions of land use, 
which are place-based and context-specific. This links well to academic 
insights about ‘where’ a just transition happens, focusing on the ‘place’ 
of just transitions (Heffron and McCauley, 2018; Raymond et al., 2023; 
Eadson et al., 2024). Raymond et al (2023) argue that including sense of 
place in decision-making is especially valuable to build support for 
urban just transitions; whilst Heffron and McCauley (2018) contend that 
where events that lead to inequality and injustice happen, and to what 
locations inequalities or injustices reach or occur, are important. For 
biodiversity, urban environments are the place most people globally will 
experience environmental change, but where specific understandings of 
both biodiversity (Knapp et al., 2021) and just transitions (Hughes and 
Hoffmann, 2020) are still emerging. Within the recognition of cities as 
drivers of socio-ecological transitions (McCauley, 2021; Berglund et al., 
2023; Bulkeley, 2021), the contributions of biodiversity to people are 
increasingly advocated within ‘nature-based solutions’ that enable just 
transitions by improving urban environments while addressing socio- 
economic injustices (Raymond et al., 2017; Frantzeskaki, 2019). 

Accordingly, the aim of this paper is to assess what a just transition in 
an urban context means for biodiversity, with a specific focus on the 
lived environment as the place in which this transition happens. We 
break this overall aim down into two sub-questions. First, what does 
biodiversity tell us about the concept of just transitions in the lived 
environment? And second, what are the consequences of considering 
just transitions in the context of biodiversity in the lived urban envi-
ronment? To do so, we investigate three cities globally facing differing 
and complex biodiversity challenges: Bristol in the UK; Yubari in Japan; 
and Cape Town in South Africa. 

We begin with a series of conceptual clarifications, and use these to 
develop a potential series of principles for a just transition for urban 
biodiversity. (Section 2). We then outline our research design (Section 
3), and present the three case studies (Section 4), Section 5 presents our 
findings. We organise these around three themes: understandings of just 
transitions; responsibility for just transitions; and just transitions and 
biodiversity without labels. In Section 6 we reflect on how these themes 
– and our findings – add context to the principles proposed in Section 2, 
before returning to the overall aim and questions of the paper. 

2. Conceptual background: just transitions, biodiversity, and 
the urban 

To develop a framework for evaluating just transitions in urban 
biodiversity, we begin by synthesising existing work across scholarship, 

policy and practice which has outlined principles for just transitions 
across different dimensions. After reviewing work on just transitions 
themselves, we turn our attention to biodiversity and then the urban, 
before presenting a series of principles for just transitions in urban 
biodiversity to be tested through the empirical cases. 

2.1. Just transitions 

In their report on decent nature-based work, the International La-
bour Organisation, United Nations Environment Programme and Inter-
national Union for the Conservation of Nature explain that a just 
transition “seeks to maximize the social and economic opportunities of 
environmental actions – including climate action and protecting biodi-
versity – while minimizing and carefully managing any challenges 
related to impacts of these actions [and] aims to support workers, en-
terprises and communities negatively impacted by shifts away from 
certain sectors and seeks to ensure that no one is left behind” (ILO, 2022: 
37). The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (2020), build-
ing on work from the ILO, identifies six characteristics that comprise a 
just transition. These are: understanding the impacts of a policy; 
research and early assessment of the impacts of policies on the work-
force; consultation and social dialogue; training and skills development; 
social protection and security; and evaluative assessment of just tran-
sition measures and their sustainability. 

Although the understandings of a just transition promoted by actors 
such as the ILO and UNFCCC are understandably focused on jobs and 
workforces from a policy and practice angle, they provide a useful 
organising framework for assessing what a just transition may look like 
across societal responses to other environmental challenges. This is 
important because scholarly interest in just transitions has broadened 
out to look at foundational changes that are required for just societies in 
a way that includes but goes beyond labour (Hughes and Hoffmann, 
2020), exploring questions such as who benefits and who loses out on a 
global scale from the transition to a sustainable society (Swilling et al., 
2016); what a move away from carbon-intensive industries and prac-
tices means for community and sense of place (Weller, 2019, Raymond 
et al., 2023, Eadson et al., 2024); and what a just transition means for 
adapting to the impacts of climate change (Schlosberg et al., 2017). 
Common across both the UNFCCC principles and these broader scholarly 
understandings of a just transition is the recognition that environmental 
actions can create winners and losers, but that through forward plan-
ning, early engagement and specific measures to support those at most 
risk, difficult decisions can be handled in a way that does not create new 
inequalities or intensify existing ones. It is this understanding of a just 
transition that we take as a starting point for our enquiry. 

It is also important to acknowledge the difference between transition 
and transformation. While existing research has discussed just trans-
formations in biodiversity (Pickering et al., 2022) and ecosystems 
(Bennett et al., 2019), our focus is on just transitions in biodiversity. 
Hoelscher et al. (2018) explain that although the two terms are not 
mutually exclusive, transition has mainly been employed to analyse 
changes in societal sub-systems (such as cities) with a focus on social, 
technological and institutional interactions; whereas transformation is 
more commonly applied to large-scale changes in whole societies. Given 
our desire to understand existing and ongoing empirical examples of 
how biodiversity can support those in greatest need within societal re-
sponses to environmental change, and our focus on actions at the urban 
scale, we thus bring a biodiversity contribution primarily to the litera-
ture on just transitions, rather than just transformations. 

2.2. Biodiversity and just transitions 

Biodiversity in its simplest form refers to the variability among living 
organisms from all sources; and the ecosystems of which they are a part 
(IPBES, n.d.). Díaz et al. (2015) explain that biodiversity and ecosystems 
feed into nature’s benefits to people (in the form of ecosystem goods and 
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services), which in turn enable good quality of life and human well-
being. Explicit engagement with just transitions in biodiversity-focused 
scholarship is limited, yet it is possible to identify multiple ways in 
which protecting and enhancing biodiversity could support people and 
places negatively impacted by responses to environmental challenges 
under a just transition approach. These include fair and decent jobs that 
maintain or enhance nature’s contributions to people (ILO, 2022); 
reducing harm to people and places most at risk from climate-related 
weather extremes through ecosystem-based adaptation and disaster 
risk reduction (e.g. IPBES-IPCC, 2021; Sudmeier-Rieux et al., 2021); and 
supporting resilience to shocks and stresses by aiding physical and 
mental wellbeing and societal interaction (Marselle et al., 2019). 

A just transition in biodiversity may also involve redressing past 
harms to nature, through ecological rehabilitation of degraded envi-
ronments in landscapes formerly associated with resource extraction 
(Nowakowska et al., 2021; Krzysztofik et al., 2022). A just transition that 
considers those who stand to lose most must also acknowledge com-
munities whose livelihoods depend on contributions from biodiversity, 
especially in agrarian contexts, and ensure that global rhetoric of 
biodiversity conservation in the name of sustainability transitions does 
not disadvantage such resource-dependent communities (Alarcón et al., 
2022). 

Biodiversity can thus be seen as a critical building block for realising 
transitions to sustainability, given its role in supporting quality of life 
and wellbeing. Moreover, if, as we suggest, a transition is to be ‘just’ in 
the sense of supporting those who are most affected and leaving nobody 
behind, then it follows that the contributions to people from biodiversity 
need to be distributed equitably across society and space, that past 
harms to biodiversity ought to be redressed, and that the needs of those 
who currently rely on biodiversity for livelihoods or wellbeing are 
respected. Pickering et al (2022) outline five principles to enable just 
biodiversity governance: policies that comply with norms that biodi-
versity ought to be protected; integration of biodiversity across different 
policy areas; fairer decision-making processes; mobilisation of resources 
in the form of funding; tangible examples of implementing strategies in 
practice; and measures for monitoring, evaluation and accountability. 
Although these principles reflect just transformations rather than just 
transitions specifically, they nonetheless illustrate how just transition 
definitions developed in a decarbonisation context may be adapted for 
biodiversity. 

2.3. The urban as a site for just transitions and biodiversity to interface 

The above sections illustrate the value of considering biodiversity 
through a just transition lens, given the role of biodiversity in supporting 
livelihoods and wellbeing. A critical challenge, however, is to under-
stand what a just transition in biodiversity may look like in practice – 
especially given ongoing calls for more empirical examples of just 
transitions in a wider sense (Wang and Lo, 2021); and of the need for a 
results-based approach to just transitions (Heffron and McCauley, 
2018). As outlined in Section 1, there is growing interest in where and 
how just transitions happen and where claims to injustice may arise. The 
urban is a key site at which biodiversity just transitions may take place, 
and as such is a vital interface and point of departure for understanding 
just transitions and biodiversity. As Puppim de Oliveira et al (2011) 
note, it is often at local government level that biodiversity rhetoric is 
turned into reality, through actions such as land use planning and 
enforcement of environmental regulations. It thus follows that the local 
government level is the scale at which one can understand a just tran-
sition in biodiversity in practice. However, there is a strong rural focus 
to existing empirical examples of just transitions through biodiversity (e. 
g. ILO, 2022). Given the interest in urban areas as key sites for biodi-
versity conservation under an urbanizing global population (Knapp 
et al., 2021) and also growing consideration of what a just transition 
means for the urban and built environment (Hughes and Hoffmann, 
2020), empirical exploration of the interface between just transitions 

and biodiversity in an urban context is an important gap in under-
standing how a biodiversity just transition may be experienced in the 
lived environment for many people globally. 

2.4. Conceptual framework and research questions 

Our work therefore brings together just transitions, biodiversity and 
the urban to address two overarching questions. First, acknowledging 
concern about the proliferation of just transitions research and associ-
ated loss of conceptual clarity (Heffron and McCauley, 2018; Wang and 
Lo, 2021), what does biodiversity tell us about the concept of just 
transitions in the lived environment? And second, expanding on Ray-
mond et al (2023) and wider work into just transitions and urban nature, 
what are the consequences of considering just transitions in the context 
of biodiversity in the lived urban environment? To guide our enquiry 
and pinpoint what is distinct about biodiversity and just transitions, the 
conceptual framework in Fig. 1 integrates principles from the different 
bodies of literature reviewed above, and uses these to distil six possible 
features of a just transition in the biodiversity context: a shared sense of 
what a just transition for biodiversity means locally; a diverse base of 
knowledge systems in decision-making; integration and cohesion across 
policies; inclusive and meaningful engagement; supporting commu-
nities; and measures for assessing effectiveness of outcomes. We return 
to these principles in the Discussion, and use them as a point of depar-
ture to reflect on our two overarching research questions. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research design 

We adopted an exploratory multiple case study approach, selecting 
cities with different urban development and socio-political-economic 
characteristics across the Global North, Global South and Global East 
(Yin, 2014). This approach enabled us to study the links between just 
transitions and biodiversity across different urban sites. Each city was 
chosen to highlight key contrasts between cultural, developmental and 
political settings, as emphasised by Swilling et al’s (2016) comparison 
between South African and East Asian contexts in their analysis of the 
capacities of socio-political regimes to drive sustainability transitions. 
The cases hence represent one city with a strong local government vision 
for biodiversity and climate justice but also pockets of deprivation and 
exclusion (Bristol); one shrinking city with a direct history of fossil fuel 
extraction, where biodiversity is returning to the lived environment in a 
largely unplanned manner due to the absence of humans (Yubari); and 
one rapidly expanding and less-well off city, where biodiversity imper-
atives need to be considered against socio-economic development, 
poverty alleviation, and social justice imperatives (Cape Town). Section 
4 provides a fuller outline of each of the characteristics of the case study 
locations. Case study selection was also informed by where the authors 
have recent or ongoing research experience to strengthen contextual 
understanding of the case studies, given that the study attempts to 
synthesize experiences (Gerring, 2016). Prior experience of the cases 
also aided with recruitment, especially of less empowered groups, and 
with navigating any sensitivities or issues of research fatigue that can 
arise with emotive environmental and societal issues. 

3.2. Data collection 

Data collection and analysis for this research, which received full 
ethical approval via the University of Bristol, was conducted between 
September 2021 and August 2022. 23 semi-structured interviews were 
undertaken with 25 people across the three cases plus broader biodi-
versity and just transitions expertise. This was broken down into six 
interviews for Bristol; five for Yubari; and eight for Cape Town. Four 
interviews with participants able to give a more high-level and cross- 
cutting overview of the interface between just transitions and 
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biodiversity due to their position were also conducted. Participants were 
recruited through existing networks and snowballing techniques. Sam-
pling sought to cover people involved in different sectors in each city, 
especially harder-to-reach perspectives, e.g. people working for small 
organisations and local activists. While designed to target the same 
research questions, the semi-structured interview protocol allowed some 
flexibility to reflect specific local challenges and maximise contributions 
from each individual participant based on their experience and area of 
expertise (see Table 1). 

Given the nascent nature of scholarly and policy engagement at the 
interface of just transitions and biodiversity, a smaller and more focused 
sample of people who could talk in-depth about issues relating to just 
transitions and biodiversity in their local context was considered more 
important than a larger sample of people able to engage with the issues 
in less depth. Having respondents with deep contextual knowledge was 
especially important given our interest in understanding what is distinct 
about a biodiversity and just transitions framing for urban nature. 
Where required, existing documentary material relating to each case (for 
example, local strategies, position papers, published academic and 
literature on the case studies) is also cited to evidence or support the 
points made. 

3.3. Analysis and data presentation 

A qualitative thematic analysis of the data was undertaken (Clarke 
et al., 2015). The content of each interview was coded manually by at 
least two coders, with preliminary codes focusing on capturing different 
understandings of biodiversity and just transitions in urban contexts, 
reflecting the design of the interview questions to ensure construct 
validity. Subsequently, substantive analytical themes were identified 
inductively through dialogue among the research team in order to 
emphasise participants’ perspectives (see e.g. Byrne, 2022). In line with 
the emergent nature of research at the just transitions and biodiversity 
interface, an analytical approach which was guided by the initial 
interview questions, yet also contained significant analytical flexibility 

to allow participants’ own ideas and interpretations to be drawn out of 
the data, was considered appropriate. Following the ‘prevalence’ 
approach proposed by Sandelowski (1998), the findings (Section 5) are 
structured around reporting the three most prevalent themes in the data. 
Sandelowski argues this approach to data presentation is useful for sit-
uations where the aim is to show convergence and divergence of factors 
in divergent groups of people experiencing the same event, which fits 
well with our sample of different people in different locations experi-
encing just transitions and biodiversity in different contexts. Following 
Drisko (2005), the discussion (Section 6) and conclusions (Section 7) are 
structured around links back to prior literature and our conceptual 
framework, as well as drawing out conclusions. 

4. Case study cities 

Table 2 summarises the main urban, social and environmental 
characteristics of each of our case study cities. Differences in space and 
power when it comes to biodiversity and just transitions between each of 
the cities are apparent, and are discussed in more detail in the sub- 
sections below. Bristol is a case where rapid expansion of housing, 
driven by market trends and population increase, is putting pressure on 
biodiversity; Cape Town is similarly a case where population growth, 
driven by national trends of rural–urban migration, leads to expansion 
of housing and puts pressure on land; and Yubari, conversely, is a case 
where rapid population decline, caused by long-term national de-
mographic trends and energy transitions, leads to un-managed return of 
biodiversity. Bristol reflects a case where action and policy is very much 
driven from the local government level, and where the city authorities 
seek to position themselves as being leaders nationally on climate and 
biodiversity action. Both Yubari and Cape Town, conversely, are cases 
where national level rhetoric on just transitions runs up against the 
messy realities of complex societal challenges at the local level, and 
where negotiation of what a just transition means locally is ongoing. In 
short, Bristol is a city faced with declining natural spaces as more 
housing is developed; Yubari is negotiating a largely unplanned return 

Fig. 1. Conceptual framework, with principles for a just transition in urban biodiversity and overarching research questions.  
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to nature as a result of demographics and historical energy transitions; 
and Cape Town has a legacy of spatial politics that have left deep in-
equalities and hurt amongst local people, and also faces declining nat-
ural spaces as more housing is developed. 

4.1. Bristol 

Bristol declared both a climate and an ecological emergency in 2020 
(Bristol City Council, 2020a,b). Bristol has a history of environmental 
activism and frames itself as an environmental leader. The city has 
developed networks of ‘green governance’, notably the Green Capital 
Partnership which aims to work collaboratively with city government, 
utilities, NGOs, developers, universities and local communities to build 
consensus for change. However, there are growing concerns that social 
inequalities are reflected in the diversity of the environmental move-
ment in Bristol, including a lack of diversity in environmental gover-
nance. The city also faces significant social inequality challenges, with 
15 % of Bristol’s population living in the most deprived 10 % of areas in 
England in 2019 (16 % in 2015), with 21 % of all children and 17 % of 
older people living in income deprived households (Bristol City Council, 

2022). 
Recognising the importance of tackling climate change and social 

inequality in an integrated and coordinated way, as well as the impor-
tance of enabling a more inclusive and diverse city governance, Bristol’s 
climate and ecological emergency strategies have been framed under the 
umbrella of a place-based governance approach, centred around the 
Bristol One City Plan (Hambleton, 2020). That said, most strategies have 
not yet been developed into action plans and remain high-level. This is 
also true of the principle of just transition, incorporated into the 
Council’s Climate Emergency Action Plan 2022–2025 (Bristol City 
Council, 2022). Yet population growth and demand for housing are 
putting pressure on green spaces and biodiversity in Bristol. A number of 
green spaces in the city were previously designated for housing, prior to 
the city’s ecological emergency declaration. One of the most high-profile 
controversies involves plans to build 260 homes on the city’s Brislington 
Meadows, with regional environmental NGOs explicitly citing loss of 
wildlife and habitats in opposition (Avon Wildlife Trust, 2021). 

Bristol hence offers insight into a locality which has made explicit 
mention of just transitions in a climate and biodiversity context at a local 
level. However, the ongoing controversy over housing expansion in the 
city also means Bristol can offer insight into how well just transitions 
policy rhetoric can protect biodiversity in the face of market-driven 
housing expansion. 

Table 1 
Interview participants.  

City Sector Participant ID 

Bristol Former councillor and current community 
worker 

Bristol 1 

Specialist Support Worker and advocate at city 
farm 

Bristol 2 

Arts practitioner and advocate at city farm Bristol 3 
Director at city farm Bristol 4 
Founder of local environmental protection 
campaign 

Bristol 5 

Inter-disciplinary social scientist and former 
community development worker. 

Bristol 6  

Yubari Director of community enterprise and heritage 
organisation 

Yubari 1 

Community nature warden Yubari 2 
Japan director for international environmental 
NGO and Policy researcher for international 
environmental NGO 

Yubari 3a, Yubari 
3b 

Researcher for Japanese environmental NGO Yubari 4 
Local government official for urban planning 
division 

Yubari 5  

Cape 
Town 

Researcher specialising in just energy transtions Cape Town 1 
Program Director for non-profit housing rights/ 
advocacy group 

Cape Town 2 

Former Director for non-profit housing rights/ 
advocacy group 

Cape Town 3 

Attorney specialising in constitutional housing 
rights and Researcher specialising in urban 
planning 

Cape Town 4a, Cape 
Town 4b 

Founder/director of environmental project 
based in informal settlement 

Cape Town 5 

Manager in local government environment and 
conservation division 

Cape Town 6 

Researcher specialising in public health, and 
chair of group opposing development on 
sensitive land. 

Cape Town 7 

Researcher specialising in poverty, inequality 
and sustainable development in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, and Researcher specialising in urban 
political ecology 

Cape Town 8a, 
Cape Town 8b  

General Director of policy and research for UK-based 
wildlife trust 

General 1 

Independent researcher and consultant General 2 
Director of landscape and placemaking for UK- 
based housing association 

General 3 

Climate officer for trade union organisation General 4  

Table 2 
Characteristics of case study cities.   

Bristol Yubari Cape Town 

Population 
(approx.) 

459,000 7,000 4,600,000 

Main 
environmental 
challenges 
identified at 
local level 

Sea level rise, 
reduction in 
rainfall, 
heatwaves, 
decline in 
biodiversity. 

Reduction in 
snowfall, rising 
summer 
temperatures, 
legacy of coal 
mining 
infrastructure. 

Reduction in 
rainfall leading to 
extreme pressure 
on water 
resources, 
pressure on 
biodiversity and 
green 
infrastructure 
from urban 
development. 

Main urban policy 
challenges 

Pressure on green 
spaces due to 
rapid expansion 
of housing; 
significant social 
inequality. 

Empty and 
abandoned 
buildings spread 
over large area; 
rapidly ageing 
and declining 
population. 

Rapid population 
increase; pressure 
on land from both 
biodiversity 
conservation and 
expansion of 
formal and 
informal housing; 
high (albeit 
deteriorating) 
poverty rates 
among non-White 
groups. 

Main 
environmental 
policy drivers 
relevant to 
biodiversity and 
just transitions 

Climate and 
ecological 
emergency 
declared (2020); 
Bristol City 
Council Climate 
Emergency 
Action Plan 
2022–25. 

Yubari City 
Government 
declaration of 
intent to become a 
‘zero carbon city’ 
(2023). 

Cape Town 
Resilience 
Strategy (2019) 

Consideration of 
just transitions 
in local policy/ 
governance 

Incorporation of 
just transitions 
into local 
government 
climate 
emergency action 
plan 2022–25. 

National 
government 
promotion of 
local net-zero 
plans; advocacy of 
just transitions 
approach from 
local NGOs (Sato, 
2022). 

National 
government 
adoption of just 
transitions 
framework 
(2022).  
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4.2. Yubari 

Yubari is a former coal mining city in Hokkaido, the northernmost 
island of Japan. From a peak of nearly 120,000 people in the 1960s, the 
population of Yubari declined in line with the winding-down of the 
city’s mines as Japan transitioned away from coal and towards oil, gas 
and nuclear in its energy mix. The last mine closed in the early 1990s. 
Owing to a shrinking population, a lack of taxation revenue and a legacy 
of mining-related infrastructure to maintain, Yubari’s city government 
effectively declared bankruptcy in 2007. 

Yubari has an ageing population, with 53.9 % of the population aged 
65 or over as of December 2022 (Yubari City, 2022). The most recent 
available data at the time of writing indicates the annual per capita 
income in Yubari is 1.96 million Yen, compared to 2.39 million Yen for 
Hokkaido and 2.75 million Yen for all Japan (Yubari City, 2011). 
Yubari’s financial strength index is in the bottom 15 % of all Japanese 
local governments (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, 
2021). In a radical effort to reduce costs and make Yubari liveable for the 
remaining 6,800 residents, Yubari has since 2012 embarked on a pro-
gramme of relocating residents from peripheral areas of the munici-
pality to a new ‘core’ and allowing formerly inhabited areas to return to 
nature (Mabon and Shih, 2018). The challenges of managing a transition 
to a smaller sustainable urban form are made more acute in Yubari by 
the legacy of coal mining, which has left slag heaps, mine shafts and 
mining-related buildings in the landscape; however the city government 
is supported in its initiatives through a number of community-led or-
ganisations that support key public services such as snow clearing, li-
braries and preservation of cultural heritage (Mabon et al., 2023). 

Yubari offers an opportunity to understand several interrelated is-
sues: the role of biodiversity conservation and enhancement in transi-
tions for former fossil fuel economy cities, where extractive industries 
may leave specific spatial and infrastructural legacies; the benefits of 
urban re-naturing for less empowered residents in post-industrial cities; 
and how the rehabilitation of nature and biodiversity interplays with 
potentially contentious urban governance issues (in this case planned 
relocation) which arise as part of a just transition. 

4.3. Cape Town 

Cape Town is South Africa’s legislative capital, with over 4.6 million 
people. Cape Town is experiencing rapid increases in population (mainly 
from rural areas), pressures for land for both human settlement and 
biodiversity, and increasing informal housing, within and on the out-
skirts of the city boundaries. As a result of various challenges, the city 
has developed a Resilience Strategy (Cape Town Resilience Strategy, 
2019), and there have been proposals to develop and safeguard green 
infrastructure in and around the city. While Cape Town’s poverty sta-
tistics had been improving, with a reduction in the percentage of 
households living in poverty from 24.2 % in 2017 to 16.3 % in 2018, 
there was a marginal increase in poverty of 0.80 % from 2018 to 2019, in 
the majority of population groups, excluding the White group. The city 
authorities estimate that these high poverty and inequality rates are 
likely to have deteriorated from 2020 onwards, in line with the global 
post-pandemic trend (City of Cape Town, 2021). 

Cape Town has notably experienced challenges with water, resulting 
in apocalyptic headlines about ’Day Zero’ for the city running out of 
water. Some causal factors include climate change and low rainfall 
(Sousa et al., 2018). The water crisis provided a glimpse into how major 
environmental change manifests in a large city, and how the responses 
and differentiated impacts (Enqvist and Ziervogel, 2019; WRI, 2019) 
could affect different inhabitants. South Africa’s national government in 
2021 launched its Framework for a Just Transition in South Africa 
(Presidential Climate Commission, 2022), which makes mention of the 
role of biodiversity in a just transition in terms of creating green jobs and 
economic benefit as part of the “biodiversity economy”. Against this 
backdrop of climate impacts affecting different groups of people in Cape 

Town differently and national rhetoric on just transitions, Stålhammar 
(2021) however finds polarised views on biodiversity and urban nature 
within the city. Stålhammar (2021) reports that some biodiversity 
managers in the city see South Africa’s dominant ‘conservation’ rhetoric 
as being too protectionist, arguing instead for planning and managing 
biodiversity in the context of Cape Town’s development and equity 
challenges. 

As such, in terms of biodiversity and a just transition, Cape Town 
offers opportunities to investigate whether programmes planned or 
under consideration with biodiversity and ecosystem services at their 
core are sufficiently (or at all) considering just transitions in the way that 
national rhetoric promotes. Cape Town also offers insight into what just 
transition and biodiversity thinking might look like in a highly unequal 
city, in a highly unequal country. 

5. Findings 

We divide our findings into three themes. The first is understandings 
of just transitions. This refers to how respondents understood (or not) just 
transitions in their own contexts, and the similarities and differences 
between how just transitions are understood across the cities. The sec-
ond is responsibility for just transitions. Here, we explore who respondents 
saw as being responsible for putting a just transition into practice – and 
also the constraints faced by those who are expected to lead on bridging 
a just transition and biodiversity. The third theme is just transitions and 
biodiversity without labels. This refers to actions which were observed 
across the cases and which could be thought of as fitting with a just 
transition in biodiversity, but which interviewees themselves may not 
explicitly describe as relating to a just transition or to biodiversity. These 
themes were identified through qualitative thematic analysis, and as 
such reflect the central issues that emerged when participants talked 
about how they saw the relationship between biodiversity and just 
transitions. In the discussion in Section 6, we reflect on how these 
themes – and our findings – relate to the overall aim and questions of the 
paper, namely: what does biodiversity tell us about the concept of just 
transitions in the lived environment; and what are the consequences of 
considering just transitions in the context of biodiversity in the lived 
urban environment. 

5.1. Understandings of just transitions 

Our first theme concerns understandings of the term ‘just transition’. 
Across the city contexts, there were different interpretations of what a 
just transition meant in a general sense, let alone in the context of 
biodiversity. This was illustrated by the breadth of responses that were 
given when participants were asked to explain how they would define a 
just transition: 

“I suppose, another just transition might be the other way, is that you 
know someone saying, we want to chop this tree down but be like, 
you know, a just transition would be you’re not going to try and chop 
that tree down until the tree other trees you’ve planted, or at this 
height, and you know that’s the that’s kind of a compromise” (former 
councillor and current community worker, Bristol) 
“There’s a lot of opposition to places that are relying on coal mining 
and coal power, and Japan’s coal-fired power plants are being shut. 
There are places that have been carried by coal in the past and have 
come into a bad situation, so I wonder how they will maintain their 
living in the future […] The problem of unemployment, alcohol 
dependence, the problem of deteriorating security, etc. It’s certainly 
a problem that we really have to think about when transitioning to 
maintain people’s happiness in their lives.” (community NGO, 
Yubari) 
“It doesn’t make sense to have a transition that makes things worse 
than they are right now, you know. If you find that you have a sit-
uation where there’s high inequality. You know, by taking steps 
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towards a just transition, it means that you have to make sure that 
those inequalities are eliminated, to a certain point or totally by the 
transition that you’re making.” (just transition researcher, Cape 
Town) 

Immediately notable here are the different definitions of a just 
transition that exist within and between locations, with emphasis on 
replacement of what is lost (Bristol); maintenance and rehabilitation of 
quality of life under industrial decline (Yubari); and improvement on the 
status quo (Cape Town). Across the city contexts, there were also 
different levels of willingness to explicitly engage with just transitions. 
On one hand, there was a good sense of the value of just transitions 
messaging in Yubari, given the prior experience of a transition from 
fossil fuel extraction towards new forms of employment and economy. 
One respondent saw explicit use of a just transitions approach as a 
helpful strategic move that placed local governments and Japan as a 
whole in a global context: 

“… we’re saying, like, the rest of the world is phasing out coal, and 
they have a plan. So we don’t just want you [the Government] to 
phase out coal power, we want you to plan for it and do it properly. 
And that’s kind of the role of just transition.” (Japanese environ-
mental NGO) 

And in Cape Town, respondents saw the language of just transitions 
as being a useful organising concept for making explicit the processes 
that need to be followed to realise nature’s contributions to people 
equitably across the city: 

“what processes do we need to put in place for us to be able to 
achieve that sort of ideal state of justice as it relates to the equitable 
distribution of biodiversity and its ecosystem goods and services to 
all the people in the city, so how does everybody have access to a 
good amount of clean water, how does everybody have access to 
flood mitigation to fire mitigation to good soils, etc, regardless of 
your social economic standing.” (researcher specialising in urban 
political ecology, Cape Town) 
“I agree that there’s a possibility to have a just transition that is about 
social nature. Society and nature is like an intertwined vision” 
(researcher specialising in poverty and inequality, Cape Town) 

For others, however, explicit use of the language of just transitions 
did not carry any political or organisational benefit, and in fact served 
only to create confusion and exclusion: 

“When you say just transition, that to me doesn’t have anything to do 
with justice. I would say, why is it not called then a fair and equitable 
transition? I know that’s another couple of words, but so just tran-
sition for me, that doesn’t grab me […] So yeah, certainly it feels like 
that wording feels a bit exclusionary…” (director at city farm, 
Bristol) 

Our findings indicate, therefore, that the language of just transitions 
is understood differently across and within our city contexts, and that 
different stakeholders in different locations have differing views on the 
value of just transitions framing in promoting a fair and equitable 
response to environmental challenges. While these responses echo the 
diverse understandings of just transition identified by academics, the 
data also demonstrates a shared concern with social justice in biodi-
versity management, despite the varied framings of a just transition. 
Moreover, these responses indicate that a just transitions approach may 
be of value in planning ahead, emphasising the desired end status for 
biodiversity and its benefits to people during transitions, for instance 
while recalibrating the local economy (in Yubari) or while building 
more housing (in Bristol and Cape Town). This raises the question of 
responsibility, the next theme from our analysis. 

5.2. Responsibility for just transitions 

The second theme from the data concerns who has responsibility for 
implementing transitions in a locality, and what the remit for biodi-
versity within a just transition ought to encompass. When respondents 
were asked who they thought should take the lead on implementing a 
just transition, there was a common expectation that the local or 
municipal government – and the people working within it – should drive 
integration of a just transition with biodiversity, and act resourcefully to 
create the conditions for a just transition to happen: 

“I think that each staff member [of the local government] should 
acquire the ability to solve problems and be able to connect separate 
problems to each other, and to be able to think that if they can’t ask 
for a budget as usual, it’s not the end. If there is no subsidy and you 
couldn’t do it until now, if there are possibilities in different di-
rections then we can think about, so not giving up and doing things 
slightly differently. I think that’s necessary. We have to be prepared 
to put energy in.” (local government employee, Yubari) 
“there are some things that can be done within the current kind of 
legislation and policy, there are some things that need to be amended 
and tossed out….So into a 2014 2015 when the last legislation 
around planning past it has given the city of Cape Town, the au-
thority to decide how it plans and they determine the planning by-
laws so in many ways, you know the spatial development plan and 
the planning bylaws could speak to where you can develop a lan-
guage to preserve the language we develop and how it should be 
developed so that it doesn’t impede on land that sensitive, you know 
I manage its biodiversity much better.” (former director for non- 
profit housing rights group, Cape Town) 

Nonetheless, it was also acknowledged that even if local govern-
ments have a responsibility to act, limited resources and the slowness of 
administrative process means communities may have to take the lead 
themselves on embedding biodiversity into a just transition: 

“there’s this one project that I know. It’s not big, but it’s very 
inspiring, because there’s a lot of hope around it […] they just 
started the garden there you know, without funding, even without 
even the right to, because they tried all of the avenues, and they 
couldn’t get the right to anything or support. And they just started 
the garden. So, there are little micro projects like that in Bristol, that 
is, you know, creating a new paradigm in certain communities” (arts 
practitioner and advocate at city farm, Bristol) 

Another issue is historical responsibility for ensuring transitions are 
just, especially when it comes to rehabilitation of damaged ecosystems, 
and what happens if the institutions responsible for causing harm or 
damage no longer exist. This was illustrated in the context of slag heaps 
that have become nature hotspots in Yubari: 

"I’m guessing that it might be complicated. For example, all the 
places were used by Hokkaido Coal, but some of them were rented 
from the state-owned land. I think it’s possible that they borrowed it 
from the state, so now, for example, it may have been managed by 
Hokkaido Coal, but when Hokkaido Coal withdrew, they might have 
returned it to the state. When it comes to that, if one of the slag heaps 
collapses, if the state-owned land collapses, I wonder if it will be the 
responsibility of the country?” (director of community enterprise 
and heritage organisation, Yubari) 

Respondents in Cape Town also discussed the challenges that legacy 
issues – in this case the legacy of Apartheid – posed for the planning 
system and for biodiversity: 

"[Urban migration] is obviously coupled with a particular form of 
like housing policy that’s prevailed in South Africa which kind of 
almost reinforced the Apartheid spatial planning in the country, 
which meant that a lot of the development that was taking place for 
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the poorer communities was taking place in the benefit of the city, 
often on grounds which were quite sensitive and land that was 
particularly sensitive from a biodiversity perspective.” (former di-
rector for non-profit housing rights group, Cape Town) 

These responses add some granularity to the question of what a just 
transition might look like in the context of biodiversity, namely: reha-
bilitation of natural environments and biodiversity following the de-
parture of extractive industries; redressing historical injustices and 
inequalities that lead to present-day uneven access to urban biodiversity 
and its contributions; and embedding biodiversity considerations 
alongside other just transition considerations (e.g. housing, economic 
development) in the locality. Again, they illustrate the emphasis 
research participants put on the need to plan ahead, with a clear end- 
state in mind. 

The responses also emphasise an expectation that local governments 
take a central role in linking just transitions and biodiversity, through 
tools such as planning and land use systems, environmental manage-
ment and enforcement mechanisms, and allocation of funding. In Yubari 
and Cape Town especially, a just transitions framing becomes a way of 
situating responsibility for managing the transition process along a clear 
timeline from the past into the future, by setting out what ought to 
happen, and who is responsible historically. The question of who ben-
efits from such actions in the locality is our final point of consideration. 

5.3. Just transitions and biodiversity without labels 

Although there were different interpretations between and within 
cities of the value in thinking about a just transition in biodiversity, with 
some participants not acknowledging (or even outright rejecting) a just 
transitions framing, there were nonetheless examples of actions in 
support of biodiversity that fit with how a just transition is understood in 
the scholarly literature. This reflects our third theme: actions towards 
biodiversity within a just transition, which are not explicitly labelled as 
such. 

Our findings in this regard revealed different perspectives on who 
and what ought to benefit from a just transition in urban nature. 
Notably, respondents talking in more generic terms about ‘green space’ 
tended to emphasise the benefits to people with regard to health, exer-
cise and wellbeing: 

“Well, I have, I have social justice, but I’m definitely green space and 
relationship with nature and that kind of thing, because obviously it 
has impact on people’s wellbeing, and I think mental and physical 
health.” (social scientist and former community development 
worker, Bristol) 

Other respondents were more willing to talk about the intrinsic 
benefits of biodiversity, or of the importance of healthy and biodiverse 
ecosystems for bringing a range of contributions to people: 

“[Yubari is] a city that was kept moving by coal, so it’s not going to 
be the case that everyone suddenly wants to protect nature this time 
because things became bad. It takes a lot of time, but [...] we can tell 
children that it is important to protect that nature through education 
from home, and we must continue to convey the consciousness that 
human beings are also a part of nature without giving up.” (nature 
warden, Yubari) 
“what processes do we need to put in place for us to be able to 
achieve that sort of ideal state of justice as it relates to the equitable 
distribution of biodiversity and its ecosystem goods and services to 
all the people in the city, so how does everybody have access to a 
good amount of clean water, how does everybody have access to 
flood mitigation, to fire mitigation, to good soils, etc, regardless of 
your social and economic standing.” (local government environment 
and conservation manager, Cape Town) 

However, respondents did have concerns about whether a just 

transition – whether explicitly labelled as such or not – would really be a 
just transition for nature itself, and not merely a means of bringing 
benefit to humans. This was illustrated by respondents who were asked 
to give examples of key biodiversity and conservation conflicts in their 
locality: 

“For the time being, not only Mt. Yubari but also Mt. Ashibetsu is a 
natural park with a very wide range. There are experts who believe 
that the value of the park is high enough to be a national park, but at 
the level of Yubari City Government and the citizens of Yubari, they 
don’t really notice the value or richness. And because the local 
people don’t really have any motivation, there isn’t any drive from 
the country to make it a national park either. Many of the people who 
live in Yubari, like the older men and women who are from the 
generation when there was coal mining long ago, perhaps have less 
of a sense of wanting to protect nature.” (nature warden, Yubari) 
“In private [they] support us but they’re worried about speaking 
publicly because, are they going to lose funding for going against the 
build, build, build narrative […] It’s the same with [names eNGO]. 
They work quite closely with the council, and I think they’re very 
conscious of speaking out against things, but they did in the end.” 
(founder of local environmental protection campaign, Bristol) 

On the other hand, respondents from Cape Town were especially 
cautious about the possibility of environmental protection, and a strong 
emphasis on biodiversity, being mis-appropriated to actively block so-
cial justice: 

“So, I think it also requires the creativity, then, in that case and an 
openness and also a calling out of moments when the environment is 
used as an instrument to prevent social justice, not because, in fact, in 
very substantive ways you have environmental impacts, but because 
environmental impact becomes a way to prevent the other.” 
(researcher specialising in poverty and inequality, Cape Town) 

These responses indicate several challenges for putting an explicit 
biodiversity focus into just transitions. First, there may be practices 
which are not explicitly labelled as just transitions, and may be under-
taken by people who do not engage with the language of just transitions 
or the institutions promoting it. This can be especially so for those 
working in sectors more closely aligned with ecology or with community 
development and social justice instead of energy and climate, where just 
transitions language has not yet taken root to the same extent. Second, 
there may be tensions and trade-offs between a just transition through 
biodiversity versus a just transition for biodiversity. Whilst respondents 
are often aware of the difference between protecting biodiversity for the 
benefit of humans versus protecting biodiversity for its own value, the 
responses from Cape Town in particular illustrate how protection of 
biodiversity in its own right will not necessarily enable a just transition, 
and in fact may inhibit moves towards social justice. This emphasises the 
importance of focusing on winners and losers, and facilitating early and 
meaningful engagement in decision-making at the interface of urban 
biodiversity and just transitions that can capture a breadth of 
perspectives. 

6. Discussion 

In Section 2 (Fig. 1), we outlined a series of principles for a just 
transition in biodiversity, drawing on existing frameworks from just 
transitions, biodiversity, and urban transformations. We first reflect on 
these principles in relation to our findings and highlight implications 
that are geared towards policy and practice. Thereafter, we use our 
findings and the principles to return to our two overarching research 
questions on concept and the consequences, and identify contributions 
to critical social sciences on just transitions. 
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6.1. Principles for a just transition for biodiversity 

We described a just transition as a process of recognising that envi-
ronmental actions have the potential to create winners and losers, but 
that through forward planning, early engagement and fair processes to 
support those at most risk, difficult decisions can be handled in a way 
that does not create new inequalities or intensify existing ones. Table 3 
summarises how the three themes around which our Findings are 
structured provide insights which develop the six possible principles of a 
just transition for urban biodiversity developed in Section 2. The first 
principle was a shared sense of what a just transition for biodiversity means 
in the local context. Hughes and Hoffmann (2020) explain that a just 
urban transition will not look the same in each city because what counts 
as a ‘just’ city will vary. Our findings indeed show very different in-
terpretations of what a just transition in the biodiversity context means 
for Bristol, Yubari and Cape Town. Reflecting calls for attention to the 
places in which just transitions happen (Heffron and McCauley, 2018; 
Raymond et al., 2023; Eadson et al., 2024), the centrality of local 
ecological, urban development and land use characteristics means that a 
just transition for urban biodiversity will inevitably be place-specific. 
Establishing a shared sense among local governments, residents, third 
sector organisations and private sector developers of what a just tran-
sition for biodiversity is likely to involve in a locality, including who is 
responsible for rehabilitating degraded environments, is thus an 
important starting point for putting an urban biodiversity just transition 
into practice. A critical challenge, and one which requires further 
research, is how to identify and engage with the perspectives of actors 
who may be concerned with justice and fairness in local biodiversity, but 
may not explicitly use the language of just transitions. 

Second, diverse knowledge systems informing decision-making. Existing 
just transitions policy work advocates evidence-based decision-making 
and research into impacts (UNFCCC, 2020; ILO, 2022); whereas urban 
just transitions research argues for co-production of knowledge with 
urban communities and networks (Hughes and Hoffmann, 2020). For 
biodiversity, citizens’ own knowledge and expertise of the species and 
ecosystems in their lived environment can be vital in understanding 
what needs to be protected, and what needs to be rehabilitated, as part 
of a just urban transition. In Yubari, for example, the embodied and 
experiential knowledge of volunteer nature wardens was critical in 
making the case for protecting the city’s surrounding nature from 
further development, even in the face of pressures to create alternative 
industries to replace coal mining in the early 1990s. Further empirical 
demonstration of how urban planners and managers tasked with envi-
ronmental protection can incorporate diverse knowledge systems is 
especially important for just transitions in a biodiversity context, given 
trends towards incorporating traditional, indigenous and local 

knowledge into biodiversity governance more widely. 
Third, integration and cohesion across policies. Cohesion across diverse 

policy areas (Pickering et al., 2022; ILO, 2022) and a good sense of what 
is possible and what is not within existing governance structures 
(Hughes and Hoffmann, 2020) are identified across the literature. 
Indeed, for biodiversity, both Cape Town and Yubari show how a lack of 
integration or cohesion across different policy areas can make it difficult 
to realise the societal benefits from biodiversity initiatives, or to scale up 
beyond discrete projects. Creating fora within local government to make 
links between biodiversity protection and policy areas such as social 
protection that support those most at risk are thus vital if biodiversity is 
to be part of a just urban transition. Moreover, the experience of Bristol 
also reveals a tension which requires additional empirical enquiry and 
policy and planning action: namely, how to embed just transitions and 
urban biodiversity within existing land-based planning systems that are 
predicated on delivering housing, where national policy imperatives and 
the legal framework may challenge biodiversity or justice concerns. 

Fourth, inclusive and meaningful engagement. The necessity of fair 
process is recognised in both just transitions policy (UNFCCC, 2020) and 
biodiversity governance (Pickering et al., 2022) contexts. Early 
engagement is especially important in a just transition for urban biodi-
versity, where awareness of the terminology of both just transitions and 
biodiversity (as opposed to ‘nature’ more generally) may be low and 
there can be scepticism if not outright hostility to the use of new and 
unfamiliar language if it is forced on actors from on high. Our insights 
from Bristol, for example, show how some stakeholders can find the 
language of just transitions exclusionary, highlighting the importance of 
bringing everyone along from the outset when understanding what a just 
transition in biodiversity means for the local urban context. Linking to 
our first principle, further research may wish to explore who the inter-
mediary organisations are who can initiate dialogue or consensus to plan 
a biodiversity just transition in localities where there may be a lack of 
trust or outright hostility to local authorities, due to previous negative 
experiences with urban and environmental planning decisions. 

Fifth, supporting communities during and after implementation. This 
involves not only labour unions and employers fostering jobs and skills 
associated with biodiversity (ILO, 2022), but also local authorities and 
third-sector organisations working across environment and public 
health empowering residents and enhancing wellbeing through biodi-
versity actions (Pickering et al., 2022). This is relevant not only for 
resource-dependent communities in low-income contexts, but also for 
urban dwellers in wealthier nations. Both Bristol and Yubari show how 
the rehabilitation and stewardship of urban biodiversity can support 
residents’ wellbeing – and even build skills through paid or voluntary 
work – under times of environmental crisis. Supporting livelihoods in a 
just transition in urban biodiversity thus encompasses creating fair and 

Table 3 
Fit of empirical findings with six principles of just transition in urban biodiversity.   

Shared sense of what 
a just transition for 
biodiversity means in 
the local context 

Diverse base of 
knowledge systems 
informing decision- 
making 

Integration and 
cohesion across 
policies 

Inclusive and 
meaningful 
engagement 

Supporting 
communities during 
implement-ation 

Measures for 
assessing 
effectiveness of 
outcomes 

Understanding 
of JT 

Establishing shared 
sense that reflects local 
ecological and urban 
character 

Collaborative 
understanding for the 
locality of what JT in 
biodiversity needs to 
encompass 

Integration, cohesion 
and shared vision to 
enable exemplars to be 
scaled-up 

Early engagement 
crucial to 
overcoming 
scepticism of JT 
terminology 

Not only fair and 
decent nature-based 
work, but also 
wellbeing and health 
benefit 

Encompass flows and 
distributions of nature’s 
contributions, as well as 
jobs and economy 

Responsibility 
for JT 

Understanding who is 
responsible to 
rehabilitate 
environment and avoid 
further harm 

Respect for traditional, 
local and indigenous 
ecological knowledge 
systems 

Local government fora 
to enable dialogue on 
biodiversity and JT 
across multiple policy 
areas 

Intermediary 
organisations who 
can initiate dialogue 
and build consensus 

Rehabilitation and 
stewardship of nature 
supporting work and 
also wellbeing 

Collaboration between 
local government and 
researchers/ third 
sector on evaluation 
criteria 

JT without 
labels 

Identifying and 
engaging actors who do 
not use JT to discuss 
biodiversity actions 

Existing citizen 
understanding of what 
ecosystems need 
protected or 
rehabilitated 

Importance of non- 
environmental policy 
areas e.g. social 
protection 

History matters: 
previous negative 
experiences reduce 
trust 

Beyond employers and 
labour unions, also 
encompassing public 
health 

Assessment over time 
against shifting climate, 
ecological and societal 
baselines  
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decent work, but also includes the longer-term wellbeing benefits from 
rehabilitating and maintaining local biodiversity. 

Finally, measures for assessing the effectiveness of outcomes from an 
ecological and a social perspective. Evaluative assessment and monitoring 
of effectiveness of interventions are well recognised for just transitions 
(UNFCCC, 2020), and also provide a measure to ensure that the quality 
of outcomes, and not only the policy-making process, are assessed 
(Hughes and Hoffmann, 2020). Again, the incorporation of biodiversity 
means there is a need, as was articulated in the Cape Town case, to be 
able to assess flows and distribution of nature’s contributions to people, 
as well as the measures of employment and societal wellbeing that are 
more commonly associated with a just transition. Cooperation between 
local governments and researchers on comprehensive measures for 
assessing effectiveness of outcomes is thus critical to knowing if a just 
transition in urban biodiversity is achieved in terms of supporting and 
enhancing ecosystem functions. However, because the time needed for 
ecosystems to develop means it may take decades for biodiversity ac-
tions implemented today to take effect, there is a methodological chal-
lenge in designing evaluation criteria that can assess the ‘effectiveness’ 
of a just transition in urban biodiversity over time against constantly 
changing climatic, ecological and social conditions. 

6.2. What does biodiversity tell us about the concept of just transitions in 
the lived environment? 

Having reflected on the framework for a just transition in urban 
biodiversity, we now return to our first research question: what does 
biodiversity tell us about the concept of just transitions in the lived 
environment? Our findings suggest one of the main factors dis-
tinguishing concerns for just transition in biodiversity from existing 
approaches to interspecies considerations within climate justice (e.g. 
Schlosberg, 2013), is the focus on a structured and managed transition 
process. As Hoelscher et al. (2018) explain, thinking about a transition 
focuses attention on ‘how’ change happens, paying attention to enablers 
and hindrances. Thinking about a just transition as a process in the 
context of biodiversity helps to understand who is responsible for 
redressing historical actions that have led to damages or inequalities to 
species and ecosystems in the present, and what the end-point of actions 
into the future are and who will benefit from them. This responds to the 
call of Heffron and McCauley (2018) in the wider climate, energy and 
environment context for attention to the timeframes over which just 
transitions occur, and also what the results of a just transition are. Just 
transitions thinking can thus provide an organising framework for un-
derstanding how the relationship between biodiversity and people can 
be managed within climate and sustainability responses, which can be 
interpreted locally in different contexts. 

The idea of just transition as process was illustrated especially well in 
our second theme of responsibility for just transitions. Yubari demon-
strates how a transition to a healthy and vibrant post-coal society in the 
near future may require actions to repair ecosystems that were degraded 
by fossil fuel extraction (reflecting Nowakowska et al (2021) and 
Krzysztofik et al (2022)). The Yubari example also shows, however, that 
institutions responsible for ecosystem degradation may no longer exist, 
and that others (e.g. local governments) may need to assume liability in 
their absence. In the case of Cape Town, present-day disparities in the 
ability of residents to access the contributions of urban biodiversity are 
the result of historical processes of discrimination and segregation. 
Reflecting recent work in the sub-Saharan African context (Venter et al., 
2020; Shackleton and Gwedla, 2021), our Cape Town findings show how 
a just transition framing puts the emphasis on the specific planning and 
policy actions needed to rectify historical injustices in biodiversity 
contributions across the present and into the future. 

As far as responsibility into the future goes, taking a just transitions 
framing makes the aim and end-point of a just approach to urban 
biodiversity explicit. Being clear about the end-point of urban biodi-
versity actions is important because, reflecting what has been observed 

for just transitions in the context of carbon-intensive activity, it can 
shine a light on questions of in whose interest a just transition happens 
(Cha, 2020), and of how the character of place and the biodiversity 
within it may be affected under a transition (e.g. Evans and Phelan, 
2016; Weller, 2019; Raymond et al., 2023). Our first theme, un-
derstandings of just transitions, illuminated the differing visions in the 
case studies of how a just transition ought to affect biodiversity, be it 
replacement (Bristol), maintenance and rehabilitation (Yubari), or 
improvement (Cape Town). Using a just transitions framing to situate 
biodiversity concerns in a broader suite of policies and plans also helped 
to move beyond vague appeals to ‘justice’ and instead highlight the 
potential for trade-offs between conservation and housing (Bristol, Cape 
Town) or conservation and immediate budgetary priorities such as 
elderly care (Yubari). Amidst growing critique (e.g. Haase et al., 2017) 
of the idea that urban nature brings win–win–win approaches across 
society, economy and environment, thinking in terms of just transitions 
thus foregrounds the potential for there to be winners and losers in the 
transition to a more sustainable society. At the same time, in high-
lighting the enablers and blockers to change (Hoelscher et al., 2018; 
Raymond et al., 2023), a just transitions approach can envision pro-
cesses that ensure as many actors as possible feel the outcomes reached 
are equitable and just, for humans and biodiversity itself. 

6.3. What are the consequences of considering just transitions in the 
context of biodiversity in the lived urban environment? 

We now return to our second overarching research question: what 
are the consequences of considering just transitions in the context of 
biodiversity in the lived urban environment? Our findings indicate that 
thinking in terms of biodiversity makes two contributions to just tran-
sitions. Firstly, the language of biodiversity highlights the fundamental 
role that healthy and biodiverse ecosystems play in realising a breadth of 
contributions to people, and thus that biodiverse ecosystems are a ‘must 
have’ as part of a just transition rather than a ‘nice to have’ in the way 
that more generic language of urban nature may imply. Second, thinking 
in terms of biodiversity may help to make the links to relevant policy 
initiatives more apparent, and hence galvanise action towards a just 
transition through and for biodiversity. 

First, findings from our third theme on just transitions without labels 
reflect existing literature (e.g. Garmendia et al., 2016; Mabon, 2022) 
which illustrate that whilst more novel terms associated with urban 
nature can enable dialogue between actors in urban environmental 
governance by acting as boundary objects that are interpreted differ-
ently by different communities but have enough commonality to enable 
shared working, this flexibility in interpretation can also cause confu-
sion on what exactly is being protected and for what purpose. This was 
illustrated through responses in Bristol and Yubari, which prioritised the 
health and recreational benefits of ‘green spaces’ rather than a fuller 
range of climate risk reduction, air purification, and food and water 
provisioning contributions that biodiverse urban ecosystems can make. 
By contrast, respondents, especially in Cape Town and Yubari, who used 
the language of biodiversity and associated ecosystem services talked in 
much fuller terms about how biodiversity makes contributions to peo-
ple, and how these contributions ought to be maintained and enhanced 
under a just transition. 

Thinking in this way can also help to underline the importance of a 
just transition for biodiversity, rather than simply a just transition 
through biodiversity that creates jobs in conservation and restoration. 
Even though respondents in Yubari and Bristol discussed the preserva-
tion of nature as being the ‘right’ thing to do in terms of interspecies 
considerations, our responses also show that ensuring a just transition 
for biodiversity in its own right is valuable to realise longer-term ben-
efits for humans. This becomes especially important if one considers that 
healthy and diverse ecosystems are a fundamental basis for realising a 
full suite of ecosystem-based disaster risk reduction and adaptation 
benefits (Sudmeier-Rieux et al., 2021) and contributions to health and 
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wellbeing (Marselle et al., 2019), and thus for equitably reducing risk of 
harm within a just urban transition. 

Second, it is worth noting that ‘biodiversity’ has a much longer 
history in policy and governance than newer phrasing such as ‘urban 
nature’ or ‘nature-based solutions’, and hence can act as an entry point 
for local governments and actors tasked with putting just transitions into 
practice. Given that the principles for a just transition in urban biodi-
versity we fleshed out in Section 6.1. place considerable emphasis on 
local governments as key actors, this is a notable finding. Yet findings 
under our first theme, understandings of just transitions, indicate apathy 
or even antipathy to the introduction of ‘just transitions’ as an organ-
ising concept at the community or city level. It may thus be the case that 
a biodiversity framing can act as a more familiar point of entry to 
questions of transitions and fairness than new and emergent terms in 
international science-policy rhetoric. This could be especially important 
in Global South or non-English language contexts, where the literature 
on justice in access to nature’s contributions to people may be limited 
(though see Venter et al., 2020), but where there is a much longer 
tradition of enquiry into how conservation can be highly exclusionary 
towards the worst-off. Approaching questions of just transitions through 
the lens of biodiversity thus allows links to be made to existing literature 
on the justice concerns associated with conservation at a national or 
regional scale. 

7. Conclusion 

Our overall aim in this paper was to assess what a just transition 
means in urban biodiversity, with a specific interest in the lived envi-
ronment as the place in which this transition happens. Building on 
recent scholarship at the interface of just transitions, nature and the 
urban (e.g. Pickering et al., 2022; Raymond et al., 2023), we sought to 
tease out what specific value is added by engaging with the terminology 
of just transitions when considering biodiversity. Through analysis of 
interviews with biodiversity and environmental stakeholders in each of 
the three case study cities, we argued that engagement with the ideas of 
just transitions puts the focus on ‘how’ and ‘where’ just processes and 
outcomes for urban biodiversity can be realised, and makes explicit the 
desired end-goal in a way that allows for fuller discussions on who and 
where wins and loses out under future visions for urban biodiversity. We 
also argued that engaging with the language of biodiversity helps to 
make apparent the importance of healthy and biodiverse ecosystems to 
realising a range of contributions to humans. Ultimately, more than a 
just transition through biodiversity via ‘green jobs’, there must be a just 
transition for urban biodiversity which supports ecosystem restoration, 
rehabilitation and integrity, if historical and present injustices are not to 
be repeated or intensified. 

CRediT authorship contribution statement 

Leslie Mabon: Writing – review & editing, Writing – original draft, 
Methodology, Investigation, Funding acquisition, Formal analysis, Data 
curation, Conceptualization. Antonia Layard: Writing – review & 
editing, Writing – original draft, Supervision, Project administration, 
Methodology, Investigation, Funding acquisition, Formal analysis, Data 
curation, Conceptualization. Laura De Vito: Writing – review & editing, 
Writing – original draft, Methodology, Investigation, Funding acquisi-
tion, Formal analysis, Data curation, Conceptualization. Roger Few: 
Writing – review & editing, Writing – original draft, Methodology, 
Investigation, Funding acquisition, Formal analysis, Data curation, 
Conceptualization. Sophia Hatzisavvidou: Writing – review & editing, 
Writing – original draft, Methodology, Investigation, Funding acquisi-
tion, Formal analysis, Data curation, Conceptualization. Odirilwe 
Selomane: Writing – review & editing, Writing – original draft, Meth-
odology, Investigation, Funding acquisition, Formal analysis, Data 
curation, Conceptualization. Adam Marshall: Writing – review & 
editing, Writing – original draft, Project administration, Methodology, 

Investigation, Formal analysis, Data curation, Conceptualization. Gilles 
Marciniak: Writing – review & editing, Methodology, Investigation, 
Formal analysis, Conceptualization. Hannah Moersberger: Writing – 
review & editing, Methodology, Investigation, Funding acquisition, 
Formal analysis, Conceptualization. 

Declaration of Competing Interest 

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial 
interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence 
the work reported in this paper. 

Data availability 

The data that has been used is confidential. 

Acknowledgements 

The research on which this paper is based was funded by the British 
Academy under grant number VSFoFJT\100003. 

References 

Abram, S., Atkins, E., Dietzel, A., Jenkins, K., Kiamba, L., Kirshner, J., et al., 2022. Just 
Transition: a whole-systems approach to decarbonisation. Climate Policy 22 (8), 
1033–1049. https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2022.2108365. 

Alarcón, P., Catalina, N., Diaz, C., Schwab, J., Peters, S., 2022. Policy Brief Rethinking 
“Just Transition”: Critical Reflections for the Global South. TRAJECTS: Berlin. https: 
//trajects.org/resource-library/item/81. 

Avon Wildlife Trust, 2021. Protecting Green Spaces in Bristol and Bath. https://www. 
avonwildlifetrust.org.uk/news/protecting-green-spaces-bristol-and-bath. 

Bennett, N.J., Blythe, J., Cisneros-Montemayor, A.M., Singh, G.G., Sumaila, U.R., 2019. 
Just transformations to sustainability. Sustainability 11 (14), 3881. 

Berglund, O., Britton, J., Hatzisavvidou, S., Robbins, C., Shackleton, D., 2023. Just 
transition in the post-pandemic city. Local Environment 1–15. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/13549839.2023.2173732. 

Bristol City Council, 2020a, One City Climate Strategy, https://www.bristolonecity.com/ 
wp-content/uploads/2020/02/one-city-climate-strategy.pdf. 

Bristol City Council, 2020b, One City Ecological Emergency Strategy, https://www. 
bristolonecity.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/One-City-Ecological-Emergen 
cy-Strategy-28.09.20.pdf. 

Bristol City Council, 2022, Bristol City Council Climate Emergency Action Plan 2022- 
2025, https://www.bristol.gov.uk/files/documents/5241-climate-emergency-act 
ion-plan/file. 

Bulkeley, H., 2021. Climate changed urban futures: environmental politics in the 
anthropocene city. Environ. Politics 30 (1–2), 266–284. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
09644016.2021.1880713. 

Byrne, D., 2022. A worked example of Braun and Clarke’s approach to reflexive thematic 
analysis. Quality & Quantity 56 (3), 1391–1412. 

Cape Town Resilience Strategy, 2019, https://resource.capetown.gov.za/documentce 
ntre/Documents /City%20strategies%2C%20plans%20and%20frameworks/Resilie 
nce_Strategy.pdf. 

Cha, J.M., 2020. A just transition for whom? Politics, contestation, and social identity in 
the disruption of coal in the Powder River Basin. Energy Res. Social Sci., 101657 

City of Cape Town, 2021, Voluntary Local Review https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/fi 
les/vlrs/2022-04/cape_town_vlr_2021.pdf. 

Clarke, V., Braun, V., Hayfield, N., 2015. Thematic analysis. Qualitative Psychol.: 
Practical Guide Res. Methods 222 (2015), 248. 

Díaz, S., Demissew, S., Carabias, J., Joly, C., Lonsdale, M., Ash, N., Larigauderie, A., 
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