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Abstract 
Statistics show that urban green public spaces deteriorate globally. In African cities, 
where the urbanization rates are the highest in the world, public spaces quickly 
disappear under layers of garbage or are grabbed. For public authorities having to deal 
with other pressing socio-economic challenges in the context of outdated regulations, 
insufficient capacity and resources and wide-spread corruption, public spaces are not a 
priority. However, the research worldwide has demonstrated the potential of public 
spaces to become the key catalyst of socio-economic growth given their environmental, 
economic and social benefits that are however largely ignored by public authorities and 
the general public in African cities. This article suggests a citizen-driven public space 
upgrading movement can address these challenges and presents a gamification approach 
for citizen mobilization and raising awareness: The Changing Faces Competition that has 
been piloted by Nairobi-based organizations Dandora Transformation League and Public 
Space Network. 
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Introduction 
Formerly known as ‘the Green City in the Sun’, Nairobi used to be praised for its green 
parks, forests and even a national park within the city limits. However, the aerial map of 
Nairobi (Figure 1) reveals significant disparities in the green coverage between the 
eastern and western parts of the city. An overall divergence in quality of life within the 
city is reflected by the segregated urban pattern, inequalities in population density, and 
access to green areas. Despite having few large green parks (such as Uhuru Park, 
Arboretum or Karura forest) most of Nairobi public spaces and especially small-scale 
open spaces in residential areas tend to be completely neglected, covered by the 
dumped garbage or disappearing under the common threat of land-grabbing. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Aerial map of Nairobi (from Google). 

 
The deterioration of public and green open spaces1 is not limited to Nairobi - statistics 
have revealed the loss of urban green spaces around the world. African cities are 
however leading in terms of the rate of deterioration of green spaces. The causes range 
from the fast urbanization rate, insufficient or outdated regulations, bureaucracy, 
corruption, lack of skills, financial constraints, to poverty and lack of awareness about 
the benefits of quality public spaces (Mensah, 2014). As a result of these challenges, 
maintenance and upgrading of urban public spaces is not a priority for African 
governments and the spaces continue to degrade under the pressure of the increasing 
number of urban dwellers.  
Research has shown the importance of quality public spaces for quality of urban life, 
given their environmental, social, and economic benefits. It is even believed that public 
space has the “potential to become a key generator of socio-economic growth” (UCLG, 
2015). As such, there is a need to raise awareness about these benefits among African 
governments and the general public to make the upgrading and maintenance of public 

                                                       
1 We refer predominantly to public open spaces that may be both green and grey spaces in this article. 
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spaces in African cities a priority. Larger recreational parks and small-scale public open 
spaces both have an impact on quality of life of their users. This article will analyse and 
take a deeper look specifically at small scale open spaces in Nairobi, including 
courtyards, footpaths and streets across the city that urban dwellers use daily and have 
a more direct impact on daily life.  
Noting the urgency to upgrade and improve public spaces across Nairobi, and the 
limited resources the Nairobi City County Government has to invest in these projects, 
Public Space Network (PSN) has focused on mobilizing communities, who are the users 
of these spaces, to take responsibility and accountability to transform, maintain, and 
preserve these spaces and to elicit quicker action, results, and a sense of ownership 
among the population.  
 
 
Nascent Efforts by Community Groups to Improve Their Neighbourhoods  
In African cities, “urban social movements are emerging” (Cain & Midi, 2017) to claim 
their right to the city and access essential urban services and liveable environments. As 
David Harvey argues, the right to the city is “a common rather than an individual right 
since this transformation inevitably depends on the exercise of a collective power to 
reshape the process of urbanization” (Carson, 2018). Community members coming 
together to reshape public spaces for community use is the key movement to claim the 
right to the city (Carson, 2018). Over the last decade, we have observed nascent efforts 
by community groups to improve their neighbourhoods in response to the lack of 
governmental capacity and limited resources to upgrade and maintain public spaces in 
Nairobi. 
In many cases the groups, whose members are often unemployed youths, focus on 
correcting the non-existent or insufficient waste management systems. Usually they 
ensure a regular waste collection from residents, which offer an income generation 
while maintaining a space clean. Furthermore, some groups have started to organize 
regular clean-ups to remove waste dumped in these spaces or install creative dustbins 
on the streets to prevent littering.  
Other groups have been beautifying their neighbourhoods through art. Graffiti and 
street art are the most commons ways to bring colour to the neighbourhoods, while 
conveying messages about social issues, empowerment, and education. The Hoperaisers 
Youth Group, from the informal neighbourhood of Korogocho, exemplifies this as they 
have run a successful project “Talking Walls” which the entire community participated 
in to beautify the streets. 
Other communities have reclaimed their public spaces through sports. In the Mathare 
informal settlement, Mathare Environmental Conservation Youth Group (MECYG) 
transformed a neglected open space into a soccer field and began organizing soccer 
tournaments to engage and unite children and communities around sports. Similar 
activities are being undertaken by the youth group Reformers in the low-income 
neighbourhood Kayole, as well as in Korogocho by the Hoperaisers, who teach children 
roller-skating and organize skating competitions on the closed streets.  
Similar to sports events, some other community-based organizations and youth groups 
are bringing communities together and reclaiming their public spaces through events, 
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shows, and entertainment. This is exemplified by the Umoja Talanta group, which 
reclaims public spaces to strengthen social cohesion through dance and music. 
The Dandora Transformation League (DTL), from the low-income neighbourhood of 
Dandora where petty theft and crime has been high under the context of high youth 
unemployment, has been mobilizing youths to take responsibility to transform 
previously neglected open spaces into clean, green, and safe community places through 
placemaking methods, often using low cost, locally available materials. 
Unfortunately, while we could map these diverse and inspiring citizen-driven initiatives 
to reclaim abandoned and abused public spaces across Nairobi, they still remained 
isolated and localized with one group often unaware of the existence of another group 
nearby. The potential for a large-scale impact has thus been hindered by the lack of 
framework to connect the initiatives with each other and the lack of collaboration 
amongst groups, communities, and stakeholders.  
 
 
Building the Placemaking Movement Through a Gamification Approach 
Innovation thrives and grows in environments that encourage collaboration (Paulus & 
Nijstad, 2003). PSN remains convinced that each initiative could have a stronger impact 
and elicit greater change if the groups can see what they are each doing and share ideas. 
Many of the activities are complementary and groups can enrich their activities by 
learning from one another’s successes and failures.  
In addition to creating an environment for collaboration and showcasing existing efforts, 
PSN sought to create an environment that would incentivize community groups to take 
care, ownership, and accountability for their public spaces, and to eventually create a 
movement of citizens shaping their public spaces according to their needs.  
Therefore, we applied a gamification approach to bring the existing and aspiring 
placemaking groups across Nairobi together around the common cause of public space 
upgrading via the Changing Faces Competition (CFC). The CFC drives and empowers 
youths to change the face of their neighbourhoods and transform their mindset to one 
of responsible, accountable community members who take ownership for the cities, 
streets, and spaces in which they live. 
Any group that is formally registered with the government (self-help groups, 
community-based organizations, residents associations, etc.) can register for CFC and 
identify a neglected public open space in their neighbourhood they wish to transform 
into a clean, useable community space. They crowdsource the resources for the 
transformation to create a new, public, shareable space - such as a playground or park - 
using locally available and donated materials and equipment and creative placemaking 
methods. The best teams are selected by the jury of urban experts and announced at an 
awards ceremony, where winning teams receive a monetary award.  
The competition was successfully piloted by the Dandora Transformation League (DTL), 
a founding member organization of our network, in Dandora neighbourhood for 3 
competitions since 2014. DTL has managed to mobilize over 3,000 youths that 
transformed 120 public spaces in the neighbourhood. After the success of the concept 
in Dandora, people from other parts of Nairobi started to express interest in bringing 
the competition to their neighbourhoods. Public Space Network (PSN) leveraged our 
networks with diverse expertise and experience, and existing members operating in 
different parts of the city, to scale the competition in 2018 to the city scale. 
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The recruitment strategy, relying predominantly on our community champions 
spreading the word in their communities, led to the participation of 114 community 
groups from mostly lower-income neighbourhoods and informal settlements across 
Nairobi in the competition. These groups transformed public spaces, with over 60 sites 
being selected for visits by the jury and urban experts who selected 10 finalists who 
were honoured and received awards at the ceremony. 
In this competition teams need to innovate and be creative to get among the top ten. 
While the common base element for most of the teams was a thorough clean-up of the 
site, additional elements for transformations were very diverse: from teams using art to 
bring colour in their neighbourhood, educating their community about maintenance of 
public spaces, and conveying messages about social issues. Others created sports fields 
and introduced programmes to engage street children around sport activities and used 
recycled waste material to create playground equipment and benches for community 
parks.  
The winning team cleaned the polluted Nairobi River which runs through the 
Korogocho informal settlement, cleaned the dumpsite that was on the bank, and planted 
grass and trees to create a clean and green oasis for the community to enjoy. Given the 
diversity of interventions, the teams have been encouraged to visit each other’s sites 
and continue to enrich each other, learn, and grow by sharing experiences. 
Another key element of the interventions is sustainability. The teams are invited to 
explore the productive function of the space and to identify income-generating activities 
related to the maintenance or community use of the space to cover the maintenance 
costs in the long-term. In residential areas, tenants and landlords of plots surrounding 
the space tend to agree to contribute to regular monthly contributions for maintenance, 
security and waste collection ensured by the youth group. Some groups created 
multifunctional sites that can serve as playgrounds during the day and a commercial 
parking at night. With a new clean, artistic and/or green face, other sites now attract 
musicians to shoot their video clips, couples to take their wedding photoshoots, 
organizers of art or community events to host their functions. All these activities have 
the potential to provide income to the group in charge of the maintenance of the space, 
ensuring that they keep transforming the space after the competition. This excludes 
additional benefits such as safer communities, better property values, and other social 
and economic benefits.    
Beyond the “fun” aspect of a competition and the transformation of a large number of 
spaces at a low cost, there is another important benefit: raising awareness. It raises 
awareness among the users of the spaces about the value and benefits of quality and 
clean public spaces, individual accountability and responsibility in managing the spaces, 
and maintaining the spaces for the future. For many living in lower-income 
neighbourhoods, the deteriorated spaces had become the norm and communities were 
unaware or ignored how they could easily have an active role in changing this status 
quo. Our community champions and recruiting teams helped show aspiring change 
makers the way to improve their neighbourhoods and spaces, and how communities 
using the selected spaces could experience and appreciate having access to a quality 
clean and green community space where they can safely interact with their neighbours, 
exercise, rest, or let their children play. The competition educates the general public 
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about how and why to keep their spaces clean, and that they should have access to 
quality and safe public spaces in their area. 
Secondly, the competition results in engaging public authorities and raising their 
awareness about the importance of public spaces. The community champions first have 
to seek a moral endorsement of local authorities for the grassroot interventions. 
Subsequently, the authorities tend to start feeling a bottom-up pressure to support the 
interventions more actively as the community takes over the part of the government’s 
mandate, demands support and unites around the initiatives. 
 
 
Building Partnerships for Sustainability 
PSN first focused on building a grassroots movement to reclaim public spaces, with 
citizens taking ownership of public spaces being the drivers of sustainability. However, 
citizens alone would have a hard time growing and maintaining the movement and 
impact if they were alone in their efforts. Building alliances with partners, from the 
public and private sector that support the grassroots movement with expertise, 
materials, equipment, financial and technical resources is key to scaling the potential 
impact and ensuring long-term sustainability.  
The competition also serves as a platform to connect the community groups with key 
stakeholders. During the first Nairobi-wide competition, interested experts (architects, 
urban planners, urban designers) volunteered their time to advise teams on inclusive 
designs using the available materials. Private businesses donated materials for 
transformations as part of their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) efforts and local 
public authorities started to support the initiatives by facilitating the approval process 
and providing material and tools.  
The competition facilitates collaboration and synergy, bringing together stakeholders 
and partners and raising awareness and increasing visibility of participating partners. This 
increases the sustainability of the initiatives far beyond the competition and its 
framework, allowing it to empower and impact other areas and unite communities 
around placemaking movements.  
Our approach refers to Ostrom (1998, 2005) theories of self-organized systems for 
robust common-property institutions and polycentric systems. While a community-
driven management of urban commons that public space represents enhances 
sustainability due to the creation of a sense of ownership by the community, the 
cooperation with other like-minded organizations, public authorities, private sector and 
academia can maximize the impact of locally based initiatives through knowledge and 
resource sharing. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Building a citizen-led movement to reclaim public spaces in fast-growing, resource-
limited cities like Nairobi is needed to ensure all urban dwellers have access to quality 
public spaces near their homes. Public authorities facing numerous challenges, such as 
issues related to fast urbanization, limited financial resources, lack of knowledge, 
bureaucracy, and outdated regulation or corruption do not have the capacity to ensure 
a sustainable management of small-scale public spaces across the city. However, these 
are the spaces used most often by urban residents on a daily basis for a wide range of 



 
Anna Tehlova 

 
 

 
The Journal of Public Space, 4(3), 2019  |  ISSN 2206-9658  |  67 

City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

activities. The users of the spaces are the best drivers of the transformation movement, 
knowing the challenges, importance of quality spaces, and impact on their daily lives.  
The of the biggest obstacles we identified to building such a movement is the lack of 
awareness about the benefits of quality of public spaces and the role citizens can play in 
their management. Applying a gamification approach to public space upgrading raises 
awareness among the general public, mobilizes a large number of community groups to 
join the placemaking movement, and advocates for placing public space upgrading among 
urban priorities.  
However, to ensure the highest large-scale and long-term impact, the grassroots 
movement cannot remain isolated and needs to build partnerships with public and 
private sector stakeholders to leverage their resources. From our experience in 
Nairobi, other stakeholders express interest in joining the movement once they see the 
results of these community-driven interventions. Our goal is that the competition acts 
as a catalyst for creating a framework for the cooperation of diverse stakeholders to 
challenge the fragmented urban pattern of cities like Nairobi, and to co-create inclusive 
equitable cities through multifunctional vibrant public spaces distributed throughout and 
improving the quality of life of each citizen. 
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Public Space Network 
Public Space Network (PSN) is a Nairobi-based non-profit association that brings together a 
diversity of stakeholders involved in public space management in Nairobi, driven by the vision to 
improve the quality of life for all Nairobians and make Nairobi a world-class city, by creating 
clean, safe, healthy, inclusive, vibrant and connected public spaces. PSN provides an enabling 
environment for community-driven public space regeneration projects to reach scale. The 
network connects the community groups with the key actors and ensures a sustainable city-
wide public space management through a Public-Private-People Partnership model. The flagship 
project of the organization is the international award-winning mobilization tool Changing Faces 
Competition.  
https://www.publicspacenetwork.org/  
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Mustard Seed
Mustard Seed is the first pilot space that was transformed in Dandora by the founder 
and CEO of the Dandora Transformation League, Charles Gachanga. In 2014, Charles 
did not want to passively observe his dirty neighbourhood and children playing with the 
waste dumped outdoors and decided to start transforming the first space. He organized 
a community meeting and invited the members to join him in the clean-up exercise. At 
first, only two his friends joined him and started the hard work of removing the garbage, 
levelling the ground and digging to open up the drainages that had disappeared over time 
under layers of debris. 
Same as Believers courtyard, Mustard Seed also has more sections. One serves as a 
garden, another as a playground and are connected by a restored footpath. The playground 
offers swings and a slide created from locally available materials such as tyres and iron 
poles. The garden offers a lot of shade thanks to trees, flowers and shrubs. The group 
introduces benches made from tyres, wood planks and pieces of old unused drainage and 
recently opened a public toilet next to the space. 
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Mustard Seed was at the beginnings of the Changing Faces Competition. After the great 
transformation, Changing Faces Competition was suggested as a fun mobilization tool to 
inspire more youth groups in Dandora to replicate the same type of intervention on other 
places in the area. Over the last five years, Mustard Seed has inspired over two hundred 
groups working on the same number of sites to replicate the community-driven model. 
Mustard Seed keeps changing and innovating. In addition to the regular maintenance, the 
group keeps adding new elements to the site: new painting, benches, stage for events etc.
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Turkana Lane Wall

In addition to the Changing Faces Competition, Public Space Network has organized 
Placemaking Days, during which it brought together Nairobians from different parts of the 
city to volunteer to transform a selected site. 
Turkana Lane is a vibrant pedestrian lane in Nairobi downtown, connecting a bustling 
Nairobi Bus Station with a busy road. It mostly serves as a transit space and street 
vendors sell fruits, vegetables and other items to passers-by. 
The lane used to be a fairly clean but being enclosed between two buildings, it was very 
grey. The major goal of the project was thus to beautify the space by painting the wall on 
one side of the lane. 
Public Space Network selected two paint colours that were suggested by the owner 
of the building that serves as a medical centre. The painting was supervised by one 
professional artist who gave simple guidelines to the participants who came from different 
backgrounds and neighbourhoods of Nairobi. Through the collective creativeness, the 
participants created a beautiful abstract pattern that has brought light to the lane. 
The street vendors operating on the lane welcomed the intervention as it has provided a 
more enjoyable working environment as well as offered a potential to attract more clients. 
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