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Rethinking the governance and planning of a new generation of
greenbelts
Sara Macdonalda, Jochen Monstadtb and Abigail Friendlyc

ABSTRACT
In recent decades, a new generation of greenbelts has developed that are embedded within dynamic regionalism
processes. Governance of these greenbelts is increasingly being challenged by institutional arrangements requiring
coordination across multiple policy fields, territorial jurisdictions and policy levels – complexities that are not yet
reflected within the literature. The paper explores how vertical, horizontal and territorial coordination problems shape
the development of greenbelts in southern Ontario (Canada) and the Frankfurt region (Germany). It is concluded that
regional greenbelts need new policy approaches and institutional reforms to manage the governance challenges facing
this new generation of greenbelts.
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INTRODUCTION

The greenbelt concept has evolved since its introduction
more than a century ago, taking on new meanings, influ-
enced by evolving planning discourses. Greenbelt policies
from the late 19th and early 20th centuries were based on
an industrial heritage and created city–hinterland divisions.
The greenbelt concept spread internationally from England
after the SecondWorldWar (Sturzaker &Mell, 2017), and
cities implemented these policies with diverse results (Han
&Go, 2019). In recent decades, a new generation of green-
belts has emerged. Contemporary greenbelt policies often
address regionalized suburbanization and pursuemultifunc-
tional policy goals, including economic development, nature
protection and growth containment. Similarly, as the green-
belt concept has shifted, regional governance structures have
evolved in recent decades faced with territorial competition
and state deregulation (Keil et al., 2017). These coevolving
trends and societal shifts create new challenges to govern
greenbelts and raise questions about how best to manage
greenbelts in today’s changing urban regions.

As greenbelt policies have become more ambitious in
addressing multiple policy goals and reaching far into
urban regions, we argue that greenbelts are now implanted
into complex regional governance arrangements shaping
wider socio-spatial relationships. However, managing
regional greenbelts involves considerable institutional com-
plexities and governance challenges. Greenbelt policy
implementation requires coordination across several policy
fields such as housing, farming and nature conservation
(horizontal coordination), across numerous policy levels
(vertical coordination) and multiple administrative jurisdic-
tions (territorial coordination). Being situated within these
increasingly complex institutional environments raises
questions about whether new-generation greenbelt policies
can deliver on their promises.

Greenbelt policies inherited from previous eras are par-
tially seen as anachronistic (Sturzaker & Mell, 2017), and
in response, alternative greenspace protection models
such as green infrastructure have become popular (Lennon,
2015). Recent greenbelt approaches often involve flexible
governance arrangements with actors from multiple sectors
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and territorial jurisdictions. Yet, the institutional complex-
ities and governance challenges involved in managing new-
generation greenbelts are not well reflected within the lit-
erature. To explore the challenges involved in regional
greenbelt governance, we selected two examples of green-
belts in southern Ontario (Canada) and the Frankfurt
Rhine-Main region (Germany). Both greenbelts were
established within the past 25 years under different govern-
ance models. Ontario’s Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH)
greenbelt policies reflect a top-down approach, while the
Frankfurt Rhine-Main greenbelt is managed by a public–
private partnership (PPP). Comparing these greenbelts’
different institutional designs allows for an examination
of the governance challenges involved in greenbelt manage-
ment under different institutional settings. In this paper,
we analyse how the institutional and governance arrange-
ments in southern Ontario and the Frankfurt region impact
greenbelt management. How is greenbelt implementation
in both regions coordinated across numerous territorial jur-
isdictions, policy domains and policy levels, and how could
it be more effectively governed?

The paper is structured as follows. The methodology
section outlines the case study selection rationale. The
paper then reviews greenbelt debates from a governance
and institutional perspective and discusses the conceptual
framework being applied to this research. This is followed
by an overview of the GGH and Frankfurt regions and
their respective greenbelts. Finally, the paper discusses
the governance challenges of managing both greenbelts,
structured along the dimensions of vertical, horizontal
and territorial coordination. Through a comparative analy-
sis of the cases, it is found that the GGH greenbelt policies
have effectively halted growth within the greenbelt, yet
have encouraged leapfrog development. The Rhine-Main
region’s greenbelt policies have stimulated tourism pro-
motion, but hardly provide an effective mechanism for
growth containment. Thus, it is concluded that while the
GGH greenbelt has been more effective in achieving
more ambitious policy goals, both cases have mixed
outcomes.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research responds to calls for comparison across
diverse urban contexts (Robinson, 2011). Based upon a lit-
erature review, it builds a typology of greenbelt planning
signalling a shift from traditional models from the late
19th century to a new generation of greenbelts. This
paper focuses on a 15-year period (2003–18) in the
GGH region under a provincial Liberal government. The
Frankfurt case reflects a similar timeframe (2005–18),
beginning with the establishment of a regional greenbelt
agency: the Regionalpark Ballungsraum Rhein-Main
GmbH. The empirical research is based on 79 interviews:
42 within the GGH region (August 2014–June 2019)
and 37 within the Frankfurt Rhine-Main region (Septem-
ber 2017–July 2019). Interviews were held with representa-
tives from municipal, regional and provincial governments,
environmental activists, farmers and academics. Interview

participants were selected to include major stakeholder
groups responsible for greenbelt management. The inter-
views focused on how greenbelt implementation has been
coordinated across multiple policy levels, stakeholders and
municipalities. This was complemented by a review of gov-
ernment policy documents and non-governmental organiz-
ation (NGO) reports from both cases. Using our
conceptual framework, the interview transcripts were ana-
lysed to identify how each case’s institutional environment
impacts greenbelt implementation.1

The case study selection rationale was that the GGH
greenbelt and Frankfurt’s regional greenbelt, the Regional-
park RheinMain, share various commonalities. Both are
examples of the new generation of greenbelts: they have a
regional scope, their policies are set by provincial or state
governments, and their implementation requires coordi-
nation between numerous stakeholders in various policy
domains, at multiple policy levels and across municipalities.
However, these cases exhibit different institutional designs
of greenbelt management (see above). By comparing the
different institutional arrangements, we reflect on govern-
ance challenges involved in greenbelt implementation.

THE EVOLUTION OF GREENBELTS: FROM
TRADITIONAL MODELS TO A NEW
GENERATION OF GREENBELTS

Greenbelts are one of the most well-known planning
approaches to control urban growth. Their purposes and
governance complexities have evolved since their origin
over a century ago (Table 1).2 While the greenbelt concept
is associated with numerous greenspace projects in the late
19th and early 20th centuries (Freestone, 2002), greenbelts
are most strongly connected to UK planning and the Gar-
den City movement. Traditional greenbelts were developed
before the Second World War in response to problems
associated with industrialization, largely implemented in
top-down planning systems. Introduced by national or
local governments, traditional greenbelt policies were
designed to protect farmland, provide greenspaces for
urban residents and reinforce city–countryside divisions
(Sturzaker & Mell, 2017). However, this top-down
approach creates challenges as municipalities often take
discretion in applying higher level government policies,
resulting in inconsistent greenbelt implementation.

Following the Second World War until the late 1970s,
the greenbelt concept reached peak popularity in planning
discourses, spreading internationally based on the UK
model. Modernist greenbelts diverged from their tra-
ditional counterparts as cities adapted greenbelt policies
to their needs, resulting in multiple spatial forms and
diverse policy goals (Amati, 2008). However, compared
with the previous period, greenbelts established after
1945 often displayed a restrictive planning approach with
their main purpose being urban growth containment
(Hall, 2007). Greenbelt policies adopted during the early
post-Second World War years reflected modernist plan-
ning principles, based on an assumption that other jurisdic-
tions could apply the greenbelt model as effectively as in
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England (Amati, 2008). However, international greenbelt
examples achieved mixed results (Han & Go, 2019). The
traditional top-down approach evolved during this time
to include increased state and regional government involve-
ment and more decentralized governance models, includ-
ing increasing civil society influence on greenbelt
planning. Also, during this period, planning deregulation
forced some governments to alter their greenbelt policies
(Amati, 2008).

Since the 1990s, a new generation of greenbelts has
emerged, with the greenbelt concept being rethought to
reflect more complex thinking about urban regions. Tra-
ditional post-Second World War suburbs have evolved
towards regionalized in-between cities (Sieverts, 2003) or
post-suburban forms of regional urbanization (Phelps &
Wu, 2011), requiring new governance arrangements

(Hamel & Keil, 2015). Reflecting the shifts in urban
regions in recent decades (Paasi & Metzger, 2017), green-
belts are now embedded within regionalized suburban
landscapes, reflected in adaptations to greenbelt planning.
While this new generation of greenbelts continues to pursue
policy goals such as urban growth containment and farm-
land protection, they go beyond their modernist predeces-
sors to include new objectives such as providing ecosystem
services, contributing to economic development, and cli-
mate mitigation and adaptation. Also, given the popularity
of smart-growth planning principles (Filion &McSpurren,
2007), greenbelts are now key components of integrated
land-use planning frameworks designed to manage regional
development better (Macdonald & Keil, 2012). However,
the larger number of policy fields incorporated into green-
belt policies increases the number of stakeholders atmultiple

Table 1. Typology of greenbelts.
Characteristic Traditional greenbelts Modernist greenbelts New-generation greenbelts

Period Pre-Second World War 1945–late 1980s 1990s–present

Examples London, Vienna, Berlin, Paris Melbourne, Randstad,

Copenhagen

Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH),

Frankfurt Rhine-Main, São Paulo

Context Unhealthy cities, industrialization,

urbanization

Rapid urbanization, participatory

planning approaches,

environmental movements

Globalization, suburbanization,

regionalization, sustainable

development, state deregulation

Institutional

design

Top-down government approach Top-down government

approaches or decentralized

governance models

More flexible governance

approaches

Policy goals City–countryside separation,

farmland preservation, open

spaces for urban residents

Urban growth containment,

nature conservation, farmland

protection, recreational spaces

Multipurpose: adding climate

mitigation/adaptation, economic

development, ecosystem services,

regional identity to earlier goals

Spatial scope Ring of greenspace around a city Variety of spatial forms Functional scope to address

regional suburbanization

Relevant

stakeholders

National and local governments,

landowners, planners, general

public

Same as for traditional

greenbelts, but increasing the role

of state/regional governments,

civil society

Same as for modernist greenbelts,

but increasing the role of special-

purpose bodies, non-governmental

organizations (NGOs), public–

private partnerships (PPPs)

Governance

complexities

Government policy creation and

implementation. Vertical

coordination: municipal discretion

in applying higher level

government policies resulted in

uneven applications

Horizontal coordination:

landowner resistance to

greenbelts. Vertical coordination:

planning deregulation

undermined greenbelt

implementation

Horizontal coordination: increased

role of special-purpose bodies,

NGOs, PPPs. Horizontal

coordination: increased policy

multifunctionality expands the

number of actors and policy fields

involved. Territorial coordination:

multiple municipalities involved in

regional greenbelt management

Sources: Authors based on Sturzaker and Mell (2017), Carter-Whitney (2010), Amati and Taylor (2010), Amati (2008) and Freestone (2002).
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policy levels involved in policy implementation, sub-
sequently increasing the governance complexities involved
in theirmanagement.Comparedwithmodernist greenbelts,
however, these recent greenbelts often have flexible govern-
ance approaches, with less higher level government involve-
ment and an increased role of special-purpose bodies and
NGOs in greenbelt management, reflecting current
environmental planning trends.

THE INSTITUTIONAL DIMENSIONS OF THE
GOVERNANCE OF REGIONAL
GREENBELTS

As the new generation of greenbelts often cross administra-
tive boundaries and are shaped by multiple stakeholders, we
argue that applying a regional governance lens is necessary
in order to analyse regional greenbelt implementation.
Greenbelt development has evolved as the state itself has
reorganized (Jessop, 2000) and traditional forms of spatial
planning led by municipalities prove insufficient to tackle
complex public responsibilities. Similar to other regional
development processes, the governance of regional green-
belts happens through ‘network-like coordination … pro-
cesses and comprises vertical and horizontal coordination
of state and non-state actors in a functional space’ (Willi
et al., 2018, p. 12). Greenbelt decision-making also
increasingly involves civil society groups and special-pur-
pose bodies, reflecting recent trends to delegate public ser-
vice provision to the private sector (Stoker, 1998). New-
generation greenbelts are often regional in spatial scope,
thus involving multiple municipal and regional jurisdic-
tions. While greenbelts are now embedded within these
complex governance and institutional structures, these
greenspaces are not highlighted within regional governance
debates. Some literature explores the regionalism of green-
belts (Addie & Keil, 2015; Macdonald & Keil, 2012).
However, the institutional challenges of regional govern-
ance are often not addressed, with some exceptions (Röhr-
ing & Gailing, 2005). Some literature compares greenbelt
practices in several countries (Amati, 2008; Carter-Whit-
ney, 2010), yet these hardly analyse the institutional
dimensions of greenbelt governance.

As greenbelt development reflects the institutional
environments in which they were established (Pond,
2009), we argue that an institutional perspective is needed
to understand greenbelt governance. Han and Go (2019)
find that institutional structures play a key role in shaping
greenbelt policies and determine the greenbelt governance
model applied in each case. The types of planning regu-
lations available to establish a greenbelt such as a desig-
nation or zone depend on that location’s land-use
planning regime (Taylor, 2019a), contributing to the vari-
ation seen in international greenbelt examples. Greenbelt
governance is structured by institutions, which we define
as rules and practices embedded within structures of mean-
ing that are fairly resistant to changing circumstances
(March & Olsen, 2011). Institutions thus enable and con-
strain actors, distribute power relations, create order

(March & Olsen, 2011), and represent the structures
necessary for governing processes.3 The main institutional
perspectives within the literature includes historical institu-
tionalism, rational choice institutionalism and sociological
institutionalism (Lowndes, 2010; Peters, 2019), with
each approach explaining processes of institutional stability
and change, and the interaction between institutions and
individuals in change processes (Hall & Taylor, 1996).
Within (urban and) regional governance debates, insti-
tutions are viewed as essential for spatial development, as
the design of institutions structures the governance of cities
and regions and defines (sub)urbanization (Taylor, 2019b).
There is discussion within the literature about how best to
govern urban regions, with prominent institutional
approaches including the metropolitan reform school, the
public choice model and new regionalism (Glass, 2018;
Nelles, 2012). Apart from these different approaches to
institutional reforms in regional governance, academic
debates have also addressed alleged shifts away from formal
institutional frameworks towards more flexible, soft spaces
of governance (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2009). Once
established, urban and regional planning institutions are
often resistant to change or develop in a path-dependent
way. Given their longevity and path dependency, insti-
tutional arrangements in greenbelt governance can impact
stakeholders’ behaviour who anticipate the continuance of
greenbelt institutions, adjusting their actions accordingly
(Mace, 2018).

By applying an institutional perspective to greenbelt
planning, we introduce three institutional dimensions influ-
encing the effectiveness of regional greenbelt governance:
vertical, horizontal and territorial coordination.4 A key con-
cern impacting greenbelt management is the vertical coordi-
nation of greenbelt policies between stakeholders at multiple
policy levels (e.g., municipal, regional, provincial or state).
Greenbelt policies often have a vertical institutional design
where legislation is set by higher levels of government and
its implementation is overseen by lower level authorities,
resulting in coordination challenges (Carter-Whitney,
2010). How greenbelt policies are framed by senior govern-
ment authorities is important, as it structures local stake-
holders’ responses to these policies (Han & Go, 2019).

At the same time, effective greenbelt management
necessitates horizontal coordination across multiple policy
domains at the same level – nature conservation, agriculture
and housing – with the private and civil society stake-
holders shaping those domains. Greenbelt implementation
is often influenced by dominant groups such as developers
(Cadieux et al., 2013), causing politics and stakeholders’
self-interests to impact policy outcomes.

Finally, regional greenbelt management requires terri-
torial coordination across multiple municipalities. However,
administrative jurisdictions rarely match a greenbelt’s
spatial scope, resulting in institutional ‘misfits’ and coordi-
nation problems (Young, 2002). Local authorities often
take discretion in greenbelt policy application, resulting
in uneven greenbelt implementation. Bringing together
these three forms of institutional coordination allows for
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an analysis of the institutional complexities of greenbelt
governance to examine the difficulties of new-generation
greenbelt management, which will be discussed below.

TWO DIFFERENT INSTITUTIONAL MODELS
OF REGIONAL GREENBELT PLANNING

This section provides an overview the GGH and the
Frankfurt Rhine-Main regions’ institutional contexts and
their greenbelts. These two regions share geographical
and governance similarities to anchor this comparative
research. Both global city regions are financial centres,
characterized by strong demographic growth and regiona-
lized suburbanization (Keil et al., 2017). These regions
also share common governance characteristics including
being in a federal country, a history of contentious insti-
tutional reforms and fragmented public service provision
(Nelles, 2012). However, these regions also differ in insti-
tutional features: Ontario has a two-tiered government
structure between the provincial government and munici-
palities, while the Frankfurt region’s institutions include
municipalities, intermunicipal authorities at various
regional scales and a two-tiered state government (Land).
As outlined below, both regions have adopted regional

greenbelts in recent decades, while each has pursued differ-
ent approaches to achieve its policy goals.

The GGH greenbelt: a top-down approach to
greenbelt planning
As Ontario’s economic engine, the GGH region covers
approximately 32,000 km2 and includes large cities,
towns and rural areas including 110 municipalities
(Figure 1) (Allen & Campsie, 2013). In 2016, the GGH
had a population of 9 million, which is expected to grow
to 13.48 million residents by 2041 (Ministry of Municipal
Affairs and Housing, 2019). The GGH has complex insti-
tutional structures including the Ontario provincial govern-
ment, a municipal level divided between upper, lower and
single-tier municipalities and numerous special-purpose
organizations.

The greenbelt is part of an ambitious regional planning
framework introduced by a Liberal provincial government
(2003–18) designed to rethink how residents live and
work within the GGH for future generations. The green-
belt legislation went far beyond traditional greenbelt policy
goals: as a state spatial strategy, it generated new forms of
regional governance (Macdonald & Keil, 2012). In 2005,
the Greenbelt Act passed by the provincial government
(referred to herein as the Province) allowed for the creation

Figure 1. The Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH) region, Canada.
Sources: Ministry of Municipal Affairs (2017); Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing (2019).
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of a Greenbelt Plan, also released that year. Spanning
approximately 7200 km2 across the GGH, the greenbelt’s
policy goals include protecting farmland and environmen-
tally sensitive areas, providing recreational spaces and miti-
gating and adapting to climate change (Ministry of
Municipal Affairs, 2017). Billed as the largest permanently
protected greenbelt in the world, the GGH greenbelt con-
tains some of Canada’s most productive farmland. Building
upon nature conservation areas such as the Oak Ridges
Moraine and the Niagara Escarpment, the greenbelt’s pri-
mary land-uses include agriculture, a natural heritage sys-
tem and rural settlement areas. The Province created two
organizations to support policy implementation: first, the
Greenbelt Council comprised stakeholders that provide
advice to government about plan implementation; and
second, the Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation promote
the greenbelt through educational activities. Because the
greenbelt has a vast territorial scope and includes multiple
land-uses, the Greenbelt Plan intersects with several pro-
vincial plans and policies from conservation authorities,
municipalities and the federal government. Thus, the
Greenbelt Plan is read in conjunction with other policies
related to agriculture, nature conservation and infrastruc-
ture, resulting in its implementation being influenced by
a complex policy environment involving stakeholders at
numerous policy levels. When it was introduced, the
Greenbelt Plan was contested, as farmers, developers and
municipalities resented the development restrictions
imposed by the plan. Over time, however, many of these
stakeholders’ original concerns have shifted to the accep-
tance of the Greenbelt Plan (interviews 1 and 2), reflecting
the now wide public support for these policies.

The Greenbelt Plan was designed together with the
‘Places to Grow’ legislation to manage regional develop-
ment. The greenbelt creates an urban containment bound-
ary, with the Growth Plan directing development into
built-up areas. The Places to Grow Act allowed for the
preparation of growth plans, and in 2006 the first plan
for the GGH was released. This 25-year growth plan was
designed to manage regional growth until 2031 (which
was extended until 2041), secure economic prosperity and
encourage urban intensification (Ministry of Municipal
Affairs and Housing, 2019). The Greenbelt and Growth
Plans are to be reviewed by the provincial Ministry of
Municipal Affairs and Housing every decade to assess
their effectiveness, and revised versions of these plans
were released in 2017. During this review process is the
only time that the Minister of Municipal Affairs and
Housing can make amendments to the greenbelt’s pro-
tected areas. However, these changes cannot decrease the
greenbelt’s total area (Ministry of Municipal Affairs, 2017).

The Greenbelt and Growth Plans rely on an insti-
tutional design based on a vertical hierarchical structure,
reflecting Ontario’s provincially led land-use planning
system (Table 2). The province sets the direction for
land-use planning through the Planning Act and the Pro-
vincial Policy Statement. Certain areas of Ontario have
provincial plans with more detailed policies such as the
Greenbelt Plan. Municipalities are then responsible for

implementing provincial policies through their official
plans and must make their planning decisions conform
with provincial interests. However, if there are disagree-
ments regarding local planning decisions, then appeals
can be made to the Local Planning Appeal Tribunal
(LPAT). The LPAT is a provincially appointed tribunal
that makes decisions regarding municipal land-use plan-
ning matters, providing an important dispute resolution
mechanism in the land-use planning system. Thus,
Ontario’s greenbelt policies display a top-down approach
to greenbelt planning, with its implementation being
impacted by provincial–municipal relations and coordi-
nation problems between local stakeholders, which will
be explored below.

The Regionalpark RheinMain: a decentralized
model of greenbelt planning
The Frankfurt Rhine-Main region is embedded within a
complex institutional structure. At its core lies the Greater
Frankfurt region, which is a politically defined territory of a
network of urban centres and towns, with the city of Frank-
furt as its largest urban node. It includes 2.34 million resi-
dents and 75 municipalities (Regionalverband
FrankfurtRheinMain, 2018). In this suburbanized region,
municipal land-use planning has been upscaled to the
level of the Regional Authority Frankfurt RheinMain.
The Greater Frankfurt Area is the urbanized core of the
larger Frankfurt Rhine-Main Metropolitan region, which
has 5.7 million inhabitants and stretches over three federal
states (Länder) (Figure 2). Greater Frankfurt has experi-
enced strong population growth in recent years and is pre-
dicted to grow by 191,000 residents by 2030
(Regionalverband FrankfurtRheinMain, 2018). It is
known as a transportation hub, a global financial centre
and is shaped by strong functional interdependencies
between its core cities and their surrounding region.

Regional greenspace management in Greater Frankfurt
is influenced by complex institutional structures and

Table 2. Land-use planning system in Ontario.

Authorities
Legislation and

policies

Spatial scope of
legislation and

policies

Ontario

government

Planning Act, Provincial

Policy Statement (PPS)

Province of

Ontario

Ontario

government

Greater Golden

Horseshoe (GGH)

Growth Plan, Greenbelt

Plan, Oak Ridges

Moraine Conservation

Plan, Niagara

Escarpment Plan

Specific parts of

the Province of

Ontario

Municipalities Official plans, zoning

by-laws, site plansa
Municipal

Note: aMunicipal decisions related to these policies are subject to the Local
Planning Appeal Tribunal (LPAT).
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partially overlapping spatial planning authorities at the
municipal, intermunicipal, regional and Länder level, by
specific institutional arrangements in nature conservation
and by multiple special-purpose bodies (Table 3).

In Germany’s federal system, the main institutional
resources and operational tasks in spatial planning rest
with the Länder and the municipalities. In line with the
‘counterflow principle’, each level is responsible for plan-
ning on its level, but it must consider or integrate plans
of the super- and subordinate levels (Schmidt, Siedentop,
& Fina, 2018). It thus combines top-down and bottom-
up approaches. In Hesse, a Länder development plan
(Landesentwicklungsplan) sets general objectives, which
are then specified in the regional plan for South Hesse
(Regionalplan). Municipalities exercise their constitutional
right to planning by preparing a two-tier system of land-
use plans: a (preparatory) land-use plan outlining all types
of land-uses for the municipality and legally binding zoning
plans for settlement areas that regulate the amount and type
of building activity. Apart from six cities in the Ruhr
region, Greater Frankfurt is the only German region
where a regionalized land-use plan (regionaler Flächennut-
zungsplan) has been adopted. The Regional Authority

(Regionalverband FrankfurtRheinMain), which is respon-
sible for development in the whole metropolitan region,
prepares such a regionalized land-use plan for its urban
core, that is, its 75 member municipalities in Greater
Frankfurt. Both the regionalized land-use plan as well as
the regional plan prioritize the confinement of develop-
ment along growth corridors and within existing urban
areas, greenspace preservation and the Regionalpark
RheinMain’s expansion (Regionalverband Frankfurt-
RheinMain, 2010). However, as continuing suburban
growth demonstrates, planning goals to contain peripheral
growth can be undermined by municipalities seeking to
boost tax revenues by attracting investment in local devel-
opment (Monstadt & Meilinger, 2020).

The spatial plans at the different levels integrate sectoral
plans for nature conservation and development at the
Länder, regional and municipal level (Landschaftsplanung),
which promote greenspace protection and green corridor
development. These plans are complemented by various
types of nature conservation areas that protect specific
spaces within the Regionalpark from development. Finally,
the national nature conservation law provides financial
compensation schemes for the destruction of natural

Figure 2. The Frankfurt Rhine-Main Metropolitan Region and the Greater Frankfurt Region, Germany.
Source: Regionalverband FrankfurtRheinMain (2018).
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areas. Here, the Regionalpark has benefited from such a
financial compensation by the Frankfurt airport operator
who had to transfer an amount of €800,000 per year
since 1997 to the Regionalpark RheinMain agency, with
these funds being used to develop park projects (Dettmar,
2012; Rautenstrauch, 2015). Apart from its complex spatial
planning and nature conservation arrangements, the
Frankfurt region is also known for its delegation of public
tasks to numerous special-purpose organizations (Hoyler
et al., 2006). This is also the case for the development of
the regional greenbelt, which has been delegated from
the Regional Authority to a special greenbelt agency: the
Regionalpark Ballungsraum Rhein-Main GmbH. Thus,
this greenbelt agency is embedded within a fragmented
regional institutional environment, influenced by various
spatial planning and nature conservation authorities and
other special-purpose bodies operating at different spatial
scales.

Similar to many other German regions, Frankfurt’s
regional greenbelt is termed a regional park. Introduced
in the 1990s with little national policy guidance, regional
parks take a flexible governance approach involving state,
regional and municipal authorities (Siedentop, Fina, &
Krehl, 2016; Gailing, 2007). Established in 1994, the
Regionalpark RheinMain is currently 4463 km2 and was
designed as a regional greenspace network, including the
Frankfurt and Offenbach’s municipal greenbelts, the Hes-
sische Ried agricultural area and the Nature Park Hochtau-
nus. Similar to the Ontario case, the Regionalpark has
multifunctional policy goals including greenspace protec-
tion, providing recreational areas and promoting regional
identity (Regionalverband FrankfurtRheinMain, 2010).
The Regionalpark is also meant to control the direction
of regional development patterns and its primary land-
uses are agriculture, forestry, recreation and nature conser-
vation areas. Following an initial period of management by
the Regional Authority’s predecessor, the Greater Frank-
furt planning association, a regional greenbelt agency was
founded in 2005 (Rautenstrauch, 2015). Thus, the park
is managed by a special-purpose body which is organized
as a PPP with its implementation delegated to six

intermunicipal implementation bodies responsible for
developing subprojects. This greenbelt agency is supported
by 15 shareholders, including 123 municipalities, the
Regional Authority and the State of Hessen (Dettmar,
2012). In contrast to the GGH greenbelt, the Regionalpark
is weakly protected. Apart from single areas protected by
nature conservation law, its only formal protection is
under the ‘regional green corridors’ (Grünzüge) land-use
category in the regional plan and the State Development
Plan Hesse. Generally, there is broad public and political
support for the Regionalpark’s policy goals (interview 3).
However, regarding implementation, the greenbelt agency
has no effective mechanisms for allocating land-uses and
municipalities’ membership within the Regionalpark is
voluntary. Thus, the redistribution of land-use rights hap-
pens through the regionalized land-use plan and nature
conservation laws. This process results in implementation
problems such as creating land-use conflicts and opportu-
nities for regional growth politics to undermine the Regio-
nalpark’s goals.

To summarize, both regional greenbelts reflect a new
generation of greenbelt planning with their multiple policy
goals and diverse stakeholder involvement. However, their
institutional design differs considerably: while the GGH
greenbelt is supported by strong policy protection and a
regional growth plan, the Regionalpark RheinMain
benefits from protection through the spatial plans’ pro-
motion of a greenspace network and the designation of
single nature conservation areas. The following sections
will analyse and compare the governance challenges
involved in developing regional greenbelts in the GGH
and the Frankfurt metropolitan region’s institutional
environments.

INSTITUTIONAL COMPLEXITIES AND
GOVERNANCE CHALLENGES OF THE NEW
GENERATION OF GREENBELTS

In this section, we examine how greenbelt policy
implementation in both cases is coordinated between sta-
keholders across multiple policy levels, policy fields and

Table 3. Spatial planning system in the Frankfurt Rhine-Main region.
Administrative level Authorities/agencies Legislation and policies in spatial planning

Federal Federal government Principles and strategic visions, Federal Spatial Planning

Act, Federal Building Code

State of Hesse (Land

Hessen)

Spatial planning authority of the State of

Hesse

Hessian State Planning Act, State Development Plan

(Landesentwicklungsplan), Law on the Metropolitan

Region Frankfurt/Rhine-Main

Region of South Hesse Regional planning authority for South

Hesse (Regierungspräsidium Darmstadt)

Regional plan for South Hesse (Regionalplan)a

Intermunicipal: Greater

Frankfurt Region

Regional Authority (Regionalverband

FrankfurtRheinMain)

Greater Frankfurt regionalized land-use plan (regionaler

Flächennutzungsplan)

Municipal Municipal administrations

(Kommunalverwaltungen)

Local land-use plans (except for the Greater Frankfurt

region) and zoning plans (Bebauungspläne)

Note: aThe regional plan and regionalized land-use plan are combined in one document in this case.
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numerous jurisdictions. The analytical framework of verti-
cal, horizontal and territorial coordination allows one to
discuss the advantages and disadvantages of each greenbelt
planning approach and to analyse the governance chal-
lenges involved in managing new-generation greenbelts.

Vertical coordination
Greenbelt policies are often set by higher level of govern-
ments and should then be implemented by lower policy
levels (Carter-Whitney, 2010). Often, the advantages of
top-down approaches are highlighted as they give munici-
palities’ clear direction for greenbelt policy implementation
(Han & Go, 2019). However, these top-down models do
not guarantee compliance, as municipalities often attempt
to circumvent such regulations unless effective evaluation
and sanctioning mechanisms are present.

In Ontario, greenbelt policies are implemented through
a top-down institutional design, with plan implementation
strongly influenced by provincial–municipal relations.
Ontario’s provincial–municipal relationship is shaped by
legislation that formally limits municipal autonomy, pla-
cing municipalities in a subordinate position to the
provincial government. Provincial–municipal relations are
characterized by some municipalities’ resistance to provin-
cial initiatives, a history of shifting provincial involvement
in local matters and contentious institutional reforms
(Côté & Fenn, 2014). Tensions within this relationship
are reflected in municipal non-compliance with provincial
policies. Many municipalities have supported the Green-
belt and Growth Plans, while others have framed both
plans as restrictions placed upon them. During the plans’
initial implementation phase (2005–15), municipalities
took diverse approaches to achieve or circumvent these pol-
icy goals (Burchfield, 2016), resulting in inconsistent plan
implementation.

A weakness of the top-down greenbelt approach is its
dependence on consistent higher level government mech-
anisms of support, evaluation and sanctioning in cases of
non-compliance. In Ontario, not all these support systems
have been continuously applied to ensure greenbelt
implementation. Compared with other international
cases, the GGH greenbelt has one of the strongest legal fra-
meworks (Carter-Whitney, 2010) and its policies are regu-
larly reviewed. While municipalities lacked clear provincial
guidance during the Greenbelt and Growth Plans’ initial
implementation phase (Burchfield, 2016), the Province
took a proactive approach during the 2015 policy review
(interview 4). While there are no specific non-compliance
measures of the Greenbelt Plan, all land-use planning
(non)conformity matters are governed by the provincial
Planning Act. Under this Act, the Province has tools avail-
able to override municipal non-decisions, yet these sanc-
tions are rarely invoked.5 While the Liberals committed
to a regional planning agenda, Frisken (2001) finds the
Ontario government has a record of fluctuating involve-
ment in regional affairs. This raises concerns about what
happens to greenbelt planning when government priorities’
shift, as these policies are susceptible to reform when pol-
itical climates evolve. While the Liberals upscaled land-

use planning to the new policy level of the GGH, they
failed to establish a GGH regional government.6 This
lack of formal regional institutions has been a persistent
problem for decades. Indeed, the Liberals assumed the
role of regional government in absentia, as has happened
throughout Ontario’s history of regional governance (Fris-
ken, 2001). Thus, while Ontario’s top-down approach
should in theory promote compliance of greenbelt
implementation, these problems challenge its vertical insti-
tutional design’s effectiveness.

In contrast, the Frankfurt region’s greenbelt has a more
decentralized approach. Policy formulation and implemen-
tation are loosely coordinated by the Regionalpark agency
and municipalities having flexibility with implementation.
The State of Hesse has a limited role in greenbelt planning,
as the State Development Plan Hesse and the regional plan
provide only general guidance on greenspace protection. By
contrast, the Regional Authority has more involvement in
Regionalpark planning through its planners’ collaboration
with the greenbelt agency’s staff on relevant activities
(interview 3). However, the greenbelt agency’s policies pro-
vide limited guidance to municipal land-use planning,
making the greenbelt vulnerable to local self-interests.
Thus, apart from some protected areas under nature con-
servation law, greenbelt management has been delegated
to a weakly institutionalized special-purpose body. The
greenbelt agency has no spatial planning authority over
its territory, limited staff capacity, faces financial uncer-
tainty and must consult with multiple government and pri-
vate sector organizations to complete its initiatives. Owing
to its limited planning jurisdiction, this agency’s primary
mandate shifted from its initial growth containment ambi-
tions in 2008 to tourism promotion (Rautenstrauch, 2015).
Given these constraints, the effectiveness of the greenbelt
agency is limited.

When analysing the vertical institutional design of our
cases, Ontario’s top-down model provides stronger green-
belt policy protection compared with the Regionalpark’s
decentralized approach. However, Ontario’s vertical insti-
tutional structure faces coordination difficulties at the
local level, which will be explored in the next section.

Horizontal coordination
In both cases, greenbelt policy implementation happens at
the municipal level and is influenced by challenges of coor-
dinating multiple policy fields and their stakeholders. In
Ontario, greenbelt policies stimulated better governance
practices by facilitating stakeholder collaboration. Many
municipalities have supported the Greenbelt Plan by devel-
oping projects with local partners (Hertel & Markovich,
2015). The Greenbelt Plan also supported some municipa-
lities’ efforts to move away from greenfield development,
because as a municipal politician said ‘the greenbelt has
reinforced and built on [our] perspective [of] what we
were already doing, and has given it another level of protec-
tion and a regulatory regime’ (interview 1). The greenbelt
policies have benefited from dedicated leaders that advocate
for its protection. New organizations were established that
increase stakeholders’ participation opportunities such as
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the Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation. Through this
foundation and civil society groups’ efforts to promote
the GGH greenbelt, it has broad public support, which is
essential to a greenbelt’s long-term success (Carter-Whit-
ney, 2010). The success of the popularization of greenbelt
sensitivities through these planning mechanisms can be
measured over time by the increased community support
in and around the greenbelt for the project overall.7

A persistent challenge, however, is that municipal
growth politics may still undermine greenbelt policy objec-
tives. Some municipalities ‘look at the greenbelt largely as
an impediment to their economic viability, they feel
hemmed-in, they feel they can’t attract new residential
and non-residential development. They’re just surrounded
by the greenbelt, which is strangling them’ (interview 1).
These municipalities want to continue their business-as-
usual development practices and can be influenced by
growth coalitions comprised of politicians and developers.
Ontario’s development industry has a major impact on
municipal politics through contributions to local election
campaigns. Indeed, the development industry is a key
sponsor of political candidates which significantly influ-
ences local election results through donations, creating
councils that favour developers’ interests (Campaign Fair-
ness Ontario, 2016). These pro-development councils in
some municipalities continue to reproduce low-density
development patterns, undermining the Greenbelt and
Growth Plans’ ambitions. While these municipalities
must respect provincial planning legislation, they still
may not fully embrace these policies. For example, during
the first 10 years of the Growth Plan’s implementation,
most municipalities used the lowest possible intensification
targets allowed under the plan (Burchfield, 2016). Thus,
due to the diverse municipal responses to these plans and
delays in updating local official plans to conform to provin-
cial policies (Burchfield, 2016), these plans’ initial
implementation had problems, resulting in inconsistent
policy application.

In the Frankfurt region, the Regionalpark facilitates
better governance practices. For example, a university-
based researcher said that the Regionalpark has been suc-
cessful at

bringing together a lot of politicians of different colors, [giv-

ing] them the opportunity to discuss and to develop together

something because all of them, [it] does not matter if they are

Conservative, or Liberal or Social Democrats, are interested

in keeping the value of [the] landscape. This is the connect-

ing thing. All of them are interested in giving people [the]

possibility for recreation and discovering landscape because

this is very much asked [for] by the people.

(interview 3)

However, the Regionalpark’s political acceptance has not
translated into secure funding for the greenbelt agency.
Indeed, the park is under the threat of the withdrawal of
private funding in 2021 (interview 5). The greenbelt
agency’s financial model is based on annual contributions
from each of its municipal shareholders, the Regional

Authority and the State of Hesse totalling €1.25 million/
year (interview 5). The remaining €800,000/year tradition-
ally came from Fraport AG’s contribution – the company
managing Frankfurt’s airport and the park’s sole sponsor
(Dettmar, 2012). To compensate for Fraport’s withdrawal
of funding, the park’s governing parties have agreed to
increase their financial contributions in the coming years
(interview 5). However, no official long-term decisions
have been made at the time of writing and the impending
loss of private funding creates financial uncertainty for the
greenbelt.

Moreover, the Regionalpark’s weak institutional design
combined with regional growth politics could undermine
the greenbelt policies’ effectiveness. Despite the strong
spatial planning system and regionalized land-use planning
promoting compact development, growth coalitions and
intermunicipal competition influence regional growth
resulting in continued suburbanization (Monstadt & Mei-
linger, 2020). Likewise, the greenbelt agency has no
capacity to shape regional growth patterns, rather focusing
on easy-to-manage tourism goals that do not face resistance
from growth coalitions. Politicians have mostly respected
the greenbelt policies as a former staff member of the
greenbelt agency stated that within the past 25 years,
‘there was no, or very few cases, where land that is a Regio-
nalpark route or part of [a route] was lost to development.
The Regionalpark policy of channelling the development
on the whole [has been] moderately successful’ (interview
6). However, this greenspace’s policies can still be under-
mined by regional growth politics.

To conclude, both greenbelt policies have increased
governance capacity by strengthening partnerships. How-
ever, the increased multifunctionality of greenbelt policies
results in intersections with diverse policy fields and their
stakeholders, thus creating conflicts. In both cases, green-
belt management has been influenced by powerful interests
such as developers and private funders that strongly shape
and partially restrict greenbelt policy implementation.

Territorial coordination
Effective regional greenbelt implementation requires
coordination across numerous territorial jurisdictions.
Within urban regions, however, there are often mismatches
between administrative and functional boundaries, causing
institutional ‘misfits’ and coordination challenges (Young,
2002). Greenbelt policies are designed to prevent urban
development within the greenbelt’s boundaries. As a result,
urban growth often gets displaced elsewhere resulting in
leapfrog development, which is characterized by develop-
ment jumping over a greenbelt to farmland on the other
side. Leapfrog development is problematic as it involves
constructing roadways across a greenbelt that fragments
greenspaces (Tomalty & Komorowski, 2011). In Ontario,
the Greenbelt Plan has been effective in directing develop-
ment to cities and away from farmland within the greenbelt
(Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2015).
According to planners, farmers and environmental activists
(interviews 7–9), greenbelt policies have stimulated leap-
frog development. However, our research indicates that
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this situation is more complex. The Greenbelt and Growth
Plan work together to enable this low-density development
to occur. While the Greenbelt Plan provides strong protec-
tion for farmland within its boundaries, growth pressures
are offset elsewhere and farmland outside of these policies
within the GGH can be vulnerable to development.
Growth Plan implementation problems such as municipa-
lities adopting low intensification targets and plan amend-
ments allowing low-density development in Simcoe
County, have encouraged suburbanization beyond the
greenbelt (Tomalty, 2015). However, while land specu-
lation beyond the greenbelt is common, there is limited
statistical information to confirm the scale of these prac-
tices within the GGH, as governments do not keep these
records (Tomalty, 2015). Regardless, the explosive growth
of some communities outside of the greenbelt has created
problems including agricultural de-investment (interview
8) and coordination challenges with regional public service
provision (interview 9). Also, these development practices
particularly impact farmers, as a representative from an
agricultural organization said that these landowners

who are in long-term career farming with the intent to pass

the operation down [to their children], feel that particularly

in those areas, there is a lot of pressure and probably [the]

same as in the past, worrying about land being bought by

speculators for future growth because it’s outside the green-

belt. It’s sort of fair game. And what’s the long-term meaning

of that and what are the long-term implications if we just

allow development to jump over and carry on?

(interview 10)

These problems illustrate the importance for land-use
regulations to prevent leapfrog development and the need
to coordinate growth management policies across urban
regions.

In the Frankfurt region, the greenbelt’s implementation
is affected by problems related to coordination challenges
between different administrative jurisdictions. As an
example of an institutional misfit, the Regionalpark is situ-
ated within a multilayered territorial structure with the
regional planning authority of South Hesse, the Regional
Authority ofGreater Frankfurt andmunicipalities operating
at different territorial scales than the greenbelt agency,
whose jurisdiction is defined by the park’s boundaries
(Figure 2). This complex institutional environment creates
challenges for the greenbelt agency to effectively manage
the park. For example, for this agency to promote its activi-
ties, staff must contact eight different tourism organizations
overlapping the park’s area, making it challenging to deliver
a consistent greenbelt strategy (interview 5). Due in part to
the challenges associated with navigating this institutional
complexity, park project development has been delegated
to municipalities. Intermunicipal implementation bodies
are responsible for delivering park projects, which facilitate
governance processes by providing stakeholder engagement
opportunities for park users (Krause, 2014). However, the
delegation of greenbelt implementation to municipalities
through small-scale projects prevents the creation of a

comprehensive regional greenbelt. These localized initiat-
ives cannot effectively manage regional growth pressures,
nor were they designed to do so.

In summary, both cases show that regional greenbelt
policy implementation requires coordination across multiple
municipalities, producing impacts beyond a greenbelt’s
boundaries. Indeed, effective regional greenbelt manage-
ment requires municipal cooperation to implement policies.
While cooperation is a strategy to address coordination pro-
blems, both cases are well known for their difficulties with
intermunicipal coordination at a regional scale (Nelles,
2012), which surely influences greenbelt implementation.

CONCLUSIONS

Through a comparative analysis of institutional arrange-
ments of greenbelt management in two regions, this
paper explored the governance challenges involved in
new-generation greenbelts. By tracing the evolution of
greenbelt development, we showed the considerable shifts
in the greenbelt concept since its introduction more than
a century ago. We analysed how these regions’ institutional
environments have impacted their greenbelts’ implemen-
tation and pointed to challenges in vertical, horizontal
and territorial coordination. While greenbelt policies have
facilitated the consolidation of greenbelts in both cases,
varied results were achieved in meeting policy goals. In
Ontario, for example, greenbelt policies have halted farm-
land conversions within the greenbelt and directed growth
towards cities (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing,
2015), yet stimulated leapfrog development according to
stakeholder groups. In the Frankfurt region, the regional
greenbelt agency has shifted away from focusing on core
greenbelt policy goals such as growth control to promoting
tourism, thus hardly providing an effective mechanism in
addressing suburbanization. Thus, while our comparative
analysis shows that the GGH greenbelt has been more
ambitious in achieving multiple greenbelt policy goals
such as farmland protection and growth containment,
both cases have produced mixed outcomes.

Another result of our research highlights that the com-
plexity of both cases poses serious problems for policy
implementation. As our study indicates, there are consider-
able challenges that come with the multiple policy goals
and the regional scope of the recent generation of green-
belts. These greenbelts require policy-makers to collaborate
across policy domains and municipalities, while also
restricting municipalities and investors’ development inter-
ests. Local planners face challenges in implementing these
recent greenbelt policies often resulting in inconsistent
municipal policy implementation (interview 7). While
recent greenbelt policies have surely raised greater aware-
ness of policy interconnectivity and of the need for more
integrated greenbelt projects, they also require a high gov-
ernance capacity to coordinate efforts to confine urban
development. Thus, this requires a reprioritization of
greenbelt policy goals, with urban growth containment
and nature conservation as key concerns. In addition,
ongoing monitoring is needed to evaluate the effectiveness
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of greenbelt policies in achieving their goals and these pol-
icies need to be updated regularly to reflect changing
regional conditions. Finally, greenbelt policies need to be
supported by other policies such as a regional growth
plan. Such integrated frameworks are necessary to effec-
tively address regional growth management concerns.

In addition to these policy developments, the effective
governance of new-generation greenbelts requires insti-
tutional reforms. As regional planning evolves, there is an
increased emphasis on flexible institutional approaches
including soft governance spaces (Allmendinger & Haugh-
ton, 2009), the use of special-purpose bodies for public ser-
vice provision (Lucas, 2013), and regional partnerships
(Nelles, 2012). However, these special-purpose agencies
and voluntary arrangements often have limited authority,
can only encourage stakeholder collaboration and cannot
overcome institutional fragmentation in urban regions.
Our research indicates that these collaborative approaches
as seen in the Frankfurt case do not ensure effective regional
greenbelt policy implementation. Instead, as our Ontario
case reflects, greenbelt planning should be integrated into
provincial governments or state planning authorities, as
these are the most suitable institutions to manage new-gen-
eration greenbelts. Senior levels of government have the
required statutory powers to establish greenbelt legislation,
confine regional growth (Pond, 2009) and have jurisdiction
over the appropriate territorial scope for regional greenbelt
management. Higher levels of government have also been
viewed as being more effective at coordinating public policy
implementation (Nelles, 2012), as these authorities have
more resources available than special-purpose bodies to sup-
port policy implementation and can enforce compliance
mechanisms, if municipalities try to circumvent these regu-
lations. Thus, despite the popularity of flexible greenspace
protection approaches (Lennon, 2015), regional greenbelts
require institutional reforms and new policy developments
to effectively manage the institutional complexity and gov-
ernance challenges facing new-generation greenbelts.

In an era of global suburbanization and climate change,
policy-makers must make decisions about how to best govern
urban regions in today’s new urban world. Greenbelts are
increasingly important for planning regional futures, as, for
example, the GGH greenbelt builds resiliency against
environmental threats by providing ecosystem services
(Green Analytics, 2016). The Ontario and Frankfurt cases
add a new chapter to greenbelt debates, illustrating that
new-generation greenbelts require different institutional
structures than their traditional predecessors did to enable
their effective governance. Thus, the institutional arrange-
ments supporting regional greenbelts need to be updated to
reflect the current complexity of urban regions, so that these
greenspaces can be better governed to continue providing
the valuable environmental assets needed by urban regions.
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NOTES

1. For the interviewees, see Appendix A in the sup-
plemental data online.
2. Table 1 distinguishes between three types of greenbelts
that are characteristic for a specific period. However, these
are ideal types and traditional or modernist greenbelts
could be developed today.
3. Within institutionalism, a distinction is made between
formal and informal institutions. Formal institutions
include constitutions, laws and regulations, while informal
institutions include traditions and conventions (Hall &
Taylor, 1996).
4. For similar analytical categories, see Röhring and Gail-
ing (2005) and Young (2002).
5. The Planning Act requires that municipal plans be
consistent with the Provincial Policy Statement and
plans issued under it, including the Greenbelt Plan. It
also requires municipalities to update their official plans
to conform with provincial plans according to sections
3.5 and 26.1 of the Planning Act (1990). The Minister
of Municipal Affairs and Housing can remove the
approval powers of any delegated municipalities due to
contraventions of those policies according to section 4.5
of the Planning Act.
6. A regional government refers to a formal level of gov-
ernment situated between the GGH’s single-, lower and
upper tier municipalities and the provincial government.
7. The greenbelt’s popular support showed in the broad
rejection that now Premier Doug Ford experienced during
the 2018 provincial election campaign concerning his pro-
posed plans to soften the land-use controls put in place by
the greenbelt legislation (Gray, 2018).
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