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Introduction
Poor and marginalised people are typically more 
affected by the negative impacts of rapid urbanisation 
and climate change such as flooding, heat, urban 
sprawl, congestion, and polluted air and waterways. 

Nature-based solutions (NbS) can act as a catalyst 
to promote inclusive, climate-resilient urban areas 
through addressing local environmental, social and 
economic issues. 

Nature-based Solutions: Actions to protect, 
sustainably manage, and restore natural or 
modified ecosystems to address societal 
challenges effectively and adaptively.

NbS approaches use natural systems and properties 
to address urban challenges. When implemented using 
GEDSI principles — Gender Equality, Disability and 
Social Inclusion — they can advance justice and equity 
by creating inclusive, accessible spaces that reduce 
flooding, mitigate heat, support biodiversity, provide 
recreation and amenity, improve health and reduce 
poverty. 

Embedding GEDSI principles in NbS projects involves 
deliberate and cumulative actions to foster processes 
that are more inclusive and equitable for marginalised 
groups, while also improving urban resilience and 
climate adaptation outcomes.  

This Quick Guide provides:

•	 Practical guidance on how to create inclusive urban NbS projects

•	 Insights and tips for good practice

•	 A worked example.

It’s for:

•	 Infrastructure project developers

•	 Urban planners and urban development professionals

•	 Decision makers and policy makers

•	 Project sponsors and financiers

•	 Community members involved in urban NbS projects

•	 Inclusion experts, civil society organisations, women’s groups 
and organisations of persons with disabilities (OPDs) who want to 
work in urban planning and development.

Detailed guidance is provided in Inclusive and Equitable Urban Nature-
based Solutions: A Practical Guide.

https://wscaustralia.org.au/inclusive-and-equitable-urban-nature-based-solutions-a-practical-guide/
https://wscaustralia.org.au/inclusive-and-equitable-urban-nature-based-solutions-a-practical-guide/
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Why inclusion matters in 
urban NbS
In urban areas, NbS are often most effective when 
combined with conventional solutions to create hybrid 
solutions (See Box 1). An example is a hybrid stormwater 
management system that includes engineered 
drainage (e.g. stormwater drain) and a natural system 
(e.g. constructed wetland). Together, these elements 
deliver multifunctional benefits: 

But including NbS does not automatically improve 
outcomes for vulnerable groups. In fact, following a 
business-as-usual approach, which focuses solely on 
technical and economic solutions in the short term, 
may reinforce existing barriers. 

For example, a park designed for stormwater 
retention and recreation might attract investment 
from government and the private sector, and it may 
also improve amenity and provide recreation. But, 
without inclusive design — e.g. accessible pathways, 
ramps, seating, safe lighting — it can exclude people 
with disabilities, women, the elderly and low-income 
families. 

‘Inclusive’ projects that embed GEDSI principles work 
better for everyone:

•	 When all community members are included, the 
whole urban system becomes more adaptive and 
resilient. 

•	 Inclusive NbS are more durable, safer and more 
useful.

•	 Involving communities in designing, operating 
and maintaining NbS strengthens community 
ownership and keeps NbS functioning properly in 
the long run.

•	 Inclusion helps countries fulfil national and 
international commitments, e.g.:

	» Several Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) demand that development leaves 
no-one behind – Goal 5 (Gender Equality), 
Goal 10 (Reduced Inequalities) and Goal 11 
(Sustainable Cities and Communities).

	» In the Mekong region, National Adaptation 
Plans outline measures to ensure that 
government led development and climate 
actions include and benefit vulnerable 
groups, leaving no-one behind.

	» Nationally Defined Contributions to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and adapt to 
climate impacts include goals to integrate 
and improve gender equality, social 
inclusion and community participation. 

BiodiversityHeat mitigationFlood protection Recreation and 
amenity

Water quality
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Box 1. Nature-based solutions

Bioswale A vegetated, linear ditch that collects, conveys, filters and infiltrates stormwater 
runoff

Constructed 
wetland

An artificial wetland engineered to treat wastewater, stormwater and agricultural 
runoff using natural processes involving plants, soil and microorganisms

Green corridor A network of natural or semi-natural areas, like parks, rivers and forests, that 
are linked together to connect habitats, support wildlife movement and provide 
recreational spaces within or between urban and rural landscapes

Green spaces Areas of land covered in vegetation, such as parks, forests and gardens, that provide 
numerous benefits for physical and mental health, biodiversity and the environment

Pocket park A small public space, located in an urban area to provide a place for relaxation or 
recreation. These parks are created in otherwise unused or vacant lots, and are 
designed to serve the specific needs of the immediate community, often featuring 
amenities like benches, seating or play areas.

What ‘inclusive NbS’ means in 
practice
GEDSI is a set of principles that emphasise diversity, inclusion and equity 
(Box 2), aiming to address the discrimination and vulnerabilities that 
people face based on their identities, including but not limited to gender, 
age, disability, income, education, faith, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
migration status and any other social markers. 

Box 2. GEDSI definitions

Disability inclusion Principles recognising that cities must be designed for everyone, regardless of 
physical, sensory or cognitive ability

Gender equality Principles recognising that all individuals, regardless of gender (women, men, people 
of diverse genders) have equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities

Social inclusion Principles recognising multiple forms of disadvantages and discrimination, and 
emphasising the inclusion of diverse voices and lived experiences

GEDSI analysis Process that explores the causes of systemic inequalities, discrimination and social 
exclusion, and the factors that influence behaviour change

GEDSI experts Professionals with strong expertise in GEDSI principles (e.g. gender, disability 
inclusion experts, human rights champions)

GEDSI groups Any local and project-affected groups who might suffer from social discrimination and 
have underrepresented voices in decision making processes and mechanisms

GEDSI-responsive 
team

A project team led by GEDSI principles and considerations, with gender balance and 
representation of diverse groups
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1. Accessible: People of 
all abilities can use NbS 

safely.

3. Participatory: 
Communities help 

design what they will 
use. 

2. Safe: Lighting, 
visibility and circulation 
reduce risks for women, 
children and the elderly.

4. Beneficial: NbS 
contributes to cooling, 
flood reduction, health 

and livelihoods. 

Inclusive NbS are:

Box 3 identifies design features that can be easily 
incorporated into NbS projects to make them more inclusive.

Box 3. Easy wins: 10 inclusive design features for NbS

1. Spaces to support informal 

livelihoods (e.g. vendors)

2. Separated pedestrian/cyclist flow

3. Shaded seating

4. Ramps and non-slip surfaces

5. Clear signage and sightlines

7. Lighting for visibility 

8. Accessible viewing platforms

9. Waste and drainage  

features placed safely

10. Diverse vegetation 

for shade and comfort

6. Safe walking paths
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How to create inclusive 
NbS
Inclusion fits into ALL NbS project phases:

•	 Project Planning

•	 Project Development

•	 Project Maintenance 

•	 Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning.

Understand the site and the key issues

•	 Include diverse users in early site walks / planning 
meetings.

•	 Understand who is affected and how:

	» What drives current problems (e.g. 
accessibility, safety)?

	» Who is excluded or vulnerable (e.g. women, 
children, elderly, people with disabilities, 
ethnic minorities)? 

	» What helps or blocks more inclusive 
behaviours (e.g. social norms, dynamics 
between groups, resource/funding flows)?

•	 Involve and empower GEDSI experts or groups.

•	 Use multiple communication methods (e.g. visual, 
verbal, tactile) and recognise different ways of 
knowing. 

Co-design the project

•	 Work with affected groups to define the key 
problems and agree on a shared inclusive vision. 
This approach creates genuine partnership where 
GEDSI groups define problems and solutions, 
shaping a project that can be scaled and 
sustained over time.

Inclusion is important for all projects, but the 
actions taken will differ depending on the 
relevant issues and scale of the project.
 

1. Project Planning
This phase involves scoping the needs of NbS projects, 
assembling a GEDSI-responsive team (led by GEDSI 
principles and comprising representatives from diverse 
groups) and establishing the inclusive principles that 
will guide all subsequent stages. 

Plan inclusion from the beginning

•	 Consider how GEDSI features can be incorporated 
into the project.

•	 Involve and empower GEDSI experts at an 
appropriate scale (e.g. a long-term project may 
benefit from a GEDSI Lead with an established 
GEDSI advisory committee, while short-term 
discrete projects may draw on a  an internal or 
external GEDSI expert). 

•	 Foster a work environment and culture that 
challenge usual practice. 
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Worked example: Project Planning

Large-scale example – Unused open space 

An unused open space in a densely populated area is prone to flooding. 
There is little green space in the area, which contributes to urban heat. 
Because it’s prone to flooding, the space is not used for recreation. It’s 
often used as a dumping ground for garbage, reducing amenity and 
creating environmental problems (e.g. ground and air pollution). 

Planning actions

•	 The project team assembled to address this issue includes 
a GEDSI lead and convenes a GEDSI advisory committee 
comprising representatives from diverse local groups (e.g. 
organisations for persons with a disability, women’s rights groups, 
youth groups). 

•	 To understand the site, the team walks the site with local 
residents, women’s groups, people with disabilities, street 
vendors and local officials to map where flooding occurs, which 
areas feel unsafe and who currently avoids the space.

This action helps identify risks technical and desk top reviews can 
miss (e.g. lighting and women’s safety, uneven paths limiting access, 
flooding disruption informal livelihoods). 

Inclusive outcome

The project stakeholders develop a shared vision for public open 
space that provides multiple benefits. Project goals have been 
broadened beyond the initial scope of managing flooding and pollution 
to include cooling, safety and everyday use for all residents. 

Small-scale example – Busy urban street

Inadequate drainage along a major urban street creates flooding 
during intense rain events. The high level of impervious surfaces also 
adds to heat. 

Planning actions

•	 The project team assembled to address this issue includes team 
member(s) who received GEDSI training. The team also consults 
with a GEDSI expert as needed.  

•	 To understand the site, the team engages with local residents, 
shop owners, street vendors, older people and people with 
mobility challenges to ask: where does water pool, which paths 
are used most, where is shade missing and who may be affected 
during works.

This action identifies that street interventions can unintentionally 
block access, disrupt livelihoods (e.g. parking/loading) or create safety 
issues if local use patterns aren’t understood.

Inclusive outcome

The project stakeholders have a shared vision for streets that are 
cooler, less prone to flooding and more accessible, using small-scale 
NbS (such as stormwater planter boxes) placed where they solve real 
problems – not just where space happens to be available.
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2. Project Development
The Project Development phase determines whether 
a project integrating NbS in urban areas will reinforce 
or reduce inequalities. Designing for inclusion, 
redistributing resources and building capability at 
this stage creates pathways for empowerment and 
sustainability.

Co-design solutions

•	 Work with affected stakeholders and GEDSI 
groups to jointly design and deliver NbS solutions 
in ways everyone can understand and influence.

•	 Add accessibility elements to NbS designs  
(see Box 3).

•	 Review designs using a simple checklist  
(see Box 4).

Box 4. Simple design checklist

☐  Community consulted in design

☐  People can move safely through the site

☐  Facilities usable by children, people with 
disabilities, the elderly

☐  Lighting and shade included

☐  Clear, accessible paths and access points

☐  Emergency access considered

☐  Maintenance feasible for local teams

Consider who benefits and who might be harmed

•	 Assess social and environmental impacts with 
GEDSI input and plan how to avoid or reduce harm 
to vulnerable groups.

•	 Communicate ideas in ways that reflect local 
languages, experiences and values, not just 
technical terms. 

•	 Create multiple accessible channels for feedback 
so all voices are heard throughout design and 
delivery.

Make an inclusive plan and resource it

•	 Agree on clear, shared actions and roles.

•	 Allocate part of budgets and procurement 
processes to GEDSI-led groups, community 
organisations and local enterprises. 

Worked example: Project Development

Large-scale example – Unused open space 

An unused open space in a densely populated 
area is prone to flooding. There is little green 
space in the area, which contributes to urban heat. 
Because it’s prone to flooding, the space is not 
used for recreation. It’s often used as a dumping 
ground for garbage, reducing amenity and creating 
environmental problems (e.g. ground and air 
pollution). 

Development actions

•	 The team uses simple drawings and on-site 
markers to share options that incorporate 
community input on paths, seating, planting 
and water features. Following input, an area 
was allocated to include a community garden. 

•	 Accessibility features (e.g. ramps, non-slip 
surfaces, shaded rest areas) are included in 
designs from the start. The space contains 
simple signage that explains how the wetland 
works. 

•	 Draft designs are tested with a simulation 
site walk-through that uncovers steeper 
than expected paths, with gentle slopes 
subsequently added into the design. 

This approach builds usability into the design and 
reduces the risk of costly redesign later.

Inclusive outcome

The final project is a hybrid NbS system such as a 
park which provides stormwater retention while 
also providing a safe, accessible public space.
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Small-scale example – Busy urban street

Inadequate drainage along a major urban street 
creates flooding during intense rain events. The 
high level of impervious surfaces also adds to heat. 

Development actions

•	 The team uses simple drawings and on-site 
markers to share options that incorporate 
community input on paths, seating, planting 
and water features. 

•	 The designs include gentle side slopes, clear 
walking paths/crossings with handrails, 
planting that doesn’t block sightlines and 
shade trees near seating and waiting areas. 

•	 The team uses a simple checklist and 
conceptual images/maps to support 
workshopping ideas for non-technical 
participants (i.e. instead of engineering 
drawings). 

Inclusive outcome

The final project is a street with stormwater planter 
boxes that manage runoff while also being cooler, 
safer and accessible for children, older people and 
people with disabilities.  

Establish a maintenance plan

•	 Maintain access and safety e.g. keeping paths, 
crossings, seating, lighting and signage in working 
order.

•	 Budget for routine tasks e.g. cleaning inlets, 
maintaining vegetation, undertaking repairs, 
conducting safety checks.

•	 Develop a maintenance schedule that doesn’t 
unintentionally exclude users e.g. blocking key 
routes at peak times. 

Build capability

•	 Where possible, design maintenance roles as 
entry points to capacity building e.g. on the job 
learning and skills development

•	 Capture maintenance practices that blend 
traditional and technical expertise. 

 

3. Project Maintenance
The Maintenance phase determines whether the NbS 
intervention and its benefits are sustained. Formal 
GEDSI ownership creates positive feedback loops; 
as communities gain resources and confidence, they 
demand greater systemic change.

Co-design a participatory maintenance plan

•	 Engage GEDSI groups, community members 
and partners to map routine and seasonal 
maintenance tasks.

•	 Define roles and responsibilities, and establish 
community management structures, not just roles 
for individuals.

•	 Assign ownership of upkeep (e.g. local authority, 
site manager, community partners) and what 
decisions they control. 

•	 Convert unpaid work such as environmental 
monitoring into formal paid roles. 
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Worked example: Project Maintenance

Large-scale example – Unused open space 

An unused open space in a densely populated 
area is prone to flooding. There is little green 
space in the area, which contributes to urban heat. 
Because it’s prone to flooding, the space is not 
used for recreation. It’s often used as a dumping 
ground for garbage, reducing amenity and creating 
environmental problems (e.g. ground and air 
pollution). 

Maintenance actions

•	 Local community groups help maintain 
vegetation, led by local women’s cooperatives, 
with accessibility audits conducted by a 
disability organisation. 

•	 Funds from allocated project budget support 
GEDSI-led enterprises (e.g. community-led 
nurseries and garden).

Inclusive outcome

Strong local ownership reduces maintenance risk, 
leading to better long-term performance. When 
people understand and benefit from NbS, they are 
more likely to protect and maintain it.

Small-scale example – Busy urban street

Inadequate drainage along a major urban street 
creates flooding during intense rain events. The high 
level of impervious surfaces also adds to heat. 

Maintenance actions

•	 The project team and stakeholders agree 
maintenance responsibilities early.

•	 Local workers and community groups help 
with tasks such as litter removal, plant checks, 
reporting damage. They are supported by 
materials such as simple instruction manuals 
and signage. 

Inclusive outcome

Local involvement in operations and maintenance 
lowers maintenance risk and increases care for 
stormwater planter boxes and their vegetation. 
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•	 Use a mix of quantitative information (e.g. 
participation rates) and qualitative information 
(e.g. stories).

•	 Engage marginalised and underrepresented 
groups to reflect their priorities, consistent with 
those groups engaged throughout the project. 
Involve women, people with disabilities and 
marginalised groups in monitoring by training 
them in accessible tools. 

How to evaluate

•	 Compare outcomes against the project intent 
and identify unintended impacts (who is left out / 
harmed).

•	 Evaluate results across individual, community, city 
and/or national levels.

How to apply learning 

•	 Use results to:

	» Adapt strategies

	» Modify designs

	» Identify maintenance priorities

	» Support future replication.

 

4. Project Monitoring,  
Evaluation and Learning

A GEDSI-responsive monitoring, evaluation and 
learning (MEL) system helps track and evaluate 
progress. Data on performance and reflections of 
stakeholders help the project team, partners and city 
governments learn what works, adapt quickly and 
scale inclusive NbS practices.

What to monitor

•	 Use and access (who uses it)

•	 Safety and comfort

•	 Whether benefits are shared fairly

How to monitor

•	 The monitoring approach will depend on scale 
of the project and available budget/resources. 
Options include:

	» Observation counts

	» Short user feedback surveys

	» Targeted check-ins with community groups

	» Partner reflections.

Worked example: Project Maintenance

Large-scale example – Unused open space 

An unused open space in a densely populated area is prone to flooding. 
There is little green space in the area, which contributes to urban heat. 
Because it’s prone to flooding, the space is not used for recreation. It’s 
often used as a dumping ground for garbage, reducing amenity and 
creating environmental problems (e.g. ground and air pollution). 

Monitoring actions

•	 Local community groups receive training funded by the project, 
and learn how to help monitor and collect data on water quality 
and air temperature.  

•	 Community and GEDSI groups jointly monitor using mobile apps 
or visual checklists. Trained participants including women, 
people with disabilities and youth, track biodiversity and park 
accessibility while sharing feedback through regular meetings, 
creating paid opportunities and real-time feedback loops.

•	 Researchers from the local university support monitoring efforts 
by providing training and support for data collection and analysis.

Inclusive outcome

Inclusive monitoring enables feedback loops and accountability for 
long-term project outcomes, and provides agency for marginalised 
groups to take an active role in outcomes. 
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Small-scale example – Busy urban street

Inadequate drainage along a major urban street 
creates flooding during intense rain events. The high 
level of impervious surfaces also adds to heat. 

Monitoring actions

•	 Local groups are involved in routine 
inspections, which helps to identify pooling 
water near the curb, creating slip hazards for 
people with mobility issues and small children. 

•	 A reporting system where residents can take 
photos and upload to request maintenance 
through mobile/online messaging service helps 
to reduce barriers to reporting and rectification. 

Inclusive outcome

Urban infrastructure remains accessible and safe by 
empowering diverse users to identify service gaps 
and trigger rapid, equitable maintenance responses

 

Where to find the full 
guide and support

•	 Inclusive and Equitable Urban NbS Guide 
 

•	 RUCaS case studies

	» On Nut Urban Forest Park  
Bangkok, Thailand

	» Makkasan Zone C Departure Park  
Bangkok, Thailand

	» Can Tho University 
Can Tho, Vietnam

	» Hanoi University of Civil Engineering 
Hanoi, Vietnam

	» Akreiy Ksatr Wetland City 
Phnom Penh, Cambodia

	» Street 2 / Road 501 
Battambang, Cambodia

	» Nong Loup Ian Marsh 
Vientiane, Lao PDR

	» Ban Mano Wetland 
Luang Prabang, Lao PDRFind out more information  

on our website 
wscaustralia.org.au/rucas

https://bridges.monash.edu/articles/report/_b_Inclusive_and_Equitable_Urban_Nature-based_Solutions_A_Practical_Guide_b_/30783020?file=60092624
https://wscaustralia.org.au/on-nut-urban-forest-park-bangkok-thailand/
https://wscaustralia.org.au/makkasan-wetlands-bangkok-thailand/
https://wscaustralia.org.au/can-tho-university-can-tho-viet-nam/
https://wscaustralia.org.au/hanoi-university-of-civil-engineering-green-building-refurbishment-hanoi-viet-nam/
https://wscaustralia.org.au/akreiy-ksatr-wetland-living-cambodia/
https://wscaustralia.org.au/rail-wetland-park-battambang-cambodia/
https://wscaustralia.org.au/canal-linear-park-vientiane-lao-pdr/
https://wscaustralia.org.au/world-heritage-pond-restoration-case-study-luang-prabang-lao-pdr/
http://wscaustralia.org.au/resilient-urban-centres-and-surrounds/
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Water Sensitive Cities Australia

wscaustralia.org.au

info@wscaustralia.org.au

Monash University Caulfield Campus  
900 Dandenong Road, Caulfield East VIC 3145


