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Abstract: The importance of planning for green spaces is well captured in literature, focusing on the direct and indirect 

benefits which such spaces provides to various beneficiaries, from local authorities to local communities. However, the planning 

and implementation of such spaces, especially in a rural context, is complex. The value of spaces is perceived differently by 

different stakeholders, and this is also true for the rural environments, characterized with unique challenges and needs. This paper 

captures the value of green spaces and relates it to specific rural considerations, in order to state the value that green spaces can 

provide to rural areas and communities. The Vaalharts case study is used to explain current realities and best practice options and 

the paper concludes with a framework for the planning of green spaces in rural South Africa, including all aspects and design 

elements that should be considered in the planning and provision of green spaces. 

Keywords: Green spaces, rural areas, framework, Vaalharts rural area 

 

1. Planning for Green Spaces 

1.1. Understanding Green Space 

A public green space is defined as every parcel of land 

classified as a natural surface, judged to be publicly accessible 

[1]. ‘Natural surface’ implies predominantly natural area with 

a sense of quality and the presence of several maintained 

facilities [2]. Green space includes public and private open 

spaces in urban and rural areas, primarily covered by 

vegetation. Public green spaces include parks, forests, golf 

courses, sports fields and other open nature areas and are seen 

as the key approach in areas where residential plot sizes are 

inadequate (as in the case of most rural areas), or the housing 

stock is dominated by multi-storey buildings [3] in high 

density urban areas. Qualitative green space, as referred to in 

this research, include green spaces that provide a specific 

function to communities, ranging from social, ecological, 

economic, psychological, health and amenity functions [4], 

[5]. 

1.2. Approaches to Planning Green Spaces 

There is currently an expanded scientific understanding that 

green spaces are substantially beneficial to urban and rural 

communities [6]. An important concept regarding the 

understanding and conceptualizing of green spaces is their 

influence on and contribution to shifting the paradigm of 

spatial segregation of urban landscape functions into complete 

multifunctional landscapes [2] wherein ‘quality’ regarding 

these spaces are linked to the ‘value’ associated with spaces by 

recognizing the need of these spaces to reflect the changing 

social, economic and environmental conditions. Research 

captured in this journal contributes to the importance of 

driving the green-agenda and identified various benefits of 

green spaces in terms of social, economic and environmental 

benefits, in order to emphasize the importance of such spaces 

and the necessity to plan and provide green spaces. 

1.3. Complexity of Planning for Rural Areas 

Rural communities and the development thereof continue to 

be one of the main priorities within frameworks and 

constitutions guiding the economic and social development of 

(especially developing) countries [7]. In South Africa, rural 

development is an predominant challenge as it is estimated 

that half of South Africa’s population lives in rural areas [8] 

and that three quarters of the people living below the MLL 

(minimum living level) live in these rural areas [9]. 

Planning for rural areas is complex as rural areas have 

unique challenges and characteristics to take into 

consideration, such as location challenges (geographic 

disparities), dispersed rural settlement structures, lack of 
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integrative policies, sociological issues (crime and violence, 

poor education, lack of facilities), economic issues (declining 

per capital income, mass unemployment), lack of community 

participation, level of education, ability to communicate, 

social issues (provision of basic services, limited access to 

health care, standard of health, level of poverty), and 

environmental issues (lack of clean water and lack of 

qualitative green spaces) [10], [8], [11], [12], [13], [7], [14], 

[15]. 

Furthermore, the current planning approach is often project 

oriented and seldom supports green growth and green space 

planning [16]. The need for an inclusive approach which 

considers community participation and stakeholder 

engagement, whilst considering the wide scale of impact 

related to green space planning should be recognised, and 

implemented. 

2. Valuing Green Spaces 

Green spaces are complex to valuate as the market for 

environmental quality does not yield an observable unit price. 

The value of green spaces needs to be identified in order to 

emphasize the importance of planning for such spaces. The 

value of green spaces can be divided in two categories, namely 

indirect benefits and direct benefits, as captured in the 

following table. 

Table 1. Identifying the benefits of green space provision 

Benefits  Measurable Source 
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b
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Ecosystem services  

Enhanced biodiversity 

Storm water management 

Habitat provision 

Reduced carbon dioxide 

Improved air quality 

Reduced pollution 

Microclimate and heat island effect 

Noise reduction 

Sustainability 

[17] 

[18] 

[17] 

[19] 

[20] 

[21] 

[22] 

[23], [24] 

[22] 

[25] 
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o
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a
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Leisure and recreation 

Social contact, access to experience 

Physical and psychological health 

Aesthetic value 

Quality living space 

Positive perceptions 

Community cohesion 

Levels of physical activity 

Reduced stress, increase happiness 

Positive impact on children 

Lower levels of fear 

Better neighbourhood relationships 

[26] 

[27], [28] 

[29], [30] 

[31] 

[32] 

[33], [19] 

[27], [28] 

[21], [34] 

[35], [36] 

[37] 

[29] 

[19] 
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Favourable image of place 

Boost retail sales and tourism 

Inward investment in area 

Encouraged employment 

Property values 

Neighbourhood value 

House buyers preferences 

Positive influence in crime areas 

Development impact on children 

[38] 

[38] 

[39] 

[19] 

[40], [41] 

[42], [43] 

[44], [45] 

[46] 

[46] 

These benefits will be explained accordingly. 

3. Indirect Benefit of Green Spaces: 

Social Value 

3.1. Local rural Reality and Social Challenges 

The issue of safety and security is identified as a 

precondition for social and economic development in South 

Africa [14], [9]. Perceptions regarding safety can differ 

according to several factors found within an environment, 

including employment status, population, group and area of 

residences [47]. Therefore it can be inferred that rural 

communities may be prone to incidents of crime and safety 

issues as they typically fall under the category of low 

employment and are situated in areas with low accessibility 

and environmental quality [7]. 

Bad perceptions regarding safety and security within a 

neighbourhood result in other social challenges as 

communities avoid open spaces and are thereby excluded 

from recreational possibilities, social interaction, and other 

benefits that such open spaces provide. With a third of 

households in rural areas in South Africa avoiding these open 

spaces, social interaction and growing social cohesion 

continue to falter [47]. 

3.2. Green spaces Addressing Social Challenges 

Any public space can be contributory to the insecurity of an 

area if it becomes a place of relegation, neglect, degradation 

and/or illegible which allures a range of uncivil acts, 

delinquency and vulnerability [48]. The importance of 

providing qualitative green spaces within rural areas can 

enhance social development and address social issues. By 

creating public green spaces which are fully maintained and 

cared for, the feeling of being unsafe is eliminated, 

contributing to the overall value and success of these public 

green spaces [2]. 

The priority within rural areas is usually focused on 

providing basic services, facilities and infrastructure, and the 

provision of qualitative open spaces is often neglected [49]. 

Apart from the abovementioned social benefits that green 

spaces provide to (especially rural) areas, numerous of 

literature confirms that outdoor play spaces are vital for 

children’s learning and developing stages throughout life [50], 

[49], [51], [52]. 

4. Indirect Benefits of Green Spaces: 

Environmental Value 

4.1. Local reality and Environmental Challenges 

Green spaces play various roles in creating sustainable 

urban and rural areas [53]. Green spaces are fundamental areas 

in human settlements that need intentional planning as it 

provides the opportunity to enhance sustainability and the 

appearance of environmental benefits [39]. 
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4.2. Addressing Environmental Challenges in Rural Areas 

Through Green Spaces 

Land use change and environmental quality are closely 

related, and the nature and location of development can 

significantly influence both the generation and resolution of 

environmental problems. Green spaces (linked to ecosystem 

services) provide various services, such as (1) provisioning 

services, including food production, medicinal resources, (2) 

regulating services, including climate and air quality 

regulation, carbon sequestration and storage, waste-water 

treatment, erosion prevention, maintenance,  of soil fertility, 

biological control, (3) supporting services, including habitats 

for species, maintenance of genetic diversity, (4) cultural 

services, including recreational and mental health, tourism, 

aesthetic appreciation, sense of place and experience of place 

[54], [55]. 

The planning and provision of green spaces should thus 

consider environmental sustainability and the green space 

system should be developed with the aim of establishing a 

network of natural features and compatible land uses that will 

act as a green network [56]. 

5. Direct Benefits of Green Spaces:  

Economic Value 

5.1. Local reality and Economic Dimension of Planning 

The importance of green spaces were known for decades; 

however, the relationship between liveability and green spaces 

as incorporated in overall spatial planning approaches has 

become the focus of international studies [57]. Often spatial 

planning decisions are based on pro-developmental 

approaches, linked to the revenue or economic benefit as a 

direct result from the development [55]. The understanding 

that green spaces can contribute to the economic value of an 

area or development, is not yet fully integrated in spatial 

planning approaches. 

5.2. Green space Provision Addressing Economic 

Challenges in Rural Areas 

Research regarding the economic value of green spaces 

confirms that most people are willing to pay more for a 

residential property close to a green space, emphasizing the 

positive impact on residential property values. Research 

further proved that green spaces create a favourable image for 

a place, boost retail sales, attract tourism [38], enhance inward 

investment in the area [39], and encourage employment 

(emphasizing the impact on production values).  

Rural areas are often neglected in terms of green space 

provision, and this might be directly linked to the lack of 

qualitative public spaces, lack of economic opportunities, lack 

of investment opportunities and lack of other economic 

spinoffs that were proven to be true when providing green 

spaces within neighborhoods. 

6. Quantifying the Value of Green Spaces 

The value of green spaces needs to be identified (as 

captured in previous sections in terms of social value, 

economic value and environmental value) in order to 

emphasize the importance of planning for green spaces. But, 

the value of green spaces should also be quantified 

(measurable) in order to have more weight in the 

decision-making processes [40], and survive against the 

susceptibility to urban pressures [50]. 

The green space values, as stated, are divided in indirect 

benefits and direct benefits. Indirect benefits are hard to 

quantify in monetary terms and include social aspects and 

environmental aspects. Direct benefits refer to the direct 

economic benefit as a result of the provision of green spaces 

within an area, and are more easily translated into monetary 

terms and financial gains. 

Literature identifies four main approaches to determine the 

economic value green-spaces in terms of: (1) the economic 

approach, (2) the development approach, (3) the ethical or 

moral approach and (4) the utilitarian approach [4], [58], [40]. 

[59], [60], [61]. The scope of this paper is not to review these 

different methods but to identify the different values of green 

spaces and propose that these values be quantified as part of 

formal spatial planning processes. 

In the process of quantifying values of green spaces, the 

beneficiaries of the green values should be identified, as green 

spaces have different value for different beneficiaries. In this 

sense, green spaces provide different values to communities, 

in comparison to the values it provide to local authorities. 

These beneficiaries and related values are captured in the 

following table. 

Table 2. Beneficiaries and values of green spaces 

 Local authority benefit Local community benefit 

S
o
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a
l 

More citizen participation 
Voluntary contribution 
Social capital 
Aesthetic spaces 

Accessibility to green spaces 
Cultural benefits 
Better living spaces 
Health benefits 

E
n

v
ir

o
n

m
e
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Maintenance of green space 
Higher biodiversity 
Sustained eco-systems 
Sustainable spaces 

Availability of green spaces 
Aesthetic area 
Recreational spaces 
Quality of life 

E
co

n
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Emission removal 
Green proximity tax 
Energy savings 
Higher market values 
Storm water mitigation 

Better working spaces 
Inward investment 
Higher property prices 
 
 

7. Implementation: Vaalharts Case Study 

Vaalharts is a rural area located in the greater Polokwane 

municipality district, in the North West and Northern Cape 

provinces of South Africa. The Vaalharts area claims the 

second largest irrigation scheme in the Southern Hemisphere 

namely the Vaalharts Irrigation Scheme [62]. Accordingly the 

environmental, social and economic issues present in this area 

will be captured. 
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7.2. Current Reality and Environmental Issues in Vaalharts 

The environment is characterized by natural green areas, 

agricultural areas, rural residential settlements and nature 

reserves. There are mostly natural indigenous plants and 

agricultural vegetation present in the area. The area is highly 

accessible and residents are dependent on the environment for 

provisioning, regulating, supporting and cultural services. The 

abundance of water (due to the Vaalharts Irrigation Scheme) 

enhances the potential and provision of sustainable green 

spaces, and the Vaalharts area has the potential to support the 

needed ecosystem services. 

However, green spaces in this area are mostly left 

unplanned with no vision, usage or maintenance plans. Green 

spaces are isolated from each other and most open spaces are 

homogeneous (similar in appearance as well as function). A 

lack of finances for the planning of green spaces is part of the 

current reality, along with a lack of knowledge on 

environmental benefits amongst communities and 

authorities.’ 

7.3. Social issues identified in Vaalharts 

The social composition of residents is characterised by rural 

communities with limited education, training or opportunities 

to social and economic development. A conclusive 

need-assessment was conducted [62] based on data obtained 

from a sample of 31 willing individuals and a stratified sample 

of 958 randomly drawn participants in order to identify social 

issues and needs [7]. The research identified social challenges 

in terms of lack of basic government services, lack of 

educational related services, agricultural challenges, lack of 

community facilities, health and welfare challenges, safety 

and security issues and lack of emergency services [62].  

Community members identified core actions to address 

these social problems [62], as (1) provision of recreation 

facilities, (2) enhancing sports, arts and culture and youth 

activities in the communities and (3) providing help and 

support for people with disabilities, the elderly and people 

who are terminally ill. 

7.4. Economic Issues Identified in Vaalharts 

Characterized as a rural area, there are limited economic 

opportunities in the Vaalharts area. The need-assessment 

identified the lack of employment and lack of adequate 

facilities as core economic issues to be addressed [62]. The 

Vaalharts Irrigation Scheme is probably the sole initiator of 

economic potential in the area. The area is in need of an 

integrated development approach to guide future planning. 

The consideration of the economic value that green spaces can 

provide to this area need to form part of such an integrated 

approach. 

7.5. Green space Provision Addressing Identified Issues 

Based on the literature investigation presented in this 

research, green spaces can contribute and address (some) of 

the identified issues of the Vaalharts area.   

The planning and provision of qualitative green spaces in 

this area should be directly linked to the Vaalharts Irrigation 

Scheme and access to water, enabling the provision of 

sustainable green spaces and ecosystem services. An 

integrated plan, driving the green agenda, should link current 

isolated spaces and provide a future vision and management 

plan, for different typologies of green spaces. Authorities and 

communities needs to be informed about the benefits of green 

spaces in order to ensure the success of such spaces. Providing 

qualitative green spaces ensures adequate community 

engagement possibilities and the strengthening of social 

cohesion. It provides recreational opportunities that will 

reflect in health and welfare benefits. Qualitative green spaces 

can be directly beneficial for child-development as it relates to 

the planning of child-friendly spaces. The provision of 

qualitative green spaces will enhance the identity of the area 

and increase inward investment in the area. This will result in 

further economic spinoffs. Accordingly an integrated 

framework for the planning and development of green spaces 

in rural areas will be presented, based on the theoretical 

investigations, international best practice approaches and 

findings in terms of the local reality and rural challenges.  

8. Conclusions: Integrated Framework 

for Planning Green Spaces 

An integrated framework to guide local planning 

approaches, focusing on environmental benefits, social 

benefits and economic benefits of green spaces should be 

inclusive of the following aspects: 

8.1. Identifying the value of green spaces 

The value of space is subjective and should be identified 

within the local context, considering the unique challenges 

and opportunities present in the specific area. The following 

aspects need to be considered as point of departure when 

planning green spaces: 

Table 3. Aspects to consider as point of departure 

Aspects to consider Description 

Typology of green spaces Identify different types of green spaces 

for possible implementation  

African considerations Consider unique challenges and cultural 

needs 

Policies and legislation Refer to guiding legal requirements 

Participatory planning Include the community in the formal 

planning process 

Place-making elements Consider elements that will enhance 

identity of place and contribute to value 

of the space 

Layout and design Consider natural restrictions and 

opportunities present in the area 

8.2. Identifying methods and beneficiaries of green spaces 

The different methods to value green spaces, along with the 

identification of the beneficiaries of the planed green space 

should be determined accordingly.  



84 Elizelle Juaneé Cilliers:  A Framework for Planning Green Spaces in Rural South Africa 

 

The chosen method to value green spaces should fit the 

local context and environment. The economic approach and 

development approach should be used in areas where 

residential values are known and related to market values. 

This is, for example, not possible in rural areas where subsidy 

housing, backyard rentals and informal housing provision are 

predominant. The ethical approach or utilitarian approach 

would thus be a better method to utilize in rural areas, subject 

to availability of data and resources.  

In the same sense, beneficiaries should be identified for 

each space and area. The added value as a result of the 

planning and provision of green spaces should be known to 

the different beneficiaries in order to enhance social capital 

and the buy-in from these stakeholders.  

8.3. Quantifying the Value of Green Spaces 

The value of green spaces should, as final output, be 

quantified in order to emphasize the value of these spaces and 

have more weight in the decision-making process. The 

following issues and design elements need to be considered in 

the valuing of current green spaces and planning of future 

qualitative green spaces. A multi-criteria analysis can be used 

to quantify these issues. 

1. Indirect benefits: 

a. Social values 

� Identity of place 

� Attractions provided 

� Flexibility 

� Seasonal opportunities 

� Accessibility 

� Visibility 

� Lighting 

� Landscaping 

� Signage 

� Access control 

� Proximity to nodes 

� Safety considerations 

� Maintenance 

� Recreation possibilities 

� Social contact 

� Physical and mental health 

� Aesthetic value 

� Quality living space 

� Positive perceptions 

� Community cohesion 

� Levels of physical activity 

� Reduced stress levels 

� Increased happiness 

� Social cohesion 

b. Environmental values 

� Ecosystem services 

� Biodiversity 

� Storm water management 

� Habitat provision 

� Environmental quality 

� Reduced pollution 

� Microclimate regulation 

� Noise reduction 

� Enhanced sustainability 

� Linked spaces 

� Integrative approach 

c. Child-friendly spaces 

� Safety 

� Natural setting 

� Access 

� Sociability 

� Integration 

� Located near schools 

� Walkable distances 

� Transportation options 

� Adequate surfaces and edges  

� Public furniture 

� Amenities, 

� Safe and visible entrances 

� Appropriate signage 

� Development opportunities 

� Participatory planning 

� Multi-disciplinary approach 

2. Direct benefits 

d. Economic values  

� Image of place 

� Increased retail sales 

� Increased tourism 

� Inward investment in area 

� Encouraged employment 

� Higher property values 

� Increased neighborhood value 

� Positive influence in crime areas 
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