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This thesis is looking at the patterns of use on the informal blue and green spaces in Northern 

Tallinn using behaviour mapping. Vacant and neglected landscapes can be found in practically 

every city across the world.  

 

These areas are often unseen and unvalued, having negative perception and stay unchanged and 

decaying until being sold for some big development project. Vacant and derelict areas form a 

valuable part of urban land and provide the city and its residents various opportunities and 

benefits. 

 

The following thesis uses behaviour mapping to find out how are the vacant areas in Northern 

Tallinn used and who are the users. In addition it is researched what different factors affect the 
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The results concluded that the selected vacant areas in Northern Tallinn are not empty and 
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Introduction 
 

Vacant and neglected landscapes can be found in practically every city across the world. These 

areas include abandoned industrial areas, transportation related land, empty building lots 

(Anderson, Minor 2017; Kim et al. 2018; Newman et al. 2018), and are characterised by signs of 

abandonment, wilderness, overgrown vegetation and littering (Kim et al. 2018; Nejman et al. 

2018; Sanches, Pellegrino 2016).  

Vacancy and dereliction are results of different urban processes, such as population change, city 

expansion, urban sprawl, industrial growth, and poor economic changes, as well as wartime 

destruction, political decisions, neglection, and restrictions (Anderson, Minor 2017; Newman et 

al. 2018).  

These areas are often unseen and unvalued, having negative perception and associated with danger 

and illegal activities (Kim et al. 2018; Kremer et al. 2013; Mathey et al. 2018). Typically, these 

areas stay unchanged and decaying until being sold for some big development project. Vacant and 

derelict areas form a valuable part of urban land and provide the city and its residents various 

opportunities and benefits. They provide spaces for recreation and with their spontaneous 

vegetation different green ecosystem services (Anderson, Minor 2017; Nejman et al. 2018; Kim 

et al. 2018). 

The interest on this topic has been rising and many researchers have studied vacant and derelict 

areas (Nejman et al. 2018; Unt, Bell 2014). There is still various information to gather. This study 

differs from the other behaviour mapping researches as it compares four vacant and derelict areas 

with different characters in Northern Tallinn.  

The reason for the study in Tallinn is because it is the capital of Estonia and, due to the relatively 

large population compared to other Estonian cities, also has a high pressure for development and 

recreational areas. During the Soviet occupation most of the seaside areas were restricted for 

visitors and stayed untouched and underdeveloped (Juske 2015; Nerman 1996). These areas are 

now open to the public, though remain undeveloped and empty. 
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By using behaviour mapping on these sites, information can be gathered on the users and their 

behaviour. Comparing the results from several mappings can show how derelict areas are used, its 

user groups, the main activities and the preferred vacant land character. 

This thesis aims to answer the following research questions: 1) how do people use the selected 

vacant areas in Northern Tallinn? 2) what study areas are the most used? 3) how can users of the 

selected vacant areas be characterised? 4) how do users interact with different landscape elements 

and what elements of landscape in the selected vacant sites are the most popular? 5) how do the 

different types of access to the water affect the use types of the area on the research sites?  
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1. Literature review 

1.1 Behaviour mapping 

 

Behaviour mapping is a method to objectively observe and record different actors in their 

immediate physical environments (Cosco et al. 2010; Golicnik, Ward Thompson 2010; Moore, 

Cosco 2010; Unt, Bell 2014). Behaviour mapping allows comparing information about the users 

to the properties of the space for understanding the relations between them (Unt, Bell 2014). It can 

be used to gather both quantitative and qualitative data in the form of, for example, descriptive 

user and activity information and the number of users. 

Collecting both qualitative and quantitative data with observation tools provides researchers with 

necessary information about relationships between people and built environments (Golicnik, Ward 

Thompson 2010; Moore, Cosco 2010; Wendel et al. 2012). This will reveal patterns of activities, 

behaviours, and perceptions of the users in order to study the usability of the place and the possible 

wider impact it can have (Golicnik, Ward Thompson 2010; Unt, Bell 2014; Wendel et al. 2012). 

Golicnik and Ward Thompson (2010) added that a combination of GIS and activity mapping shows 

the connection between environments and their use that is spatially and visually presentable. The 

produced graphical maps with descriptive statistics benefit landscape architects, architects and 

designers in various projects about public spaces as the spatial information can be more 

meaningfully connected to their visual thinking styles than typical data tables and charts (Golicnik, 

Ward Thompson 2010; Moore, Cosco 2010). This can help to guarantee the success of design 

strategies and policy decisions and improve the quality between people and the built environment 

(Moore, Cosco 2010). 

Danish architect and urban designer Jan Gehl claims that public life studies, including the 

behaviour observation method described previously are straightforward, simple and cheap as they 

need limited resources. The observer and his or her observations are the key. (Gehl, Svarre 2013). 

Jane Jacobs wrote in her book „The Death and Life of Great American Cities“ (1961): „Please 

look closely at real cities. While you are looking, you might as well also listen, linger and think 

about what you see“. She emphasizes the importance of using different senses in addition to seeing 
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and evaluating what is and happens around us. The observer must stay neutral and focus on the 

surrounding without taking part in what is happening (Gehl, Svarre 2013). In behaviour mapping 

studies, spaces of interest are systematically observed, and people’s behaviour is documented on 

a map, analysed and interpreted for data collection during a certain amount of site visits (Gehl, 

Svarre 2013; Wendel et al. 2012). The observations are mostly done with the naked eye and 

sometimes using a camera to zoom in on the situations or capture the moment for analysing the 

situation more closely (Gehl, Svarre 2013). In some cases, data recording systems are used for the 

research and operated on computers with geographic information system (GIS) software which 

has proven to be very quick and more reliable than the conventional paper-based system 

(Rodrigues-Silveira et al. 2013). Data is collected on the amount and type of the users present in 

the observed area, specifying the gender, age, the purpose of visit, activities engaged and other 

relevant information depending on the research (Wendel et al. 2012). Moore and Cosco (2010) 

state that a key principle of behaviour mapping is to observe both environment variables and 

behaviour variables simultaneously and code at exactly the same site location. To develop a 

behaviour mapping protocol several variables must be defined, such as, effective site boundaries, 

behaviour setting areas, schedule of the observation sessions, number, duration and interval of the 

observations, and control issues, that can affect the results (Ibid.). 

Behaviour mapping has been carried out for decades in environment-behaviour research to 

understand the interaction between people and place (Golicnik, Ward Thompson 2010). Various 

studies have been conducted to study children's behaviour in childhood spaces, school grounds, 

neighbourhood parks, children's museums and zoos (Cosco et al. 2010; Moore, Cosco 2010). It 

has been widely used in different professional fields to study green space usability (Golicnik, Ward 

Thompson 2010; Unt, Bell 2014; Wendel et al. 2012). In a previous study, urban parks in two 

European cities were observed to analyse patterns in public space use and indicate relationships 

between the design and usability of these spaces (Golcnik, Ward Thompson 2010). Unt and Bell 

(2014) researched how an urban brownfield in Tallinn, Estonia was used before and after installing 

minor design interventions. Wright Wendel et al. (2012) evaluated green space and its usability in 

a study to investigate the perceptions and behaviour of the residents in Santa Cruz, Bolivia. 

Even though behaviour mapping is relatively simple, versatile, unobtrusive and direct (Cosco et 

al. 2010, Moore, Cosco 2010), the researcher should be careful of errors while obtaining the 
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results. Someone moving too fast may be marked more than once or not marked at all and someone 

stationary may also be marked twice if they do not move between rounds of observation (Cosco et 

al. 2010). Marking down the location of observed activities on a map may have some inaccuracies 

(Golicnik Marusic, Marusic 2012). Weather and other variables can affect the amount of people 

and their activities, so mapping for multiple days and in different conditions will show the results 

of setting patterns of use more accurately (Cosco et al. 2010).  
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1.2 Vacant urban areas and derelict sites 

 

1.2.1 What are vacant areas? 

 

Seemingly empty landscapes, often called vacant lots (Anderson, Minor 2017; Kremer et al. 2013; 

Nejman et al. 2018), vacant urban areas (Anderson, Minor 2017; Newman et al. 2018), vacant 

land (Anderson, Minor 2017; Hofmann et al. 2012; Kim et al. 2018), derelict land (Hofmann et 

al. 2012; Kim et al. 2018; Unt, Bell 2014), and wastelands (Bonthoux et al. 2014; Nejman et al. 

2018; Sanches, Pellegrino 2016) are areas without formal spatial arrangement or use, typically left 

blank on city planning maps (Unt et al. 2014). They have been part of the urban environment for 

decades and can be found all over the world (Mathey et al. 2018). Urban vacant land is common 

in today’s cities, making up a large proportion of urban land and represents part of the urban fabric 

(Anderson, Minor 2017; Kim et al. 2018). Vacant urban areas can be made up of both vacant land 

and deserted buildings (Kim et al. 2018; Newman et al. 2018). They are described to be relatively 

green with spontaneous vegetation (Bonthoux et al. 2014; Kremer et al. 2013). However, these 

areas differ from formal green spaces in the way they are recognised, managed, and developed 

(Hofmann et al. 2012; Rupprecht, Byrne 2014). 

 

 

1.2.2 How are vacant areas formed? 

 

Abandonment of buildings is associated with population loss (Anderson, Minor 2017). Newman 

et al. (2018) argue that vacant land grows as population diminishes and that population change 

causes structural abandonment. Vacant urban areas do not indicate urban decay, instead, vacant 

land is most often the result of cities expanding their political boundaries (Anderson, Minor 2017). 

Urban expansion heavily influences increase of vacant land (Newman et al. 2018). When 
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industries and other related activities move out from the city, they will leave behind empty voids 

(Unt et al. 2014). Abandoned structures are more often found in central city areas and require 

funding or city government initiative (Newman et al. 2018). Rapid urbanisation, urban sprawl, 

industrial growth, poor economic conditions, and changes in technology result in a growing 

number of old transportation networks or factories, such as power plants, landfills, brownfields, 

water treatment plants, military areas, and airports left abandoned (Kim et al. 2018). This means 

that vacant land is affected by a combination of urban processes such as demographic and 

preference-based residential shifts, de-industrialisation and workforce relocation, regional 

location, land area change, suburban expansion, and economic changes (Newman et al. 2018; 

Kremer et al. 2013). 

Urban wastelands are described as any empty, abandoned or underused space, associated with 

waste and mismanagement (Nejman et al. 2018; Sanches, Pellegrino 2016). Names we use to 

identify these areas are cultural representations because naming is not only evaluating what exists, 

it also holds a hope or expectation or a claim that is wanted to be seen fulfilled for the site (Gandy 

et al. 2018). Perceived without economic, social and environmental value they are neglected and 

excluded from investments (Sanches, Pellegrino 2016). As they lose their connection to the local 

community that has no sense of ownership to the place, marginal activities like crime, violence 

and formation of illegal settlements may start to take place (Ibid.). These names sound 

disapproving and suit the public and private sector representors who do not see any potential in 

these places except development (Nejman et al. 2018). 

Pyle (2002) explains that “raw land” is a real estate term used to emphasize natural or undeveloped 

land in order to improve its condition. Waste ground refers to a possibly productive land that is 

being unused and a wasted source. The oldest and most common term “vacant land” is used to 

describe a developed area that is left abandoned. All these terms have somewhat negative 

undertones, thus Pyle (2002) suggests using the terms “open space” or “open ground”. He 

mentions that these terms "may apply to the very same plots as raw ground, waste ground, and 

vacant lot" and better portray the value that vacant land can have.  
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1.2.3 Different types of vacant areas 

 

Many studies have described all vacant land to be the same, mainly because of limited systematic 

categorization of different types of vacant land and a lack of comprehensive studies on how they 

can be used (see Kim et al. 2018). Vacant spaces have many forms and sizes and can vary from 

completely contaminated brownfields to excluded residential properties (Anderson, Minor 2017). 

According to Kim et al. (2018) urban vacant land can be differentiated and categorized by their 

potential uses or by how they were formed. Based on how urban vacant land was formed, it can 

be divided into previously developed land and undeveloped land. Previously developed land 

usually has remains of existing building structures, while previously undeveloped land does not 

(Ibid.). In their research, Kim et al. (2018) categorized urban vacant land into post-industrial, 

derelict, unattended with vegetation, natural, and transportation-related sites. Other authors also 

differentiated between greenfields, brownfields, wastelands and abandoned, unused or 

uncultivated land (Anderson, Minor 2017; Newman et al. 2018). 

Kim et al. (2018) noted that post-industrial sites often have historically important elements that 

are part of a city’s cultural heritage. The authors found unattended sites with vegetation typically 

to be unpolluted and without constructions, meaning these areas can be more easily developed. 

They add that these sites, such as empty lots, natural forests and conservation areas, are vacant, 

inactive or waiting for further developments. Kim et al. (2018) describe natural and transportation-

related sites as vacant lands that are not contaminated, yet not suitable for development as a result 

of their locations, terrain, odd shapes and purposeful land use. Changing natural sites are often 

forbidden as they conserve areas such as water, wetlands, hillsides, riverbanks and river 

floodplains. Transportation-related sites as highways, bridges and railroad tracks were created 

through urban planning and are connected to road infrastructure (Kim et al. 2018). The authors 

state that contamination of these sites often restricts re-using them plus they often have little 

vegetation and trees, little space for planting, and have impervious cover. Rupprecht and Byrne 

(2014) studied informal green spaces and found these spaces to vary in their management, land 

use, history, scale, shape, soil characteristics and local urban context. Nine types of informal green 

spaces were differentiated: street verge, lot, gap, railway, brownfield, waterside, structural, 
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microsite and power line (Ibid.). These categories do not exclude each other and can be categorised 

as multiple types (Rupprecht, Byrne 2014). Acknowledging more specific types of vacant land, 

instead of just a wasteland or brownfield, helps to create a better basis for planning and 

conservation (Ibid.). 

 

 

1.2.4 Public perception of vacant areas 

 

Vacant urban areas have a generally negative perception and are often seen as a problem in urban 

zones (Kim et al. 2018; Kremer et al. 2013; Mathey et al. 2018). They form a pressing issue for 

city governments, which can be especially challenging for older cities that struggle financially and 

have substantial amounts of vacant land within the city limits (Kim et al. 2018; Newman et al. 

2018). Unmaintained vacant and derelict land, especially with abandoned buildings and garbage, 

can be discouraging for the residents to visit, portray a negative image about their community, 

have negative impact on local property values, and reduce the quality of life to nearby inhabitants 

and surrounding neighbourhoods (Kim et al. 2018). Many of these sites are contaminated and 

unsafe, and are seen as dysfunctional, unpleasant, and prone to illegal activities like littering, using 

drugs and functioning as habitats for the homeless (Anderson, Minor 2017; Nejman et al. 2018; 

Kim et al. 2018). The Documentary by Gandy et al. (2018) shows an example of how vacant areas 

in post war era Berlin were seen as troublesome and unattractive among politicians. It explains 

how these areas had become part of an unofficial park system with people’s support, yet decision 

makers wanted to eliminate these dirty and neglected sites as soon as possible (Gandy et al. 2018). 

 

Brownfields as urban greenspaces are desired are in some cases favoured by locals often favoured 

over redeveloping them (Matthey et al. 2018). When examined the perception and use of 

brownfields and their spontaneous vegetation by local residents in Dresden and Leipzig in 

Germany, it was found that many residents do use brownfields, have ideas about how they should 



 

15 

 

be utilized or designed, and are willing to take part in the transformation (Ibid.). The authors noted 

that judgements depend highly on the type of brownfield, particularly the density and structure of 

its vegetation. Brownfields with natural vegetation are preferred over areas with almost no 

vegetation, however, if there are recreational uses to brownfield sites, any real or imagined barriers 

can cause avoidance using them (Mathey et al. 2018). Moreover, urban derelict land is accepted 

by residents as recreational areas when there is some level of maintenance and accessibility 

(Hofmann et al. 2012). People typically accept derelict land with wild vegetation if there are signs 

of positive human influence such as mowing the grass or cutting back vegetation (Hofmann et al. 

2012; Rupprecht, Byrne 2014). Nejman et al. (2018) report that users prefer areas with a lot of 

greenery, easy accessibility and visible structures such as tall trees with open space in between, 

unmowed grasslands and glades. They add that closeness to residential areas, signs of management 

and available water bodies were also favoured while dense wilderness with undergrowth and 

rotting trees was perceived unattractive and useless. Kremer et al. (2013) mention that 

neighbourhood income also affects how much vacant areas are used. They explain that least 

frequently used lots are in areas with relatively high population density and low median household 

income. Negative perception of some residents may result in lack of improvement or removal of 

informal green spaces and restrict it to others with valued opportunities (Rupprecht, Byrne 2014). 

With improved technology in rehabilitating urban sites more people are starting to realise the 

potential of these post-industrial and sometimes contaminated sites (Kim et al. 2018). 

 

 

1.2.5 Uses of vacant sites 

 

The benefit of vacant sites to the local community is often not acknowledged (Kim et al. 2018). 

However, even though wastelands seem to be abandoned, they are in fact used intensively (Nejman 

et al. 2018). Urban derelict places can be valued and appreciated by a wide range of users including 

children, the elderly, young mothers, neighbourhood residents and the homeless (Unt, Bell 2014). 

Pyle (2002) praises the importance of vacant lots in his book “Eden in a Vacant Lot: Special Places, 
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Species, and Kids in the Neighbourhood of Life”. He states that cities need to keep the undedicated, 

unmanaged and undeveloped areas as natural environments for children where unplanned, 

unsupervised, and unexpected discovery can take place. He adds that urban open grounds provide 

children with opportunities for play and nature literacy. Derelict spaces offer alternatives to the 

typical open spaces like formal gardens and parks with high maintenance that are normally found 

in urban areas (Kim et al. 2018). Vacant land can be used effectively as an attractive outdoor 

environment and green space without turning it into a formal recreation area (Unt, Bell 2014). 

Parks are usually too managed and orderly to offer much of interest to adventuring youngsters 

(Pyle 2002). However, derelict places have informal character and absence of control which makes 

people feel free and spontaneous to their needs and ideas (Nejman et al. 2018). They are perceived 

as inclusive spaces where many forbidden public space activities are accepted (Nejman et al. 

2018). Moreover, vacant urban areas often have signs of people’s recreational use in forms of self-

made bonfire sites, sitting places, meeting points, sporting facilities, playgrounds and shelters 

(Nejman et al. 2018). Kim et al. (2018) suggest that urban vacant land has a huge potential as 

community resource for both short or long-term uses. Abandoned spaces are used for walking 

dogs, resting, relaxing, barbecuing and reading (Gandy et al. 2018). These informal and 

spontaneous uses may enrich the urban structure with their diversity (Unt et al. 2014) and can be 

ecological, economic and social resource (Anderson, Minor 2017; Nejman et al. 2018). Indeed, 

research done by Mathey et al. (2018) proposes that the use and design of green space should be 

re-evaluated in unconventional ways and suggests how urban residents can make the best use of 

the ecological and social potential of brownfields with spontaneous vegetation.  

Documentary Natura Urbana by Gandy et al. (2018) explains how in post war Berlin these 

seemingly empty sites offered respite from the city, opportunities for play, creativity and even 

scientific excursions. It showed how eventually these areas, called “brachen”, became part of an 

unofficial park system that were used for games, festivals and communal life. Urban activists 

started to protect these neighbourhoods and create diverse recreational open spaces which later 

became part of the city’s identity (Gandy et al. 2018).  

 

 



 

17 

 

1.2.6 Vacant areas as a part of the green network 

 

Informal urban greenspace such as vacant lots, street or railway edges and riverbanks are often 

unnoticed elements of nature in urban landscape (Rupprecht, Byrne 2014). Urbanisation causes 

fragmentation of natural habitats while creating comparatively unused environments (Bonthoux et 

al. 2014). These spaces can form a valuable part of green spaces in cities (Mathey et al. 2018; Unt, 

Bell 2014). With their spontaneous vegetation urban vacant areas increase biodiversity and provide 

substitute for natural areas (Bonthoux et al. 2014; Nejman et al. 2018; Mathey et al. 2018; Unt, 

Bell 2014). The wasteland biodiversity is mainly affected by the area size, age, soil, microclimate 

and vegetation structure plus the environment composition and geographic connectivity between 

other wastelands affect wasteland biodiversity at the landscape scale (Bonthoux et al. 2014). 

Botanists have discovered many new species of plants growing only on wastelands and 

interestingly, these areas are typically found to have higher numbers of different species than other 

urban green spaces, with wasteland size being positively related to the variety of species (Gandy 

et al. 2018). Different soil substrates have different plant communities and depending on the 

wasteland’s age different stages of vegetation (Ibid.). There is a form of succession in these empty 

landscapes which are first colonised by pioneer plant species and then eventually turn into forests 

(Gandy et al. 2018). 

Derelict sites with spontaneous vegetation play an important role in urban green infrastructure 

systems and increase the health of urban ecosystem and its community (Kim et al. 2018). These 

sites also provide and support many different ecosystem services in cities, for example reducing 

carbon from the atmosphere, runoff mitigation, food production, and recreation (Kim et al. 2018, 

Kremer et al. 2013; Mathey et al. 2018). Kim et al. (2018) explain in their research how every 

type of vacant land plays a role in ecosystem services and values that could be increased in the 

future. They add that each vacant land class, however, has its own abilities and restrictions. The 

research indicates that for example sites that are unattended with vegetation can capture or reduce 

stormwater runoff with their permeable land cover, reduce flooding, filter polluted water runoff, 

and recharge groundwater levels. The study notes that natural sites are especially important as the 

tree density and percentage of tree cover there is highest among other vacant land types, thus 



 

18 

 

having the largest carbon sequestration values. Kim et al. (2018) suggest that typically long and 

narrow shaped natural sites and transportation-related surrounding rivers, railroad lines or 

highways, and can potentially act as connectors between larger green networks. These corridors 

can be used for movement by urban wildlife, support city-wide biodiversity, provide opportunities 

for wildlife observation and improve the local urban ecology (Ibid.). 

 

 

1.2.7 Future uses for vacant lands 

 

Many cities today do not see ecological or cultural values in vacant lands through the normative 

economic approach (Kim et al. 2018). Despite the potential uses, these sites are often ignored and 

not fully valued as part of the urban landscape. However, in recent years the interest in urban 

vacant land has been increasing (Kim et al. 2018). Unt and Bell (2014) explain how many post-

industrial, post-war and post-Soviet landscapes are being changed, either giving old existing 

structures a new function or demolishing and replacing them, erasing their former image and 

memories. Yet, most cities do not have enough resources to maintain or improve vacant land and 

abandoned buildings, or are faced with legal constraints (Unt, Bell 2014; Kim et al. 2018). 

To create changes in vacant urban areas, they must be included in regional planning, new industries 

and jobs must be planned on strategic locations and new population density regulations must be 

implemented (Newman et al. 2018). Anderson and Minor (2017) claim that the answer to vacant 

lot restoration is an interdisciplinary approach combining economic, social and environmental 

needs and concerns into a comprehensive urban land use paradigm.  

Research by Kim et al. (2018) found that tax reduction, rehabilitation abatement and other vacant 

land investment policies from municipalities can encourage a redevelopment of derelict sites for 

both short and long-term uses. The research indicates that encouraging the private market for 

buying and redeveloping these sites also helps. The most optimal for cities is to acquire the derelict 

buildings, clean up the site, demolish any unsafe structures and keep the property until it can be 
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sold. Though this process takes time and commitment, it helps to make the neighbourhood more 

stable. In fact, maintenance itself already encourages redevelopment in the future, for which they 

suggested governments to support public and private maintenance groups (Kim et al. 2018). There 

must be cooperation between various stakeholders such as land managers, ecologists, sociologists, 

urban planners, and local communities in every stage of the restoration project from planning to 

follow-up (Anderson, Minor 2017; Kim et al. 2018; Mathey et al., 2018).  

Nejman et al. (2018) find that the existing urban planning system is not suitable for urban 

wastelands. It is important to form a knowledge base about the features of vacant lots, the potentials 

of uses they have and their possible social-ecological change through strategic urban planning and 

development (Kremer et al. 2013). This knowledge base will aid in informing planning and 

decision-making processes of urban land vacancy (Kremer et al., 2013; Kim et al. 2018). Within 

the knowledge base, there should be a classification system of urban vacant lands such as the one 

developed by Kim et al. (2018), to help planners, developers and residents appreciate, understand 

and plan vacant land more effectively. Classifying urban vacant lands is important as physical and 

natural characteristics of the site, for example contamination level, history and the quality of 

vegetation determine whether it is suitable for any kind of development, ecosystem conservation 

or whether it is of limited use. 
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2. Background of the study areas 

 

Northern Tallinn is one of the eight districts in Tallinn. It covers 15,19 km², which is 9,5% of 

Tallinn’s territory (Tallinn) and has a population of 60 097 people, which makes up 13,5% of the 

whole population in Tallinn (Tallinn).  

It is mostly located on a peninsula with 20 km of coastline, making up approximately 45% of total 

coastline in Tallinn (Tallinn). Seaside and access to the coastal areas are huge values of the district. 

Most of the harbours in Tallinn are located there (Tallinn Northern Tallinn is architecturally, 

historically and socially one of the most diverse districts in the capital (Tallinn). There are nine 

settlements with different historical, cultural and social background and five milieu valuable areas 

with characteristic 19th and 20th century two story wooden houses (Tallinn). 

Northern Tallinn was a popular recreation area for the citizens up until the 20th century (Nerman 

1996). Juske (2015) explains that development of Northern Tallinn has been strongly affected by 

opening the Baltic railway in 1870. Author adds that in the same year a big factory was built that 

repaired and maintained the trains and wagons, requiring labor. Many other big factories with 

worker settlements were built in Northern Tallinn throughout the years and shortly before the First 

World War three big ship building factories were constructed, turning the former holiday and 

recreation area into the most modern industrial area in Russian empire (Juske 2015; Nerman 1996). 

Nerman (1996) describes that during the war most of the workers, machinery and raw materials 

were evacuated to Russia leaving the buildings half deserted and plundered. He states that after 

the war Northern Tallinn was refurbished and the district had its golden age. Author continues that 

the beginning of the Soviet occupation in 1940 caused the decline of the area as many districts 

were isolated to military use, overall well-being decreased, and crime increased (Nerman 1996). 

Coastal areas were declared as border zones and access to harbours and seaside were highly 

regulated and controlled. This resulted in large coastal areas to stay undeveloped and vacant. After 

the Estonian independence many of the old factories could not adapt with the economic conditions 

and bankrupted (Nerman 1996). 
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Many areas are still vacant and derelict, making this district interesting to study and suitable for 

the research. Northern Tallinn has a huge potential for the future use and new developments 

(Tallinn). Northern Tallinn management plan sets the district's development directions until the 

year 2038. The goal of spatial planning is opening the seaside, preserving natural coast and creating 

pedestrian friendly environment plus additional swimming places in suitable areas (Tallinn) Many 

new housing areas are also being built.  
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3. Research questions 

 

This research aims to answer the following questions: 1) how do people use the selected vacant 

areas in Northern Tallinn? 2) what study areas are the most used? 3) how can users of the selected 

vacant areas be characterised? 4) how do users interact with different landscape elements and what 

elements of landscape in the selected vacant sites are the most popular? 5) how do the different 

types of access to the water affect the use types of the area on the research sites? 
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4. Methodology 

 

In order to find out if and how people use vacant areas in Northern Tallinn, suitable sites for the 

research had to be chosen, tested and analysed. The following chapters describe how the study was 

conducted. The first chapter describes how the observation sites were selected, the second part 

describes how the behaviour mapping protocol was put together and how the systematic 

observations were carried out on the sites. The last part explains how data from the site visits and 

behaviour mapping was analysed. 

 

 

4.1 Observation sites 

 

The sites for this research in Northern Tallinn were chosen according to the following criteria that 

they had to be vacant without a clear function, located near a residential area in Northern Tallinn 

and have different comparable characters. It was important to have at least one site that had a direct 

contact with water, one site with visual contact with water and one site with no contact with water. 

Sites in similar sizes and close proximity were preferred. Sites located close to each other have 

more similar outer factors like the type of neighbourhood and community they are surrounded by. 

This allowed comparing the sites without drastic external differences. Furthermore, closer 

proximity of sites increases the convenience of site visits and observations. For this research, the 

intention was to choose a smaller number of sites with different spatial qualities and a bigger 

number of observation sessions for each site.  

 

The sites for the research were chosen using the geo maps and analysing spatial data on Estonian 

land boards Geoportal and Google Earth Pro. The maps were examined for empty plots of lands 

without dominating buildings and infrastructure and traces of natural land cover and vegetation. 

Comparing orthophotos from different years allowed seeing signs of vacancy such as changes in 

the landscape and vegetation or signs of decay and abandonment. From the Land registry database 
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on Geoportaal, purpose and ownership of the plots were checked. Sites that were residential land, 

business land, production land, national defence land or residential building land were excluded. 

Ideal vacant sites were declared functionless land meaning there was no use official for these areas. 

The sites could also be communal/public land and exceptions were made on transport land (vacant 

areas are often roadsides, and areas along railways and other transport routes) and waste facility 

land. Plots that were owned by the state or municipality were preferred for the research Exceptions 

were made on privately owned land if it was open to access and is a part of a larger green network. 

 

Various vacant plots in different shapes and sizes were found and four suitable sites (Figure 1) in 

the northern part of the district by the Paljassaare Gulf were chosen for the research. Site one and 

two have direct access to the sea, site three has a visual contact with Paljassaare Bay and Tallinn 

Bay minor. Site four has no relation to water. These sites are made up of one or more plots of land 

that form their distinctive shapes. The size of these sites made them comparable to nearby parks 

and other formal green spaces. The sites were visited once prior to the observations to confirm 

their suitability for the research. Indeed, all four sites met the predetermined requirements. 

 

Vacancy type of each site was determined as well using vacant land classification by Kim et al. 

(2019) and a master’s thesis by Kiisk (2019) about vacant land typology in Northern Tallinn. 

 

Figure 1. Location of the sites (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 
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4.1.1 Site 1 – Seaside 

 

Site number one (Image 1, 2) is a coastal landscape along Paljassaare Gulf. It consists of two plots 

of land making up almost 5 hectares of land. An irregularly shaped and privately-owned common 

land of 40 762 m² on the western side (Fig. 2) and a linear and narrow municipally owned transport 

land of 9119 m² on the eastern side (Fig. 3). The site has a physical access to the sea and a visual 

access from all over the site. Using Kim et al. (2018) vacant land typology its type is unattended 

with vegetation. It has characteristics of a natural site with its long and narrow shape and coastal 

characteristics however, there are elements of infrastructure and ongoing construction on the site. 

Image 1. View to site 1 from the west (Author, 2020). 
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Image 2. View to site 1 from the east (Author, 2020). 

North side of the site is bordered by the sea. In the south there is an industrial area, different 

apartment houses, a parking lot, construction sites and vacant plots of land. Along the coast to the 

east is Paljassaare Peninsula and to the west Kopli Peninsula, which is fenced off on the coast and 

the property of BLRT group. There is also a railway on the western side on top of a slope bordering 

the site.  

Southwest of the site is a historical residential neighbourhood Kopli Lines. Mäeorg (2017) states 

that these wooden apartment houses were built in 1914-1916 for the workers of Russian-Baltic 

ship factory. Autor adds that the area started to decline during the Soviet Union as the residents 

changed from workers to refugees, houses started to decay and caught on fire. The area could have 

been restored in the beginning of the 1990s however, the negative image of it as a gathering place 

for criminals and drug addicts caused it to stay degrading and neglected (Mäeorg 2017). 

The old residential area was bought in 2015 by Fundehitus construction firm, that started 

developing Kopli Lines, which in the long term forms 20 ha of wholesome living environment 

with new homes, a shopping centre, office spaces, a kindergarten and a beach promenade with 

recreation, play, and sporting area (Fundehitus). There is a big scale construction work in progress. 

All the old buildings have been or are in the midst of demolition. New buildings have already been 

built in the east along Sepa street and new residents have moved in. Construction area where the 

renovation work is still in progress has been fenced off up until the beach with a distinctive metal 
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construction site fence. Area near the parking lot is dug up and the first steps of building a new 

promenade and seasonal café are being made. 

The coast on the west side is shallow and sandy. The beach strip with sand is on average 8 meters 

wide. It is not an official beach and there is no information about swimming there. There are no 

formal built elements on the site, such as changing cabins, seating or trash cans. The only remains 

of built elements are seven old concrete lamp posts in a row that do not work. Reeds grow along 

the beach and land inwards there is a field of overgrown grass. Along the southern border are 

bushes and a row of high trees. On the most western side is an open area with overgrown grass 

and a few clusters of trees. The coast at this location is a bit steeper and rockier. There is a path 

along the coast between the grass and many smaller pathways to it. 

The coast on the eastern plot of the land is narrow and rocky. There are slabs of limestone and a 

strip of seaweed washed ashore. Near the parking lot are also big boulders. The eastern side of the 

plot is covered in mowed grass and there is a big concrete block going into the sea on the coast. 

The area behind the industrial buildings is covered in trees and bushes. Next to the industrial area 

is a small settlement of the homeless with tents and clothes racks. Along the shore is a pathway. 

There is moderate amount of vegetation on the site. Different sizes of trees, bushes, grasses and 

reeds. A few apple trees are growing in the open area on the Western side. There are many signs 

of use throughout the site. Along the coast are around eight self-made fireplaces and a few sitting 

benches. Wall behind the industrial area and abandoned buildings in Kopli Lines are covered with 

graffiti. Throughout the site there are some empty bottles, packages and plastic pieces laying 

around the paths and in the vegetation. 
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Figure 2. Western side of site one (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). There is a main path along the coast with many crossing 

paths to the thick vegetation in the south. There are four remains of campfires and four sitting places, also some trash 

along the coast and in the dense vegetation. Multiple entrances from the southern side.  

Figure 3. Eastern side of site one (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). There is a path along the coast and two open areas for 

entering the site. There are in total seven campfire remains, two sitting places and a few pieces of trash. Entrances to 

the area from the south and east.  
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4.1.2 Site 2 – Open field 

 

Site number two (Image 3, 4) is located along the east coast from site one and to the north from 

site three. It consists of irregularly shaped 45 508 m² state owned land without intended use (Maa-

amet). It is a flat open field, covered mostly in different grasses and reed by the sea (Fig. 4). There 

is physical access to the sea and visual access from more than half of the site. By the classification 

of Kim et al. (2018) this observation site is a natural site. It could be classified also as an unattended 

site with vegetation however, there are no dominating structures or remains from previous use. 

Image 3. View from the northern part of site 2 to the sea (Author, 2020). 
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Image 4. View to the north from the middle of site 2 (author, 2020). 

 

The North side of the area is bordered with the Sea and on the southern border there is an area of 

small garage boxes - Paljassaare garage cooperative. Right next to the garage boxes to the west 

there is site nr. 3 - an old garbage mound. Not all the borders of the lot are visually distinguishable. 

The eastern side is bordered with a similar looking empty lot with a lake which is marked as waste 

facility land (Maa-amet). From that lot starts a gravel road to Paljassaare Peninsula which is 

connected through different paths to this observation site. To the west from the site are backyards 

of the houses along Neeme street and another similar looking empty field with asphalt roads. 

Between the observation site and the field is a temporary metal fence seen around building sites. 

The field is divided into two lots, smaller one marked without intended use land and the bigger 

one as 95% production land and 5% living land (Maa-amet). On the housing lot closest to the sea 

is also an old Kopli military cordon building. (Pärn, 2016) 

The coast of the site is sandy and shallow. There is seaweed and some stones washed to the shore. 

There are a few paths along the coast in the sand and between the reeds that are used to go to 

Paljassaare Peninsula. Moving further from the coast there is a shallow overgrown pond with reeds 

and thick vegetation. There are plastic bags and other trash laying around. Behind the pond is a 

dirt road that connects the gravel road from Paljassaare Peninsula to an asphalt road, which leads 

through this observation site to Neeme street. Next to the dirt road lay a few stone boulders of one 

meter in diameter. After the road is an edge to a higher plateau which makes up most of the site. 
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The plateau is formed by different soils that are dumped here from the landfill site. Through the 

plateau goes a dirt road from the landfill to the gravel road leading to Paljassaare Peninsula. Next 

to the road is a group of stones and small trees with some trash laying around. The middle of the 

plateau and the path are often muddy with big puddles. Along the southern border near the garage 

boxes is another dirt road to the Peninsula. 

Vegetation on this site is quite sparse. Except for the grass on the plateau and reeds near the sea 

there are some trees and bushes along the western and southern edge. Lack of high vegetation 

makes the site open for the natural elements like wind and rain. There are not so many signs of use 

on this site. The most visible ones are the roads going all across the area. People and dog footprints, 

bicycle and motorised vehicle tire marks are especially visible in the mud when the ground is more 

wet. There can also be seen trash laying around, although it is mostly covered by vegetation. It is 

mainly in the thick vegetation on the western side, though some larger pieces like construction 

elements and old furniture are scattered around the open field. There are two self-made fireplaces 

on the site. One is near the boulders next to the pond and another one in the middle of the plateau 

by the road. Two buildings on the western side also have graffiti on them.  

Figure 4. Site two (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). There are various paths on the site going to the Paljassaare Peninsula 

and to the waterside. There are three campfire remains on the site, one sitting area and trash laying around the site in 

dense vegetation areas. Multiple entrances to the site from three sides.  
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4.1.3 Site 3 – Old garbage mound 

 

Third observation site is located south from site number two (Image 5, 6). It is an old garbage 

mound with a 119 643 m² privately owned waste facility land (Maa-amet). It has no physical 

connection to water, although Paljassaare Bay and Kaelajärv lake can be seen from on top of the 

Kopli hill garbage mound and up until the lowest elevation in the Northern side (Fig. 5, 6). By 

Kim et al. (2018) classification this site is a post-industrial site. The area used to be a clay digging 

quarry for a building ceramic company and in 1990 was taken to use as a garbage disposal area for 

construction waste and moderately contaminated soil (Milve 1996). The garbage disposal was 

closed in 2016 when the quarry was filled and the hill from the thrash had grown to 30 meters 

(Kreek 2006). 

Image 5. View to the sea from the top of the hill on site 3 (author, 2020). 
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Image 6. View to the hill from the south east on site 3 (Author, 2020). 

The plot of the land is irregularly shaped. On the west side is the old garbage mound and on the 

east side there is a yard and a building of a demolition company, metal containers and piles of 

sand, gravel and soil. Northern side of the site is bordered with an empty vacant field on the 

northwest side and a garage cooperative on the northeast side. South of the site is Maleva street, 

two apartment buildings and an industrial area. On the west there are backyards of the houses on 

Neeme street and on the east an empty open vacant field. The whole site is fenced except from the 

eastern side where there is a vacant open field. In the north and west there is a temporary metal 

fence that is used in construction sites. Also, some big concrete blocks. In the south there is a metal 

fence along the road, wooden fence along the housing areas and chain link fence along the 

industrial area. There is also a chain fence along the border with garage boxes. In the north and in 

the south, there are holes in the wall, used as entrances to the site. 

The mound is now covered with a layer of soil and mowed grass. There is a gravel path around 

and to the top of the hill and a dirt path from north to south over the hill. Around the hill is also a 

rainwater ditch. On top of the hill is a small gravel field with four stone boulders with some graffiti 

on them. There are also some stone boulders in the eastern and southern part of the hill and near 

the hole in the wall at the southern corner. Vegetation on the site is quite modest. There are 

deciduous trees along the southern border and fence and young pine trees on the southwest of the 

hill. A few clusters of trees are to the east from the hill and a row of Sorbus aucuparia trees planted 
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along the fence on the northwest border. Due to lack of vegetation on the hill the site is often windy 

and open for precipitation. 

The main sign of human activity on the site is a storage area and building of a demolition company 

at the eastern corner of the site. This gravel field with muddy roads, piles of soil and metal 

containers is quite an eyesore. Other signs of use on the site are different paths around and over 

the garbage mound, some graffiti on the stones and wooden fence in the South. Around a few 

places there is also trash and alcohol bottles laying on the ground. 

Koppel (2018) states that the future plan with the site is to develop housing, business and 

production areas around the garbage mound. Building on the hill is restricted as the garbage site 

was just recently closed, and the environmental tests are still in progress. A light traffic road is still 

going to be made on the garbage mound in the near future (Koppel 2018). 

Figure 5. Northern side of site three (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). There are paths around and to the top of the garbage 

mound, plus to the garage cooperative site. There are no campfires or sitting places on the northern side of the site. 

Trash is laying around on the top of the hill and between the soil mounds. Entrances to the site from the northwest 

side and from the east. 
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Figure 6. Southern side of site three (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). There are paths around and to the top of the garbage 

mound, as well as to the industrial part of the site on the east. There is a place with campfire remains however, no self 

made sitting places. There is quite a lot of trash in the vegetation and along the fence in the south. Entrance to the site 

from the south.  
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4.1.4 Site 4 – Railroad 

 

Site four (Image 7, 8) is located southeast from the third observation site. The site consists of 

different characteristic areas around an intersection of three railways (Fig. 7, 8). There is no 

relation to water on this site. The type by Kim et al. (2018) is a transportation-related land. The 

area consists of seven different shaped and sized lots or parts of them, with their ownership varying 

from privately owned and municipal to public body (Maa-amet). One plot in size of 3582 m² is 

marked as production land, five plots are marked as transportation-related land and a large area of 

the fourth observation site is without any information about it (Maa-amet). 

Image 7. View to the west from the southern part of site 4 (Author, 2020). 
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Image 8. View to the site 4 from the north (Author, 2020). 

 

The whole area which makes up 70 000 m² is situated between concrete fences of industrial areas 

on both sides, Laevastiku street in the north, Kopli street in the south and small fragments of 

Maleva street and Paljassaare road on the west and the east.  

 

The site can be divided into three distinctive zones. Northern side of the site along the railway 

track is narrow and linear. It forms a corridor between two graffiti covered concrete walls on both 

sides of the railway. There is a path along the western wall and a metal transmission tower in the 

top corner of the site. There are also two concrete blocks covered in broken glass next to the 

railway. The site is almost completely overgrown by high grass, whereas the railway with its gravel 

base is bare. There are smaller trees and bushes along the eastern wall, also trash. 

 

Centre of the area with an intersection of three railways is shaped like a triangle. The area in the 

top is a field with overgrown grass and a transmission tower. Close by the middle railway tracks 

is a cluster of trees, parts of the railway and self-made fireplaces and seating places. Area between 

the two railways is almost completely covered with thick vegetation like trees and bushes. Around 

the transmission tower in the middle is high grass. There is also a lot of trash laying around. On 

the very west side of this area in the woods is a pathway, self-made sitting place, trash and piles 

of soil.  
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Southern part of the site is a linear area with two tramlines between Kopli street and a railway. It 

is the most open and managed area with cut grass and a long avenue of Tilia trees. The avenue 

does not seem to have a certain purpose. The trees are in the middle of the grass field without any 

paths leading to it. There are clusters of bigger trees also along Kopli street and eastern side. Along 

and over the railway and tram lines are pathways. In the avenue lay some piles of stones and trash, 

there is also trash along the railway in the west. 

 

This site has various signs of human presence. It has the most trash laying around among all the 

observation sites. Also, the most graffiti, which was on all the concrete walls. There were multiple 

paths through the area, many fireplaces and self-made seating. 

Figure 7. Northern side of site four (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). The main movement on this side of the site is along 

and onto the railway. There is a fireplace and some trash along the railway. Entrances to the site from the north. 
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Figure 8. Southern side of site four (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). There is a network of paths connected to railways and 

through the site. Main movement is along the railway from west to east and into the centre of the site. There are seven 

campfire remains in the centre of the site and seven self-made sitting places. There is a lot of trash in the vegetation 

and along the railway. Entrances to the site from the west, south and east. 
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4.2 Behaviour mappings 

 

25 separate site visits for behaviour mapping were conducted in total from the period of September 

2019 to April 2020 on each of the sites. The schedule for the observations was designed with the 

following principles: 1) The visits took place both on weekends and weekdays. 2) These visits 

were carried out at different moments throughout the day: Morning (07:00 - 11:00), lunchtime 

(11:00 - 13:00), afternoon (13:00 - 17:00) and evening (17:00 - 21:00). 3) It was aimed to have an 

even number or visits in the autumn, winter and springtime, as well as between weekdays and 

weekends and different times of the day (Table 1). In total there were two site visits on weekday 

mornings and three on the weekend mornings. Three during the lunchtime on weekdays and two 

on the weekend lunchtime. Three site visits on both weekday and weekend afternoons. Six visits 

on weekday evenings and three on the weekend evenings. 

 
Table 1. Date, day type and daytime of the site visits (Author, 2020). 
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Behaviour mapping protocols were made based on the BlueHealth Behavioural Assessment Tool 

(BBAT), which is used for systematic observations of site users on water-related sites. The 

protocols (Fig. 9) were printed on the two sided A4 papers with forms for the date, time of the day 

(morning, lunchtime, afternoon or evening) and the weather conditions (temperature, precipitation, 

cloud condition and wind) of the visit on the one side and a map of the study site with lists of 

activities on the other side. Waves and water levels were also recorded however, not used in the 

further analysis. The maps were extracted from the Web Map Server of the Estonian Land Board. 

Images of the maps were edited in Photoshop, made black and white with lighter background and 

then scaled to fit the observation paper.  

 

The list of activities was selected from the activities from the BBAT, generated from expected 

possible activities on vacant sites and added based on activities that were seen during the 

observations. 

 

To gather information about vacant sites and their uses, people using the sites had to be marked 

on a map precisely where they were spotted. The person was marked down as a dot on an exact 

location on the map specifying the age, gender, social group and activity using a specific code. If 

the activity was too complicated and consisting of very specific things it was written down as a 

note. Marking the user on precise location allows to analyse the exact areas that people use. Having 

detailed information about the user and the activity allows to analyse different user groups and 

activities.  

Different notes and photographs of the site characteristics were collected for further understanding 

and analysing of the site. 
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Figure 9. Empty behaviour mapping protocol of the eastern side of site 1 (Author, 2020). 
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4.3 Analysis of the data 

 

The data collected with the systematic observations and behaviour mappings was categorised and 

analysed to create an overview of the different users and activities on the four vacant sites. 

 

The data from the behaviour mapping protocols was entered to Microsoft Excel to organise and 

analyse it. The data in MS Excel was used in data visualisation and analytics software Tableau to 

create various figures and tables to illustrate the results from the behaviour mappings. 

Digital maps were created using Adobe Photoshop in a similar method than Unt and Bell (2014) 

and Goliznik and Ward Thompson 2010 to show the spatial data of the behaviour mappings. 

Gender and age of users were differentiated by colour with each layer of information specifying 

the location of all documented site users of one age group of the same gender. The digital database 

of all four sites represents 25 mapping protocols and was analysed both separately and layer by 

layer to discuss daily visits and composites for overall spatial pattern analysis. 

Each site was divided into behaviour setting areas based on the distinctive characteristics, 

landscape elements, and natural and physical differences.   
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5. Results 

 

After combining and analysing the behaviour mapping protocols, creating different maps and 

analysing the data, results about the vacant areas in Northern Tallinn were obtained. The gathered 

data provides information about different categories of topics and helps to answer the set research 

questions.  

 

The following chapters explain how the four selected areas differ in their character, the use of 

those sites, use between sites with (direct, limited, visual) and without access to water the 

interactions with landscape elements and behaviour settings, age and gender variables on sites and 

use of sites with different weather conditions. 

 

The results on the graphs are rounded up to zero comma points which may add up the percentage 

+/- 100%. 

 

 

5.1 The differences in sites character 

 

All of the four selected sites are vacant and have no formal use. Site one and two have direct 

physical access to water in Paljassaare Bay, site three has visual access to water and site four has 

no connection to water. All four sites are different in their character. Site one at the seaside is open 

and narrow along the coast. Site two at the open field is vast and plain. Site three at the old garbage 

mound is distinctive by the grass covered hill that covers the majority of the area. Site four at the 

railroad is a mix of industrial remains and overgrown vegetation. 

 

Comparing the sites by their elements (Table 2), it can be seen that they have their differences. 

There are variations in the borders and surrounding areas around. All four sites have five to seven 

different types of borders around them with site three having the most variety and site two having 

the least. Sites one and two have borders with sea while sites three and four have borders with one 
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or multiple roads. Sites one and four also have borders with a railway. Apartment houses are 

bordering sites one and three, while there are private houses around sites two and three. There are 

industrial areas around sites one, three and four and a big garage cooperative on the border with 

sites two, three and four. All four sites have another vacant area next to them and a fence or a wall 

as a border on at least one of the sides. 

 

All four sites still keep the physical remains from the past uses. The most common elements are 

concrete blocks, they are present on all sites. Site one and two have the least remains with light 

posts on site one and road on site two. Site three is the only site with a remaining building and site 

four has in addition to previous elements also railway tracks, transmission towers and walls. 

 

When comparing natural elements on the sites, site one, two and three have the most diverse 

elements and site three the least. There are trees, bushes and grass on all four sites however, sites 

one, two and four have the most natural and unmanaged characteristics with thick vegetation, 

overgrown grasses and reeds. There are natural stone boulders on sites one, two and three. Site one 

and two have a beach and seaweed, site two and four a pond. On site four there is an alley of trees 

and site one is the only one with cut trees. 

 

There are different added elements from various uses on all four sites. For example, remains of 

campfires, graffiti, trash and pathways. All sites except old garbage mound have self-made sitting 

places and site one even had a plastic chair by the seaside. Sites one, three and four have mounds 

of soil and gravel in different sizes as a result of construction works or simply storing it. Site one 

and four have the most of these added elements. There is ongoing construction work on site one 

where a new housing district and promenade is being built and on site four where a small building 

was demolished. On both of the two sites there are parking cars and a drug syringe laying on the 

ground. Site four has also areas of burned grass. 
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Table 2. Site elements (Author, 2020). Site 1 - seaside, site 2 - open field, site 3 - old garbage mound, site 4 - railroad  
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5.2 The uses of vacant land in Northern Tallinn 

 

Results of the site visits and behaviour mappings in chosen vacant sites in Northern Tallinn show 

that people do use these areas for various activities. All four sites had numerous people recorded 

on them. Depending on the time and day there were not always users in all sites, nevertheless there 

were no occasions where none of the sites did not have any visitors. In total there were 617 people 

recorded with 25 site visits. This means on average 24 people in total by four vacant sites each 

visitation. Categorisation of users by social groups (Fig 9.) shows that 203 people used the site 

alone, 296 in pairs and 117 in groups of three or more people. 

 
Figure 9. Use of sites by social groups (Author, 2020). 

 

People use these sites for various activities. Using the categorization from the behaviour mapping 

protocols, there were activities on foot and on wheels, different sports, activities involving water, 

play etc. No destructive or antisocial activities were noticed. The most popular activity category 

(Fig. 10) was activity on foot with remarkable eighty four percent of all uses (520 people). Wheeled 

activities category was second with just ten percent of all uses (64 people). Marginal uses of play, 

interaction with water, and sports make up only five percent of all uses (34 people). Creative 

activities were under one percent and no antisocial or destructive activities were recorded. 
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Figure 10. Top activities by category (Author, 2020). 

 

From 617 recorded people, 520 were involved with activities on foot, making it predominantly the 

largest activity group. Sub-activities on foot (Fig. 11) show that almost half of all on foot activities 

were strolling (252 people). Fairly popular was standing, making up over quarter of uses (145 

people). Three least popular sub-activities were walking with a dog (69 people), sitting or 

crouching (30 people), and walking quickly (24 people). No people were seen on the sites lying 

down, which was also possible on foot activity.  

 
Figure 11. Sub-activities on foot (Author, 2020). 

 

The top primary activities (Fig. 12) were strolling, with over forty percent of all users (252 people) 

and standing with almost quarter of all users (145 people) Barely over ten percent of users were 

walking with a dog (69 people) and ten percent of users were cycling (60 people). The minority of 
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users made up the last fifteen percent with sitting or crouching (30 people), walking quickly (24 

people), other activities (21 people), interacting with water (11 people), and running or jogging (6 

people). The marginal activities that were grouped together as “other”, were identified by less than 

six people doing them.  

 
Figure 12. Top primary activities (Author, 2020). 

 

305 users were also involved in secondary activities. 381 secondary activities were recorded as 

one person could participate in multiple ones. The top secondary activity (Fig. 13) was chatting, 

with more than half of the users (189 people). The next most popular secondary activity was 

observing the landscape with a quarter of all users (77 people). The third and fourth most popular 

secondary activities were other (36 people) and photographing (28 people) making up a bit over 

twenty percent. Minority of secondary activities, making up almost twenty percent were 

consuming alcohol (16 people), smoking (13 people), talking on phone (11 people), and using a 

smartphone (11 people). The marginal secondary activities that were grouped together as “other”, 

were identified by less than six people doing them. 
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Figure 13. Top secondary activities (Author, 2020). 
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5.3 The difference in use between sites with different types of access 

to water 

 

There were noticeable differences in use between the four sites. As seen from figure 14, site one 

with the direct access to water had the largest number of users (340), followed by site four with no 

access to water (123), site three with visual access to water (96) and site two with direct access to 

water (58).  

 
Figure 14. Division of site users (Author, 2020). 

 

Activity categories by site (Fig. 15) shows that activity on foot was the most popular activity group 

on all four sites. It was making up an average of eighty percent of users, regardless of the access 

type to water. The second most popular activity group with remarkably lower percentage of users 

on all sites was wheeled activities. The highest percentage of users on wheels was on site two with 

almost thirty percent (16 people) and the second highest on site four with over fifteen percent (21 

people). Lowest percentage of users on wheels was on site one with five percent (18 people) and 

on site three with almost ten percent (9 people). On site one under five percent of people were also 

involved in play (12 people), three percent in interaction with water (11 people), and one percent 

in sports (3 people). On site two the marginal number of users with three percent were doing sports 

(2 people). On site three minority of users with three percent were involved in play (3 people) and 

two percent in sports (2 people). On site four one percent of users were involved in sports activities 

(1 person). 
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Figure 15. Activity categories by site (Author, 2020). Site 1 - physical access to the water along the edge of the site. 

Site 2 - physical access to the water along the short edge of the site. Site 3 - visual access to the water from the hilltop. 

Site 4 - no access to the water. 

 

Top activities by site (Fig. 16) shows that strolling was the most popular activity on all sites. On 

site 1 and site 2 it made up almost half of all the uses (155 people on site 1 and 26 people on site 

2). On site 3 and site 4 it was over a quarter of uses (26 people on site 3 and 45 people on site 4). 

Standing was the second most popular activity with around quarter of all uses on site 1 (91 people), 

site 3 (24 people) and site 4 (24 people). On site 2 it was only ten percent (6 people). The second 

most popular activity on site 2 with over a quarter of users was cycling (16 people) and third most 

popular with also over a quarter of users on site 4 (20 people). On sites 1 and site 3 cycling was 

less popular with under ten percent of users (15 people on site 1 and 9 people on site 3). Walking 

with a dog was also quite popular, making up over ten percent of uses on site 1 (37 people), fifteen 

percent of uses on site 3 (14 people) and over ten percent of uses on site 4 (14 people) however, it 

was not as common on site 2 (4 people). Sitting or crouching was seen more on site 3 with over 

ten percent of users (12 people). On other sites it was less frequent (12 people on site 1, 4 people 

on site 2 and 2 people on site 4). Over ten percent of users on site 4 were walking quickly (16 

people). On site 3 it was over five percent (6 people) and one percent on site 1 (2 people). 

Interacting with water was seen only on site 1 with under five percent of users (11 people) and 

doing sports with two percent on site 3 (2 people) and one percent on site 1 and 4 (3 people on site 

1 and 1 person on site 4). Activities with under six people were counted as “other”. 



 

53 

 

Figure 16. Top activities by site (Author, 2020). Site 1 - physical access to the water along the edge of the site. Site 2 

- physical access to the water along the short edge of the site. Site 3 - visual access to the water from the hilltop. Site 

4 - no access to the water. 

 

Results of the secondary activities on sites (Fig. 17) shows how the secondary activities divided 

on each site. Not all site users had a secondary activity and each person could be involved in 

multiple secondary activities. The most popular secondary activity among all sites was chatting 

with over fifty percent of users (113 people on site 1, 7 people on site 2, 41 people on site 3 and 

28 people on site 4). The second most popular secondary activity on site 1 and site 3 was observing 

a landscape with over a quarter of users on site 1 (62 people) and almost twenty percent of users 

on site 3 (11 people). Observing a landscape was less prevalent on site 2 and site 4 with under ten 

percent of users (1 person on site 2 and 4 people on site 4). Photographing made up ten percent of 

secondary activities on site 1 (18 people), almost a quarter on site 2 (3 people) and over ten percent 

on site 3 (7 people). On site 4 no one was seen making photos. Consuming alcohol or being under 

influence and smoking were quite favoured secondary activities on site 4 with almost a quarter of 

people consuming alcohol (11 people) and over ten percent smoking (7 people). On site 1 alcohol 

consumption made up one percent of secondary activities (2 people) and smoking two percent (4 

people). On site 3 five percent of secondary uses was consuming alcohol (3 people) and smoking 

under five percent (2 people). On site 2 consuming alcohol or smoking was not observed. Five 

percent of users were talking on the phone on site 1 (9 people) and two percent on site 3 and site 

4 (1 person on both sites). Under five percent of users were using a smartphone on site 1 (5 people), 

almost ten percent on site 3 (5 people), and two percent on site 4 (1 person). Secondary activities 

with less than six users were counted as “other”. 
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Figure 17. Secondary activities by site (Author, 2020). Site 1 - physical access to the water along the edge of the site. 

Site 2 - physical access to the water along the short edge of the site. Site 3 - visual access to the water from the hilltop. 

Site 4 - no access to the water. 

 

 

5.4 The effect of access to water to longer-stay uses on sites 

 

Activities taking place on the selected vacant sites in Northern Tallinn vary from cycling and 

walking quickly to sitting or standing. Some people simply move through the site while others stop 

to spend some time. Results of different activities from the previous topic were categorised into 

long-term and short-term activities. Walking quickly, jogging or running and wheeled activities 

were counted as short-term activities as the user moves through the activity much faster than with 

other activities and the interaction with the site and its elements is minimal. Slow-pace activities 

like strolling, walking with a dog and stationary activities like sitting or crouching, standing, pond 

dipping and creation activities were counted as long-term activities. 

 

It is tested in this paragraph whether the access to water on the vacant sites has an effect on longer 

stay uses. Results of short and long-term activities on all vacant sites (Fig. 18) shows that people 

were using them predominantly for long-term activities. 
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Figure 18. Short and long-term activities (Author, 2020). 

 

Comparison between short and long-term activities by site (Fig. 19) shows that there are noticeable 

variations between the four vacant sites. All four sites were mainly used for long-term activities, 

although there are differences in what extent. Site 1 with direct access to water was almost entirely 

used for long-term activities. Site 3 with visual access to water has the second highest percentage 

of long-term activities. Site 2 with direct access with water and site 4 with no connection to water 

have the highest percentage of site users involved in short-term activities.  

Figure 19. Long-term and short-term activities by site (Author, 2020). Site 1 - physical access to the water along the 

edge of the site. Site 2 - physical access to the water along the short edge of the site. Site 3 - visual access to the water 

from the hilltop. Site 4 - no access to the water. 
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5.5 The interactions of users with landscape elements and behaviour 

settings 

 

Recorded people by behaviour mapping were using different parts and objects of the vacant sites. 

Essential features like paths, roads, landscape types and various objects make up landscape 

elements. Landscape elements that each user was directly using were documented. It was possible 

to be involved with more than one landscape element for example, a boulder and a hill when a user 

is sitting on a boulder on a hilltop. 

 

The most popular landscape element (Fig. 20) was path with almost half of the users (297 people). 

The second most popular was coast or beach with almost a quarter of all users (149 people). 

Following up were hill and road with over ten percent (71 people) and grass with almost ten percent 

of users (56 people). The least popular elements, making up almost fifteen percent were railway 

(20 people), boulder stones (19 people), shortcut (19 people) and concrete block to the sea (18 

people). Marginal uses were for campfire (6 people), concrete block (4 people) and self-made seats 

(2 people) which were added up and marked as others. 

 
Figure 20. Use of landscape elements by popularity (Author, 2020). 

 

Superimposition maps of behaviour mapping protocols from 25 site visits show the locations and 

spatial distributions of the recorded site users on different dates and times of the day. Comparing 

the behaviour mapping protocols with landscape elements map shows people's interaction with 
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those elements and combining behaviour mappings with behaviour settings map shows which 

areas of vacant sites according to their settings are used and which are not. 

 

Compilation of behaviour mapping protocols on the western side of site one (Fig. 21, 22) shows 

noticeable clusters of users along the coast and a decrease of users descending from the coast. The 

largest group of people can be seen strolling and cycling in the middle of the area around a 

campfire, sitting place and two entrances from Liinivahe street. There is also a group of users 

strolling and standing on the left side of the site, on the coast around another campfire and sitting 

place. Many people are strolling in pairs or alone on the beach and on a path along the coast, and 

some people can be seen on the paths in the southwestern part of the site. Although people are 

around two of the campfires and sitting places, they do not use them. 

Figure 21. Behaviour mappings and landscape elements on western side of site 1 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 

 

Behaviour settings map of the western side of site one (Fig. 22) shows that the majority of the 

users are on the open field with paths and overgrown grass (beh. setting 4). Many users are also 

on the beach (beh. setting 3 and beh. setting 6) and some on the open field (beh. setting 2). A few 

people use the rocky coast (beh. setting 1) and the paths under the big trees (beh. setting 5). Areas 

with dense vegetation (beh. setting 7) and gravel and soil mounds (beh. setting 8) are avoided. 
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Figure 22. Behaviour mappings and behaviour settings on the western side of site 1 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). (1) 

rocky coast with reeds and seaweed. (2) open field with a slope, apple trees and overgrown grass. (3) sandy beach 

with pebbles. (4) open field with paths and overgrown grass. (5) area with big trees, bushes and overgrown grass. (6) 

sandy beach. (7) area with dense vegetation, trees and bushes. (8) area with gravel and soil mounds, trees and 

overgrown grass. 

 

The eastern side of site one is almost fully covered by different users (Fig. 23, 24). There are bigger 

groups of people strolling or standing on the coast and at the entrances. The densest clusters are 

on the far-right side of the site by the concrete blocks descending to the sea and in the middle of 

the site at a bigger open area. Majority of people are strolling along the path or on the beach. Many 

people stand on the sea bank or sit on the boulders. There are some kids playing and throwing 

rocks in the water and two men are going to the sea with a motorboat. Campfires and sitting places 

are not attracting any users and people sit rather on the stone boulders or on the edge of a sea bank. 
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Figure 23. Behaviour mappings and landscape elements on eastern side of site 1 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 

 

From the behaviour settings map of the eastern side of site one (Fig. 24), it can be seen that the 

most popular are beach settings and flat open areas. Setting with the highest number of users is a 

flat open area with a sea bank, which is now partly under promenade construction (beh. setting 4). 

Following up is a beach with stones and concrete blocks (beh. setting 8), flat open coast with 

mowed grass (beh. setting 9), and beach with stone boulders (beh. setting 3). Fairly popular is 

sandy beach (beh. setting 1), stony beach with boulders and stones (beh. setting 5), and a flat open 

stony coast with bushes (beh. setting 6). There are fewer people on a slope with thick vegetation 

(beh. setting 7), and noticeably less people in a flat area with trees, bushes and high grass that is 

now closed off by construction and fence (beh. setting 2). 
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Figure 24. Behaviour mappings and behaviour settings on the eastern side of site 1 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). (1) 

sandy beach. (2) fenced construction area was a flat area with trees, bushes and high grass (3) beach with stone 

boulders. (4) promenade construction was a flat open area covered with dirt and grass with higher edge. (5) stony 

beach with boulders, stones and seaweed. (6) flat open stony coast with some bushes. (7) slope with thick vegetation, 

trees and bushes. (8) beach with stones, seaweed and concrete blocks. (9) flat open coast with mowed grass. 

 

The behaviour mapping protocols from site two (Fig. 25, 26) show clearly a higher concentration 

of users on the northern side of the site with closer proximity to the sea. There are groups of users 

strolling on the beach and sitting or standing by a campfire and stone boulders close to the 

crossroad on the left side of the site. Other people can be seen on the paths going through the site. 

Many cyclists use the paths and open areas of the site. Large parts of the site in the centre and on 

the sides are without any users. 
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Figure 25. Behaviour mappings and landscape elements on site 2 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 

 

The behaviour settings map (Fig. 26) shows that the most popular setting areas on site two are the 

sandy beach (beh. setting 1) and flat area with grass (beh. setting 3). There are also users on a flat 

open field on a higher plateau with overgrown grass (beh. setting 7) and on an open area with 

gravel path and sparse grass (beh. setting 10). A few people are on a flat open coast with overgrown 

grass by the sea (beh. setting 2) and on a slope with reeds and thick vegetation (beh. setting 11). 

The areas with thick vegetation, overgrown grass, trash and no roads are avoided (beh. setting 4, 

5, 6, 9 and 12). There is one person in the open area in the middle of the site (beh. setting 8).  
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Figure 26. Behaviour mappings and behaviour settings on site 2 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). (1) sandy beach with 

seaweed. (2) flat open coast with reeds, bushes and overgrown grass. (3) flat area with grass, boulders and small trees. 

(4) overgrown pond with reeds, thick vegetation and trash. (5) area with overgrown grass, small trees and bushes. (6) 

area with thick vegetation, trees, bushes and trash. (7) flat open field on a higher plateau with reeds and overgrown 

grass. (8) flat open area with sparse grass and dirt. (9) area with thick vegetation, reeds and bushes. (10) open area 

with gravel path and sparse grass. (11) slope with reeds and thick vegetation on the edge. (12) open area with burned 

ground, dirt, sparse grass and trash. 

 

The behaviour mapping on the northern part of site three (Fig. 27, 28) shows a noticeable cluster 

of people on the top of the hill. The users are mostly sitting on the stone boulders or standing, some 

are cycling. There are also people strolling in pairs or alone on the path to the top of the hill. A 

few people are on the gravel paths on the hill and some users are standing by or sitting on the 

concrete block at the northern entrance. Three children are sledding on the hill and one user is 

strolling on the path on the far-right side of the site. 
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Figure 27. Behaviour mappings and landscape elements on the northern side of site 3 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 

 

The behaviour settings map of the northern side of site three (Fig. 28) shows that the large majority 

of people are on a hill with mowed grass and gravel roads (beh. setting 2) and on top of the hill 

with mowed grass and gravel terrace (beh. setting 3). There are also a few people on a flat area 

with an earth mound, grass, trees and boulders (beh. setting 4) and on a flat area with mowed grass 

and rows of trees in different sizes. (beh. setting 1). Areas around the eastern side at the industrial 

area, gravel mounds and a flat gravel field are hardly used at all (beh. setting 6, 7, 8) There are no 

people in a flat area with rows of trees and boulders (beh. setting 5) or in the patch of trees and 

bushes (beh. setting 9). 
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Figure 28. Behaviour mappings and behaviour settings on the northern side of site 3 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). (1) 

flat area with mowed grass and rows of trees in different sizes. (2) hill with mowed grass and gravel roads. (3) top of 

the hill with mowed grass, stone boulders and gravel terrace. (4) flat area with earth mound, grass, trees and boulders. 

(5) flat area with mowed grass, rows of trees and boulders. (6) flat open gravel field with sparse grass. (7) closed 

industrial area with metal containers.  (8) flat area with gravel, soil mounds and trash. (9) patch of trees and bushes, 

grass and construction waste. 

 

The behaviour mappings on the southern side of site three (Fig. 29, 30) show that people are on a 

singular line strolling on a path to the top of the hill. There is a cluster of people standing by or 

sitting on the stone boulders close to the campfire. Some people are strolling or walking a dog on 

a path by the southern entrance. A few people can be seen sitting on the grass between the small 

pine trees and strolling on the gravel roads. 
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Figure 29. Behaviour mappings and landscape elements on the southern side of site 3 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 

 

The behaviour settings on the southern side of site three (Fig. 30) shows that the most users are on 

the hill with mowed grass (beh. setting 2). Many people also use the open area with stone boulders 

(beh. setting 4) and the area by the entrance to the site along a muddy path (beh. setting 5). 

Remarkably lower number of users are in the area between the pine trees (beh. setting 3). Very 

few people are on the path along the slope with mowed grass and ditch (beh. setting 6) and a flat 

area with mowed grass and rows of trees (beh. setting 1). Only one person is by the closed 

industrial area (7). 
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Figure 30. Behaviour mappings and behaviour settings on the southern side of site 3 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). (1) 

flat area with mowed grass and rows of trees in different sizes. (2) hill with mowed grass and gravel roads. (3) semi-

open slope with mowed grass, small pine trees and trash. (4) open area with mowed grass, a few trees and stone 

boulders. (5) flat area with mowed grass, muddy path, big trees and trash. (6) slope with mowed grass, ditch, trees and 

bushes. (7) closed industrial area with metal containers.  

 

The behaviour mappings on the northern side of site four show that this area is hardly used at all 

(Fig 31, 32). There are a few people strolling on the railway tracks, a few people on the path and 

a few people walking quickly at the edge of the site. 

Figure 31. Behaviour mappings and landscape elements on the northern side of site 4 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 
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The behaviour setting map of the northern side of site one (Fig. 32) shows that most of the few 

people on the site are on a path or at the edge of the area with reeds and overgrown grass and 

vegetation (beh. setting 1), some people walking on the railroad (beh. setting 2), two people by the 

concrete blocks on an area with a ditch and thick vegetation (beh. setting 3) and one person at the 

open area with grass, reeds and trees (beh. setting 4). 

Figure 32. Behaviour mappings and behaviour settings on the northern part of site 4 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). (1) 

area with reeds, bushes and overgrown grass. (2) open railway corridor with gravel. (3)area with ditch, thick 

vegetation, trees, bushes and reeds. (4) open area with low grass, some reeds and trees. 

 

The behaviour mapping on the southern side of site four (Fig. 33, 34) shows people moving on the 

paths and roads at the southern and eastern part of the site. There are dense clusters of people 

standing in the middle of the site on the railway tracks between the dense vegetation and strolling 

or walking quickly on the road to the east. Some people are strolling, cycling or walking quickly 

on the edges of the site although, on the very southern edge there are no users. There are some 

people strolling, walking their dogs and cycling by the alley and a few people on the paths in the 

dense vegetation in the north. Many parts of the site with dense vegetation are without users. 
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Figure 33. Behaviour mappings and landscape elements on the southern side of site 4 (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 

 

The behaviour settings on the southern side of site four (Fig. 34) show that the most popular is an 

open area with a railway and mowed grass (beh. setting 10). The second most popular setting is an 

open area with mowed grass, asphalt road and a parking place (beh. setting 9). Fairly popular is 

also an open area with tram lines and mowed grass (beh. setting 12). An alley of trees (beh. setting 

11) and an open area with a railway, low grass, gravel and trash (beh. setting 4) have also numerous 

people. There are some people in the open area with a railway, trees, short grass and gravel (beh. 

setting 8). A few people used an area with trees and mowed grass (beh. setting 13) and a flat area 

with reeds, bushes and overgrown grass (beh. setting 1). Areas with no or practically no users were 

in a dense area with overgrown vegetation, trees, bushes and trash (beh. setting 5), an open railway 

corridor with gravel (beh. setting 2) and a ditch with thick vegetation (beh. setting 3). 
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Figure 34. Behaviour mappings and behaviour settings on the southern part of site four (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 

(1) flat area with reeds, bushes and overgrown grass. (2) open railway corridor with gravel. (3) ditch with thick 

vegetation, trees, bushes and reeds. (4) open area with a railway, gravel mounds, low grass, gravel and trash. (5) dense 

area with overgrown vegetation, trees, bushes and trash. (6) open area with overgrown grass. (7) area with thick 

vegetation, trees, bushes, overgrown grass, a pond and trash. (8) open area with railway, trees, short grass and gravel. 

(9) open area with mowed grass, asphalt road and a parking space. (10) open area with a railway and mowed grass. 

(11) alley of trees. (12) open area with tram lines, mowed grass and some trees. (13) area with trees and mowed grass.  
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5.6 Weather variables and site usage 

 

Weather conditions on each site visit were recorded and the behaviour mapping sessions were 

divided into groups of good weather and bad weather to compare how either one affected the site 

usage. The good weather is indicated by no rain, no wind or only light breeze and clear sky or few 

clouds. The bad weather is indicated by rain, strong winds and considerably cloudy or complete 

overcast. The change of temperature was not used to determine a good or bad weather and will be 

discussed in the later paragraph. 

 

The results show that with good weather there were 400 people (Fig. 35) and with bad weather 

217 people (Fig. 36) visiting these vacant areas. The most visited site with good weather was site 

1 with 224 visitors, followed by site 4 with 86 visitors, site 3 with 54 visitors and site 2 with 36 

visitors.  

 

It is noticeable that with good weather the majority of users were strolling on sites 1, site 2 and 

site 4 with on average forty percent. On site three it is only 20 percent and the most popular activity 

was standing with almost thirty percent of users. Standing was also common on site 1 with over 

quarter of users and on site 4 with almost quarter of users. On site 2 standing was not common 

with only around ten percent of users. Cycling with good weather was seen on every site, especially 

popular was it on site 2 and site 4. Walking with a dog was marginal with less than ten percent on 

every site. People were sitting or crouching on all sites, especially on site 2 and site 3. Walking 

quickly was seen on site 3 and site 4. Interaction with water was marginal and only on the site 1. 
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Figure 35. Uses on sites with good weather (Author, 2020). 

  

With bad weather (Fig 36) strolling was the most popular activity on all sites with around thirty 

percent of uses on site 1, site 3 and site 4, and over half of the uses on site 2. Second most popular 

activity was different on all sites. On site 1 it was standing with over quarter of uses, cycling on 

site 2 with over quarter of uses as well. On site 3 standing and walking with a dog were both evenly 

popular with over twenty percent of users. On site 4 the second most popular activity with bad 

weather was walking quickly. Standing is not so popular on site 2 and site 4 with around ten percent 

of users. Cycling not on site 1 and site 3 with less than ten percent of uses. Walking with a dog is 

making up around ten percent on site 1, site 2 and site 4. Sitting is making up a marginal use around 

five percent on site 1 and 3. Marginal use is also running on site 1, site 3 and site 4. Interacting 

with water can be seen on site 1 with under five percent of uses. 

Figure 36. Uses on sites with bad weather (Author, 2020). 
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Number of site visitors with different temperatures (Fig. 37) shows how the amount of site users 

and temperature on sites changed. The users on sites varied from 5 people to 65 people and the 

temperatures varied from -1 degrees Celsius to 14 degrees Celsius. It can be seen that the highest 

number of people on vacant sites was on 22 of March (65 people) with 1 degree Celsius, followed 

by 29 of March (62 people) with 3 degrees of Celsius, 6 of April (59 people) with 11 degrees of 

Celsius, 5 of April (49 people) with 4 degrees of Celsius and 26 of March (39 people) with 10 

degrees of Celsius. The least amount of people on sites was on 20 of October (5 people) with 11 

degrees of Celsius, 4 of November (5 people) with 3 degrees of Celsius, 24 of January (5 people) 

with 5 degrees of Celsius, 29 of February (7 people) with -1 degrees of Celsius and 14 of March 

(7 people) with 7 degrees of Celsius.  

Figure 37. Number of site visitors with different temperatures (Author, 2020). 

 

Table 3 shows the weather conditions on each site visit and the number of users. There are more 

than one weather descriptions to site when during the observations the weather conditions changed. 

It can be seen that the most users are visiting the sites with calm and dry weather with clear to few 

clouds. The least amount of people is on the sites when it is cloudy, with strong winds, or raining. 
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Table 3. Weather during site visits with corresponding number of visitors. 
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5.7 Age and gender variables on sites 

 

Site users were specified by gender and divided by age into four categories (children 0...12, teens 

13...20, adults 21...60 and seniors 60+). From 617 visitors on the four vacant sites 312 were men 

and 305 women (Fig. 38). Majority of the users were adults (418 individuals) followed by a 

remarkably lower number of seniors (88 individuals). The smaller group of users were teens (57 

individuals) and children (54 individuals). 

Figure 38. Age and gender variables on sites (Author, 2020). 

 

Men and women are almost equally divided between the sites with a few percent of more women 

on all sites except site four with over twice as many men than women. By gender the age groups 

of teenagers and adults were fairly evenly divided. There are more male children and more female 

seniors on the sites in total. 

 

The majority of the adult age group is clearly seen as they make up on average around 70% of all 

users on all sites. Senior users are the second user group by age on all sites except on site three 

where there are twice as many teenage users. Children are the minority user group with the least 

number of recorded users on all sites, except on site one where it was above teenagers.  
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Site 1 is the most popular by female adults (113 individuals) and male adults (105 individuals). 

Female seniors (39 individuals) are the third largest group. Following male children (22 

individuals), female children (19 individuals), male seniors (16 individuals), female teens (15 

individuals) and male teens (12 individuals) make up the minority. 

Site 2 is most popular by female adults (24 individuals) and male adults (20 individuals). 

Following female seniors (6 individuals), male seniors (5 individuals), female teens (2 

individuals), male teen (1 individual), female child (1 individual) and male child (1 individual). 

Site 3 is most popular by female adults (37 individuals) and male adults (33 individuals). 

Following male teenagers (7 individuals), female teenagers (7 individuals), female seniors (4 

individuals), male seniors (3 individuals), female children (3 individuals) and male children (2 

individuals). 

Site 4 is most popular by male adults (61 individuals) followed by female adults (26 individuals). 

Thirdly male seniors (11 individuals), female seniors (7 individuals), male teens (7 individuals), 

female teens (5 individuals) and male children (6 individuals). No female children were on site 4. 

 

Division of female and male users by social groups (Fig. 39) shows that both user groups use sites 

mostly in pairs and least in groups. There was a higher percentage of alone male users on these 

vacant sites than female users. 

Figure 39. Men and women alone, in pairs, in groups. 
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Almost all age groups used sites mostly in pairs with an exception the children age group who 

were mainly in groups (Fig. 40). The percentage of users in groups decreased with the age group. 

On the other hand, the percentage of users alone on the site increased with the age group. 

Figure 40. Children, teens, adults and seniors alone, in pairs, in groups (Author, 2020). 

 

User groups on different vacant sites (Fig. 41) shows that on all sites, except site 4 the majority of 

users are in pairs, making up almost half of all users. Visiting the site alone was the most popular 

on site 4 and second most popular on site 2 and site 3. The least percentage of site users were in 

groups with an exception on site 1, where it was more than users alone. 

Figure 41. Users alone, in pairs, in groups on different sites (Author, 2020). 

 

Figure 42 shows the recorded users on all of the four observation sites on each visit. Blue line 

represents the male and green line female visitors in total on all four sites. The results show that 

there were more males on the sites in 13 site visits and more females on in 12 site visits. The 
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distribution of male and female visitors on the sites during different site visits was not in most 

cases too drastic.  

Figure 42. Number of users on sites by visits and their gender variables (Author, 2020). 

 

Figures 43 and 44 show male and female users on site four, which had the largest difference 

between the genders. The users are shown on the southern side as there were only 14 users on the 

northern side, from which 4 were women (Fig. 31, 32). 

The area on the bottom along the railway, alley and tram lines is used equally by both male and 

female users. There are three times more male users on the right side of the site around the shortcut 

over the railway tracks and noticeably more male users in the centre of the area. On all the other 

sites there were no distinguishable areas preferred by gender. 
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Figure 43. Male users on the southern side of site four (Maa-amet; Author, 2020). 

 

Figure 44. Female users on the southern side of site four (Maa-amet; Author, 2020).  
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6. Discussion 

 

The results indicate that all four chosen vacant sites have their own distinctive character and 

affordances why people use and visit them. In the next paragraphs it is discussed how the different 

characteristics between the study sites may affect the perception, affordances and use of them, 

what might have been the reasons for different use types on vacant sites and why might they differ 

between sites with different water access, what could have caused the variations in use along 

different landscape elements and behaviour settings and what might determine the users of vacant 

areas. 

 

 

6.1 The differences in sites character 

 

All four vacant sites that were used for this study are similar in the means of having signs of 

vacancy, spontaneous vegetation and no formal use. Furthermore, they are all fairly large areas 

with visible signs of use. On the other hand, they differ in their character based on the type of 

nature and geography on the site as well as different history, uses and management. All four sites 

have their specific size and setting. Site one and two by the seemingly infinite sea or site three with 

the open view to the surroundings have a completely different feeling associated with them than 

closed and overgrown site number four. 

 

Having borders with many different areas gives the sites a more diverse character. Bordering 

residential areas, industries and other vacant areas can be seen from the sites and affect the study 

areas giving them more urban or natural atmosphere. Walls and fences for example, can hinder 

access to the sites. Roads and railways can have the same effect, although they can also be used to 

enter the area.  
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Having people in surrounding roads, residential areas and industrial zones could give a feeling that 

the area is safe and used, as people might look out for any antisocial behaviour. Site may feel safer 

and without or not suitable for those activities. Around site one and three there are residential areas 

where people have a direct look over most of the vacant site. Site two and four have less overview 

from the other sites. There are many busy roads around the Southern side of site four that have 

visuals to the site however, the northern side of the site is almost completely secluded. On site four 

there are many busy roads around, although the northern side is very secluded. 

 

Physical remains on the sites can indicate past or current functions and uses of these areas. The 

more remains the site has the more urban atmosphere it might have. Broken and decaying elements 

indicate lack of management and care. Site one and two have the most natural character with the 

least amount of physical remains. Site three and four have the most remains hence making the sites 

feel more industrial. As the sites stay unofficial, there is no infrastructure to contribute to 

recreation. There are remains of seating, campfires, roads, paths and shortcuts. Benches and other 

elements of outdoor furniture might increase the site users. Research by Unt and Bell (2014) 

showed how urban acupuncture on an urban wasteland increased the site users. Some areas on the 

vacant sites in this research would also need better cover for some roads as they are very muddy 

and barely crossable. 

 

Natural elements make up a big part of the site's character. They can determine if the site feels as 

a green space for recreation or industrial and rough. Amount and type of vegetation also affects 

that. Dense, overgrown and unmanaged vegetation can discourage their use. Mowed grass cut trees 

for thinning and other signs of management might be more welcoming for visitors. Natural 

elements like beach, mowed grass and stone boulders offer affordances that people can use them 

for. In this case site one and two have the most of these natural elements and have the most natural 

feeling. Site three and four have the least and have less natural feel to them. 

 

Different added elements might either encourage or discourage the use of these areas. Paths, self-

made sitting areas and campfires show that the areas are used recreationally and can invite people 

to use them to explore, sit or make fire. Trash, drug syringes, burned grass on the sites can on the 

other hand be discouraging for site users. 
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Based on the site character site one and two have the least remains and the most natural element, 

that might make them be perceived the most natural. Site three and four have most remains and 

the least natural elements, that can make them be perceived the most artificial. 

 

 

6.2 Uses of vacant sites 

 

The results from the systematic observations and behaviour mappings showed that there were 617 

people recorded in total on the four sites. These areas turned out being more popular than expected, 

with users always on some vacant sites regardless of the visitation day and time. Popularity of the 

sites means there is no complete privacy. This might make the sites feel safer as there is someone 

around or on the other hand a possible threat from a strange passer-by. No negative incidents 

happened during site visits and behaviour mappings.  

People were visiting the sites mostly together in pairs or in a group. These results suggest that the 

majority of the people like to use vacant areas with someone else and not alone. This might be 

related to safety as well or having some company to talk to and spend time together. 

The activities recorded with behaviour mapping show that vacant urban areas are in fact used as 

informal green and blue spaces for recreational activities. Typical activities from formal recreation 

areas like strolling, walking a dog, cycling and sitting were seen on all sites. The sites were 

exclusively used by foot, primarily for strolling, standing and walking with a dog, making up 

almost 80 percent of all the activities.  

 

Popularity of activities by foot may be explained by the character of the sites. The sites lack proper 

infrastructure, having mostly self-developed pathways with stomped grass, loose stones, sand or 

mud. This kind of terrain is not suitable for many activities on wheels. Most of the wheeled 

activities were on off-road or mountain bikes, a few children were also using kick-scooters. Some 
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of the visitors had arrived to the site with bicycles however, were engaged in activities without 

them. 

 

A few people were also seen sitting on natural elements for example boulders, remains like 

concrete blocks and stacks of wooden railway sleepers or even on the ground. This can indicate 

that these are areas where people like to spend some time and rest. Providing a proper infrastructure 

and street furniture on these sites as in forms of decent roads and different seating options may 

increase the number of users on the sites even more. 

 

Surprising outcome was that only a marginal number of people were recorded on the sites with 

play, interaction with water, creation activities and sports. The main reason behind the low number 

of activities like play, interaction with water, sports and creation activities, as well as destructive 

and antisocial activities, may be the period when behaviour mappings were conducted. Climate 

and weather conditions in the late autumn, winter and early spring are not the most favourable 

seasons for many outdoor activities. Conducting behaviour mappings during the warmer months 

in late spring and in summer may show more results of those activities. 

 

Activities under creation patterns like arranging site elements, building new elements, improving 

broken elements, creating art, etc. were practically absent. It was expected that some of these 

activities will be present as there are many self-created elements on the sites like different sitting 

places, campfires and graffiti. These elements were barely used during the site visits and from their 

physical state it can be assumed they were created some time ago. 

 

Secondary activities recorded on the vacant sites show that most people with more than half of the 

recorded secondary activities were chatting. This can be related to the majority of people visiting 

these sites together and socializing. The second most popular secondary activity was observing 

landscape by a quarter of users involved in secondary activities. The reason may be in the beautiful 

views from the sites to the sea and surrounding areas. This was especially noticeable on sites one 

and two where people were standing by the coast and on site three with the people on the hilltop. 

Almost ten percent of site users were taking photos. People photographed different landscapes, 

animals and each other. Popular places were again by the coast and on the hilltop.  
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Smoking, talking on the phone and using the smartphone were less popular, making up just over 

ten percent of uses. A few users were observing other people, reading, handling a baby-pram, 

grilling, and listening to music. The reason might be that people use other areas for those activities 

with more suitable allowances. 

 

Five percent of users were seen consuming alcohol or under influence which was less than 

predicted. It was mostly light alcohol such as beer. In a few cases it seemed to be stronger spirits. 

Consuming alcohol in public spaces is forbidden which may be the reason why people do it in the 

vacant areas. Nejman et al. 2018 explain that abandoned areas are perceived by some users as 

spaces where many forbidden public space activities are allowed. In some occasions it seemed that 

people had gone to the sites for sole purpose to consume alcohol although, in most cases it was 

consumed while involved in some other activity.  

 

Two people were seen urinating and no people were seen consuming drugs or being under 

influence. The relatively low number of people involved in antisocial secondary activities can 

indicate that such activities are not common even in the less controlled environments. Another 

reason might be again the time when the observations took place or doing those activities when 

hiding and looking out for unwanted bystanders. The two drug syringes found on site one and four 

indicate that there had been cases of consuming drugs. 

 

In contrast to common belief, vacant lands were not predominantly used for negative or antisocial 

behaviours like consuming drugs or alcohol, fighting, littering or violating the surroundings. 

Vacant areas are often perceived as dangerous and filthy places (Anderson, Minor 2017; Nejman 

et al. 2018; Kim et al. 2018). Trash, decaying and broken remains, graffiti, lack of or minimal 

management and unregulated state can leave a very negative image. Rare sightings of homeless, 

drunk people or drug addicts and different stories related to them can leave a strong impression of 

vacant areas. Even when these people are not present, remains of alcohol bottles, drug syringes, 

trash, graffiti, and broken elements stay as a visible reminder of each misbehaviour. As all of the 

sites contained some of these remains, it can be concluded that these activities must have occurred 
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before starting with the research or during the time or day when behaviour mappings were not 

conducted. 

 

6.3 The difference in use between sites with different types of access 

to water 

 

The difference in site usage and difference in activities between all four sites could be associated 

with the site character. Kiisk (2019) claims that the shape of the site is a remarkable factor 

determining the use of vacant land in addition to other internal and external characteristics of the 

area, for example location, physical structures inside it and significant views from the site. 

It was hypothesised prior to the experiment that the sites with direct and visual access to water will 

be more popular than sites with no access to water. This chapter is divided into two parts: 

difference in the number of users between the sites and difference in the activities between the 

sites. 

 

 

6.3.1 Difference in site usage 

 

The results of the behaviour mappings on the four sites revealed that the most popular site by 

people is site number one with direct access to water, followed by site number four with no access 

to water, then site number three with visual access to water and the least popular is site number 

two with direct access to water. 

It was expected that site one has the most users because of its character and the access to the water. 

It was unexpected that site 2 also with water access would be the least popular and site 4 with the 

most industrial and deserted character being the second most popular site. It could be concluded 
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that areas with direct and visual access to water are more preferred than areas with no access to 

water  

The reason why site one was so popular may be that the whole site is oriented to water and has a 

large coastal area with different types of beaches. Another reason might be that the site is located 

next to the famous Kopli lines district which is currently being redeveloped. People might have 

come to observe the development plus many families already live in the new apartments, using the 

site as their backyard. The site is connected to many roads, making it accessible by car from at 

least five of them. There is also a parking lot at one of the entrances, making it convenient to get 

to the site by car, park it and continue on foot. 

Site four was the second most visited site despite having the least natural characteristics, lots of 

trash and no access to water. The reason may be that site four is located closest from the rest of 

the sites to many apartment buildings, shops and motorways. People tend to mostly use the 

southern side of the site, which is more managed and has less trash. Many people are also on the 

sidewalks on the edges of the sites and use the site as a shortcut. The northern and middle part of 

the side are secluded and might be used for activities that are not wanted to be seen for example 

consuming alcohol, doing graffiti and throwing away trash. The site is also a shortcut to the garage 

cooperation at the north side of the site, why some people may use it. 

It can be assumed that site three was used mainly because of the hill in the middle of the site and 

the picturesque views to the sea and surrounding landscapes from the top of it. There is also a 

shortcut through the area to site two, garage cooperative, coast and Paljassaare Peninsula, why 

some people may use it. As the site is located next to a motorway and some residential areas, it is 

easily visible from outside. The access to the site is somewhat complicated as there is a fence 

surrounding the site from three sides. This might be a limiting factor to not so high number of site 

visits. Trash and waste around the site and especially near the Southern entrance may also 

discourage some people from using it. 

The reason why site two was the least visited, despite being located by the sea might be that it is 

not oriented to the water and has only a short border with the direct access to the water. It is also 

located furthest from the urban areas, motorways and is not very visible from them. The site is also 

lacking interesting elements and characteristics. Lack of popularity might be caused because the 
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site is in most part just a huge open field with overgrown grass that is not providing much settings 

for activities or cover from the strong winds from the sea and other weather conditions. The centre 

of the site is often muddy and difficult to cross. Trash in the overgrown vegetation on the sides of 

the site and close proximity with the garage cooperative may be offsetting factors to some people. 

The people using this sight seem to be mostly using it to access Paljassaare Peninsula. 

 

 

6.3.2 Difference in users’ activities 

 

All four sites regardless of the connection to water have the highest percentage of users on foot. 

Almost half of the site users on site 1 and site 2 were strolling while on site 3 and 4 it was only 

over a quarter. It might be because the people by the coast move slower to enjoy the landscape and 

look around. Moving on some parts of the coast is also hindered because of the sandy or rocky 

terrain. On site 3 and especially on site 4 people were walking quickly as in means of transport 

and could be using the sites to reach another destination. Site 4 has a low aesthetic value with trash, 

decaying remains, and overgrown vegetation and people may not use it so much as a recreational 

area compared to other sites. It may rather be a shortcut where people pass through quickly. 

Standing is common on sites 1, 3 and 4. On sites 1 and 3 people may have stopped to stand and 

enjoy the views to the sea. On site 4 people were seen standing in the more secluded areas. Sitting 

or crouching was the most common on site 3 where there were many stone boulders. Especially 

popular were the boulders on the hilltop. Sitting there offers some rest from the climb with a 

beautiful overview to the surroundings. Stone boulders and a sea bank were common places where 

people sat on site 1 as well. On the other sites sitting was not so common as there were not so 

many places to sit. Even though there were self-made sitting places on every site except site 3, 

people did not use them. The reason might be that people found them unsteady and dirty. Walking 

with a dog was often seen on sites 1, 3 and 4 as they are closer to residential areas than site 2 and 

may be more convenient for people to walk their dogs there. 
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The users on wheels were mainly on sites 2 and 4 as there are some asphalt roads and sites used 

more for movement, not spending time. Many cyclists were using site 2 to access Paljassaare 

Peninsula. Many wheeled activities except cycling were not sighted because of the lack of hard 

paved roads in these sites. A small number of children were seen playing on site 1 along the sea 

or on the promenade construction site. On site 3 a group of children were sledding on a hill. Site 2 

and 4 might not have a suitable setting for various play activities and are also visited by less 

children. People were interacting with water only on site 1 where they were throwing or skipping 

stones in the water and two people were going out to the sea with a motorboat. There are different 

types of coast and various rocks and stone slabs laying around on site 1, which could be the reasons 

why interactions with water happened only on this site. Different sports were marginal on all sites 

as the sites do not provide much opportunities for different physical activities. From the few cases 

of sports activities there was running or jogging, nordic walking with sticks and one case of 

physical activity. Absence of various ball games, frisbee flying, disc golf etc could be caused by 

nonappearance of suitable equipment or setting. Behaviour mapping during the colder and rainier 

time of the year could also be the reason why there were fewer sports activities, water activities 

and play activities. 

From the secondary activities, chatting was practically evenly popular on all sites with over half 

of all uses. Observing landscape was common on sites 1 and 3 and photographing on sites 1, 2 and 

3 as there are picturesque views to the sea and surrounding landscapes. Site 4 does not seem to 

have such qualities based on the lack of these activities. Consuming alcohol and smoking were 

most common on site 4 with almost ten percent of all site users. It might be because of the thick 

vegetation and lack of people in the middle of the site which makes it hidden from other people. It 

may also be because of the close proximity to the alcohol store across the street. On the other sites 

there were also sightings of alcohol use although it was much more marginal. Behaviour mapping 

period in the late autumn, winter and spring might have been an influencing factor for the lack of 

secondary activities like sunbathing, picnicking and grilling on all sites. 
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6.4 Effect of access to water to longer-stay uses on sites 

 

As explained by Kim et al. (2018) urban vacant land is used by the community for both short and 

long-term activities. The selected vacant areas are predominantly used for long-term activities. 

This shows that people use these areas for spending time there, strolling and stopping to stand or 

sit. Walking quickly as means of transport, cycling or passing through and using the areas as only 

shortcuts was minimal 

Short and long-term uses by site show that sites with a physical or visual access to water have a 

higher percentage of long-term uses than sites with no access to water.  It could be because areas 

by the water are more often used for recreational activities. People also tend to spend time 

interacting with different water bodies, looking or photographing them.  

It is noteworthy that site 2 with a physical access to water had barely less short-term uses than site 

4 with no access to water. The reason might be that site 2 is not oriented to water and has many 

users located in the areas where there is not even a visual access to water. It was also the least 

popular site with the least number of users. Many of those users were cycling which was counted 

as a short-term use. 

 

 

6.5 Interaction with landscape elements and behaviour settings 

 

The results from the interactions with landscape elements showed that people were mainly using 

different areas for example a coast, hill or grassland, and linear elements such as paths and roads. 

Various objects like concrete blocks, campfires and self-made seats were less frequently used. 

 

A path was the most popular element as all of the sites had various paths with grass, dirt, or sand 

cover going through the areas. Most of the people were staying on paths when moving on the sites 
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as there were no or few roads. This might have been also because most parts of the sites were 

covered with either long grass or other vegetation making moving there difficult. Coast or beach 

was the second most popular area mainly because the majority of people on site 1 and site 2 were 

by the sea. People tend to like the close proximity of the water and the possibility to touch it. Beach 

does not have any growing vegetation that may restrict the movement although, on some 

occasions, there was quite a lot of seaweed washed ashore. The hill and roads were also fairly 

popular. Most of the people on site 3 were on the hill and also using the gravel roads on the site. 

The hill is an interesting landform among the flat landscape in Northern Tallinn and alluring for 

the people to get a view from the surrounding areas. Gravel roads are used for simplified movement 

around the site 3. It is worth mentioning that even though there is a gravel road going to the top of 

the hill, most of the people use a stomped grass path which is more direct and closer by. On site 2 

and site 4 there are short segments of asphalt roads that some people used. Some users, especially 

on site 1 and site 3 were walking or standing on the grass. Mowed grass especially is easy to walk 

on and give the area a sense of management. 

 

Railway as a landscape element was used more marginally. Some people used railway tracks to 

walk on and some people were gathering on an old railway on site 4. Moving on the railway can 

be easier than in the surrounding areas if they are covered in high grass and overgrown vegetation. 

On the other hand, the railway sleepers are placed on a specific distance to make it troublesome to 

step on. Users might be avoiding being on the railway tracks as it is perceived as dangerous. On 

the most southern railway track, a locomotive was seen passing through site 4 coming from or 

heading to site 1. The boulder stones were used by a few people for sitting although they were on 

the majority of sites. Not too many people might want to sit on a cold stone, and they might not be 

the most comfortable seating. Concrete blocks descending to the sea were often seen in use on site 

1 as they allow people to get even closer to the water. In total numbers this element was still not 

too popular. Other concrete blocks for seating, campfire places and self-made seats were rarely 

used. The reason might be in the cold weather and people not wanting to stay in one place for too 

long as well as these elements being unofficial, in poor shape, dirty and possibly unsafe. 

 

Results from the behaviour mapping and behaviour setting maps show that the most popular areas 

have an open surrounding. The reason may be that they have a good view over the surroundings. 
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In addition to the picturesque views of nature and landscape it might also provide safety as the 

user has a clear overview of what is happening in the surroundings. Areas with higher elevation 

like hilltops are popular as well because of even greater views to the landscape. Beaches and areas 

by the coast have in addition to the openness also a contact with the water and by that reason may 

be the preferred landscapes for many site users. Entrances to the sites, paths and roads are favoured 

areas as well. The reason could be that that is where the people enter the sites and keep moving 

through the areas. Especially where the surroundings are covered with high grass and vegetation. 

For the same reason railway tracks are used by many users to move. Mowed grass on the other 

hand was preferred as users can move on it easily. From different elements concrete blocks and 

stone boulders were used as people could sit on them. In many vacant areas the edges of the sites 

were used by quite many people. The reason might be that the users do not really want to enter the 

site and use just the side of it. 

 

The least popular or even avoided areas are overgrown or with dense vegetation. The reason could 

be that they have bad visibility to surroundings and feel closed and oppressed. Most people ignore 

areas with lots of trash. It is an eyesore, may stink and even injure the site user if stepped on a 

broken glass or a needle. Mounds of soil or gravel did not have any uses for site visitors. It is 

interesting as other areas with elevation and view over the surroundings were rather popular. The 

reasoning why the mounds were not used can be in the fact that soil or gravel is fairly loose and 

on a steep slope makes the climbing uncomfortable. Lack of grass or any other cover makes the 

mounds also dusty or muddy which can stain. Industrial areas and areas closed for construction 

are avoided as well as they lack the natural settings.  

 

Comparing the most and least popular areas by site, similar findings from the last paragraphs can 

be seen. On site one most people were in the open areas by the water and near the entrances to the 

site. People were mapped mostly on the coast, on the paths along the coast, on the beach, on the 

concrete blocks descending to the sea and on the mowed grass. Areas with dense vegetation, 

overgrown grass, soil and gravel mounds were avoided. Also, areas that were closed by 

construction fences. On site two the majority of people were close to the sea, on the beach and on 

the paths. Areas in the centre and sides were avoided as there was dense vegetation, high grass and 

trash. On site three most of the users were preferring the hilltop with mowed grass and boulders. 
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Many people were on the paths on the hill or by the concrete block and entrances. Areas without 

paths and the industrial zone with soil and gravel mounds were unused. On site four open areas, 

areas with mowed grass, edges of the site, railway tracks, asphalt road and parking place were 

preferred. Areas with dense or overgrown vegetation and trash were avoided. 

 

 

6.6 Weather variables and site usage 

 

The results of site usage with different weather shows that there are more users on vacant sites 

with good weather. The activities on different sites stayed in most part the same with the 

differences in the amount and percentage of users. The change in percentage was affected by the 

amount of people on the site in total and in different activities. The percentage of people strolling 

stayed the most popular activity as many other uses with bad weather reduced. The changes in 

cycling were also minor whereas standing and sitting were decreased. The reason might be that 

people did not want to stay on the sites for too long and preferred short-term activities. This can 

also explain the increase of people walking quickly and running. Percentage of people walking 

with a dog stayed the same as the dogs need to be walked every day regardless of the weather. 

 

It is still difficult to indicate good or bad weather as each site user might have their own preference. 

Many people might consider sunny days with strong winds as good weather, especially having 

sunny days in late autumn or in the winter although, some parameters had to be set in order to 

analyse different weather conditions. The temperature was not included in these parameters as the 

changes in the temperature were not so consistent. In addition, the results from comparing the 

number of users with only the temperature change did not give any clear results of the user’s 

preferences. The number of users did not seem to be affected by the temperature, rather the time 

of the day, suggesting further research. 
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6.7 Age and gender variables on sites 

 

The behaviour mapping results show that vacant areas are used and valued by a wide range of 

users as stated by Unt and Bell (2014). There were almost an equal number of male and female 

users combined on the vacant site, which can indicate that women were not the minority user 

group. The reason why on site 4 there are twice as much male users than female users could be 

explained by the character of the site. As explained by Kim et al. (2018) the unmaintained 

overgrown vegetation, abandoned structures and trash can be discouraging for the residents.  

 

Most of the users on vacant lands were adults and the main reason could be because of the largest 

age gap of almost 40 years (21...60) when marking down the users during behaviour mappings. 

Another reason might be that adults feel the least threat for their safety compared to other age 

groups. Children, teens and seniors are a minority of vacant site users as they could be considered 

more vulnerable in the sense of safety from robbing and other crimes. 

 

On site 1 there were more children than on other sites as families were often visiting it together 

with their children. On site 3 there are more teenagers than other minority groups as the site was 

quite a popular gathering place for youngsters. No female children and overall low number of 

children on site 4 as it is not perceived as safe. 

 

Social groups by age show that all age groups visit the sites mainly in pairs or in groups. Visiting 

the sites alone made up the highest percentage among the senior users and went lower with the 

age. No children were on the sites alone as it might be perceived dangerous for them. 

 

 

6.8 Strengths and limitations 

 

This thesis has many strengths that can add to the research field on this topic. Cosco et al. (2010) 

explain that mapping for multiple days and in different conditions will show the results of setting 
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patterns of use more accurately. For this thesis 25 site visits on different days were conducted. 

This allows comparison of different variables such as use in different seasons and weather. 

 

Comparing four different sites shows the different uses of vacant lands and that not all the areas 

are the same. The sites had different characteristics, differences in the access to water and were 

classified as different types of vacant sites. 

 

Various parameters and variables were recorded during the behaviour mappings which allows 

using this data for further research. The possible relations between the different users, activities, 

weather conditions and sites are countless. 

 

There were also limitations to this research. As the behaviour mappings were conducted with a 

naked eye, there might be flaws in the information about the users. The age of the users was 

guessed, not asked meaning that some teenagers might have marked as adults, some adults as 

elders and vice versa. 

 

In some cases, it was difficult to determine the exact activity of the site user. People were doing 

multiple things and going from one activity to another. In some cases, it was also complicated to 

determine the secondary activity. It was not clear if the person was just looking around or 

observing the landscape, looking at something on the phone or taking photos with it. Having the 

possibility to mark multiple secondary activities made it a bit more effortless. 

 

When creating the behaviour setting maps cases it was difficult to draw the line of the border where 

one setting ends and another starts. In this sense the borders of these setting zones should not be 

taken too strictly. They should be taken more generalised. 

 

Amount of site users could be altered because of the chosen borders of the areas. This was 

noticeable on site 4 where many recorded site users were on the edges of the area walking and 

cycling on the sidewalks by the road. It was somewhat relevant when comparing site 1 and site 2 

with the access to water as site 1 was long and narrow along the coast, really oriented to the water 

and site 2 with a small border by the water and a large area inland. 
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The sites changed throughout the behaviour mapping period as the seasons and weather conditions 

changed causing an effect to the vegetation and landscape. There were different construction works 

on the sites as well where some areas were closed, objects were demolished, or landscape changed.  

 

There were not enough behaviour mappings with varying weather conditions. Observations with 

a heavy rain, very warm and very cold weather, and more site visits with snow and when it is 

snowing should be conducted to test for different uses and users. Activities during early mornings 

and late nights were not recorded either. Late spring, summer and early autumn could have had 

possibly more users and different and varied uses. 

 

It was planned to have more site visits later in the spring to see the bigger change between the 

different seasons. This year it was an exceptionally warm winter and the weather stayed similar 

throughout autumn, winter and spring. 

 

Observation mappings were stopped in April because on 12 of March in 2020 emergency law was 

declared in Estonia because of Covid-19, meaning that people should stay at homes and avoid 

contact with other individuals. The last 14 site visits out of 25 were conducted during it and it can 

be argued whether these results indicate the real usage of vacant urban areas. The data from the 

March onwards might be biased as the results are not representative anymore. Uses and users of 

the site might be different and not portray the real situation. Since 14 of March the number of users 

kept increasing and peaked on 22 of March. It started reducing after that with still incredible tips 

on 29th of March and 6th of April. A big role in this may also be in the better weather conditions 

in the spring. 
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6.9 Suggestions for future research 

 

At the end of the current study, various suggestions for future research can be made. Firstly, 

longitudinal research on the studied vacant sites is recommended in order to observe use in 

additional conditions from the ones studied in this research. Conditions that would be especially 

relevant to study, would be the use of sites in summer and the use after changes on the sites have 

been made (e.g. residential area and promenade built on site 1, new buildings and light traffic road 

on site 3), as previous research suggests (Unt, Bell 2014) that minor site improvements can already 

lead to more users. Moreover, as mentioned previously, the sites observed in this study were a 

small selection of all vacant sites in Tallinn. Therefore, additional research should be done on other 

distinct sites, such as those with different water bodies than sea.  

Secondly, different types of data collection, possibly in a mixed-method design, should be used in 

the future for a more complete overview of vacant site usage. In this study, unobtrusive behaviour 

observation using a behaviour and site characteristic checklist was used to obtain results. However, 

there are many other tools for behaviour mapping and site studies, such as photographing, GIS, 

GPS and tracking programs such as MyTracks. These tools might yield different results or might 

provide additional information. Interactive testing, for example by using interviews, could also be 

used to gain more insight into participants' perceptions, reasonings for their behaviour, or even 

feedback about the sites they use (Pawlowski et al. 2016).  

Thirdly, the importance of vacant lands for women, children, elderly and minority groups such as 

people of colour and people with disabilities should be investigated more thoroughly. Not all of 

these groups may have similar access to formal public areas. However, previous research suggests 

that greening vacant land lessens the differences in people's access to green space (Heckert, 2013), 

offering opportunities to increase important factors relating to green space access such as mental 

health and leisure time physical activity (Stodolska, Shinew 2010; Beyer et al. 2014). Obtaining 

more information on this topic could greatly benefit the citizens of Tallinn and beyond.   
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7. Conclusion 

 

From this study, it can be concluded that the selected vacant areas in Northern Tallinn are not 

empty and without any users. In fact, they are used by numerous different users, both men, women, 

children and elderly for different kinds of activities. In contrast to common belief, there are not 

primarily antisocial activities rather recreational.  

Vacant land is not a homogeneous area, it differs in character and the types of uses are depending 

on those qualities. From the results it can be concluded that chosen sites with physical and visual 

access to water are preferred over sites with no access to water as well as sites with good 

accessibility, variety of landscapes with open areas, signs of management and lack of trash. 

There are numerous reasons why these spaces should be further researched and seen as 

multifunctional and important landscapes. Vacant urban areas are landscapes that have various 

functions such as space for recreational activities, providing ecosystem services and preserving 

elements and heritage from the past. 

In development projects values of vacant areas should be discussed and existing values should be 

evaluated and transferred to work out a solution that preserves these qualities. Vacant areas should 

be seen as sites with potential and positive characteristics. They must be included and discussed 

in future planning processes regarding the use, development or future use. Since they are used for 

recreational movement along the seaside, this function is important and should be considered in 

future development plans. 

However, the number of sites is too small to make conclusions about all the vacant areas. Further 

research should be made on more areas with differences between sites with different access to 

water. 
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8. Kokkuvõte 

 

Jäätmaad on pealtnäha tühjad ja planeerimata maastikud, millel puudub ametlik eesmärk ja 

kasutus. Neid leidub igas linnas ning paljudel juhtudel on need negatiivselt hinnatud ning 

väärtustamata. Tehtud uurmistöö tulemused näitavad, et jäätmaad on multifunktsionaalsed ja 

vajalikud, sest need pakuvad ruumi rekreatiivseteks tegevusteks, tagavad ökosüsteemi teenuseid 

ning säilitavad elemente ja väärtusi minevikust. 

 

Antud lõputöö jaoks valiti välja neli jäätmaad Põhja-Tallinnas uurimaks põhjalikumalt nende 

omadusi ja inimeste poolset kasutatavust. Valitud alad varieeruvad oma asukoha, ruumiliste 

omaduste ning varasema otstarbe ja kasutuse poolest. Selgus, et jäätmaad ei ole homogeensed, 

vaid erinevad oma karakterilt. Kasutuse määrab kombinatsioon alade ruumilistest ja füüsilistest 

omadustes, ligipääsetavusest, varasemast kasutusest ning kokkupuutest veega.  

 

Saadud tulemused näitavad, et valitud Põhja-Tallinna jäätmaadel on hulganiselt kasutajaid, 

sõltumata soost ning vanusest. Vastupidiselt levinud arvamusele, et jäätmaid kasutatakse 

kuritegevuslikeks või antisotsiaalseteks  tegevusteks, oli alade kasutajate tegevused peamiselt 

rekreatiivsed. Eelistatud on hea ligipääsetavuse, vahelduva maastikuga ning avatud ruumiga alad, 

kus on füüsiline või visuaalne kokkupuude veega, märgid hooldusest ning minimaalselt prügi. 

 

Antud lõputööga koguti arvukalt andmeid ning infot jäätmaade ning nende kasutajate kohta, mida 

on võimalik edasi töödelda ja analüüsida. Seda saavad kasutada kohalikud omavalitsused 

arutamaks ja teadvustamaks nende alade väärtusi erinevates arendusprojektides. Uued välja 

töötatud lahendused peaksid säilitama, arvestama  ja suurendama kogukonna elanike väärtusi, 

huve ning vajadusi. Oluliseks funktsiooniks ja väärtuseks nendel aladel on ligipääs ja liikumine 

mööda mereäärt või vaated merele. 
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Analüüsitud alade arv kujunes liiga väikeseks, et teha järeldus kõikide jäätmaade kohta Põhja-

Tallinnas. Kuna iga ala on unikaalne, tuleks uuringud teostada rohkematel ja erinevatel aladel, 

samuti pikemal perioodil ning erinevatel aastaaegadel.  
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