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Urbanization has placed a lot of pressure on formal greenspaces to fulfill all the needs of 

the residents. In recent years, researchers have started to look towards informal 

greenspaces for potential solutions. In Estonia, there is not much research done about 

informal greenspaces and there is also a lack of design ideas for these spaces. This thesis 

aimed to find out what is distinctive for informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn, what 

type of informal greenspaces can be found in Northern Tallinn, and what kind of evidence 

of use and co-management by users can be found from informal greenspaces in Northern 

Tallinn. To find the answers to these questions, twenty-eight case study sites in Northern 

Tallinn were analyzed through map analysis and field study. This provided sufficient 

information to answer all the research questions. The results of this thesis might provide 

beneficial information for the municipality of Northern Tallinn and landscape architects 

and planners to come up with solutions and strategies for these spaces that would meet the 

needs of the residents.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Urbanization has placed a lot of pressure on formal greenspaces to fulfill all the recreational 

and wellbeing needs of the residents. As many researchers suggest, formal greenspaces like 

parks may not be enough to meet all those needs, especially in more densely populated urban 

areas. In recent years, researchers have started to look towards informal greenspaces for 

potential solutions (Farahani, Maller 2019; Rupprecht et al. 2015). 

 

Informal greenspaces are the result of urban development and industrial and economic 

processes. Previously used urban areas are abandoned and demolished, leaving behind 

spaces that are taken over by the nature. With time these areas turn into informal 

greenspaces. As these spaces are not recognized as formal greenspaces, they are often left 

aside or developed by private stakeholders (Gawryszewska et al. 2018). However, as these 

spaces are rarely vacant, these kinds of actions render their users and activities invisible 

(Pearsall, Lucas 2014). In recent years, it has become a growing trend in Europe to save 

informal greenspaces because of their ecological and social value. 

 

In Estonia, there is not much research done about them and there is also a lack of design 

ideas for these spaces. There is a project called Rethinking Urban Nature currently going on, 

from which Tallinn, the capital of Estonia, is also part of (Rethinking Urban Nature 2020). 

There are also two articles written about informal greenspaces in Tallinn by Anna-Liisa Unt 

and Simon Bell (2013), one of them together with Penny Travlou (Unt et al. 2014). 

Additionally, there is also a master thesis written by Lauri Kiisk (2019), which focused on 

the use and characteristics of informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn. 

 

Taking into consideration the above mentioned, the current thesis is going to focus on the 

topic of informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn and possibly address some of the gaps in 

Lauri Kiisk’s work. Furthermore, as the municipality of Northern Tallinn seems to think that 

these kinds of spaces are mostly used for criminal activity, alcohol and drug use or as places 

for homeless camps (Põhja-Tallinna valitsus 2013), the author of this work would like to 

find out if that is true.   



 7 

The aim of this master thesis is to: 

1) find out what is distinctive for informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn;  

2) find out what types of informal greenspaces can be found in Northern Tallinn; 

3) find out what kind of evidence of use and co-management by users can be found in 

Northern Tallinn.  

 

This thesis consists of four main parts – literature review, methodology, results, and 

discussion. The first half of the literature review looks at different topics related to public 

space, its value, and appropriation. The second half of the literature review looks at the topics 

of informal greenspaces, and the history of and current land use in Northern Tallinn district. 

In the second part of the thesis, the methodology used in this thesis is described and 

explained. In the third part of the thesis, the main findings of the research are reported. The 

last part of the thesis focuses on explaining the major findings, seeing how and if they relate 

to the literature review, and answering the research questions that were set for the thesis.  
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1. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

1.1. The concept of public space 

 

1.1.1. What is a public space?  

 

It is quite hard to narrow down the meaning of public space with only one single definition. 

Generally, when people think of public spaces, they tend to think of formal areas, such as 

parks or city squares. That is where the question of what exactly a public space is arises. 

Public space does not necessarily only mean a typical park or a square. Public space can also 

be an area of everyday use such as sidewalk, riverside, informal pathway, or public library 

(Rupa 2015). It is all around us as a vital part of everyday life (Woolley et al. 2014). In a 

broader sense, public space is an area that is freely accessible for everyone, regardless of 

their age, gender, religion, or any other social or personal characteristic (Hajer, Reijndorp 

2011).  

 

 

1.1.2. The value of public space 

 

In the urban context, public space has a key role in making cities livable. Public spaces 

provide social, ecological, and economical values for the cities. They offer opportunities for 

social interaction, recreational activities, creativity, entertainment and play, the very things 

a city thrives on (Publications Office of the European Union 2019). 

 

As humans are by nature social beings, interaction with other people is important for the 

well-being of our mental health. Since social activities are all activities that depend on the 

presence of others, public spaces have a huge role in that by providing places for social 

interaction. Those social activities include children at play, greetings and conversations, 

communal activities of different kinds and the most widespread social activity – passive 

contacts, simply seeing and hearing others (Gehl 2011). 
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As cities around the world are growing rapidly, the ecological value of public spaces is 

becoming increasingly important. Among public spaces, urban greenspaces provide many 

ecological services. Greenspaces help to filter air, remove pollution, reduce noise, cool 

temperatures, infiltrate stormwater, increase biodiversity and provide nesting areas for birds 

and smaller animals. Ecosystem services not only support the integrity of the city but are 

also beneficial for the residents. Greenspaces offer a sense of being in the nature, promote 

physical activity, and the general well-being of the residents (Wolch et al. 2014).  

 

Public spaces can also have an impact on the economic life of the cities. The presence of 

well-functioning parks and gardens with other public spaces attracts new residents, tourists 

and companies (Woolley et al. 2014).  

 

 

1.2. Public space appropriation 

 

1.2.1. Space appropriation – what and why? 

 

The changes happening in various cities around the world have been found harmful to public 

spaces (Mierzejewska 2011). Many cities are witnessing an increasing decline in public 

spaces. There are several reasons for that. The most obvious reason is the retreat of the state 

from its role as a major provider of social services, public space being one of them, which is 

now left to private stakeholders that often fail to provide the required open spaces due to the 

lack of interest in non-monetary investments (Eissa et al. 2019). As cities get denser due to 

population growth, space becomes a precious commodity (Nasution 2015). This leads to 

treating space as a potential for earning money by big stakeholders (Gawryszewska et al. 

2018). Areas that traditionally used to be open for everyone, turn into private ones. That 

leads to inequality between different social classes. The most influenced by the changes are 

the lower and the middle class as they have the least power and access (Nasution 2015). In 

result, this has led to various forms of public space appropriation (Mierzejewska 2011).  

 

Space appropriation is a complex concept that has been used to explain the processes of 

when people claim ownership of and eventually create meaning in and become attached to 

the physical environment. It has been studied as one of the mechanisms by which people 

through the use of objects and spaces transform spaces into place (Rioux et al. 2017). Public 
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space appropriation, sometimes also known as “insurgent urbanism” or “do-it yourself 

urbanism” refers to citizen-led interventions that enhance the capabilities of their 

environment (Eissa et al. 2019).  

 

 

1.2.2. Space appropriation as public participation 

 

Several forms of space appropriation can be distinguished (Mierzejewska 2011). Permanent 

form of space appropriation in our type of society is private property (Noschis et al. 1978). 

However, the activities which are appropriating public space are temporary, regardless of 

how formally or informally they were organized. Examples of temporary formal public space 

appropriation are pop-up markets, Christmas markets or any other time-limited events held 

in public spaces (Lara-Hernandez et al. 2020). Whenever we use public space to carry out 

individual or collective activities other than the space was originally designed for, we 

appropriate it, although for just a short time. In theory, all spaces could be temporarily 

appropriated. Appropriation allows citizen to produce urban space rather than just use the 

already produced urban space (Lara-Hernandez, Melis 2018). Those spaces transformed by 

the users are in correspondence with their needs and socio-cultural norms. Hence, they 

express the appropriator’s identity and are thought to contribute to the public realm. Those 

spaces usually fulfill the important needs of locals that are unaddressed by the government 

(Eissa et al. 2019). 

 

Over the last decades, architects and planners have analyzed public space appropriation also 

from the viewpoint of democracy and public participation (Abraháo 2016). Some researchers 

have suggested that formal entities should get inspired by the existing appropriations of the 

space to create successful interventions in public spaces. That has also raised a question if 

top-down approaches in public spaces are capable of producing spaces that can be equally 

well adapted to the needs of the people as well as those that people produce themselves 

through informal appropriation processes. Overall, the inhabitants of the city should have a 

word in the production of spaces that they live in (Eissa et al. 2019).  
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1.3. Informal greenspaces 

 

1.3.1. What kind of greenspace is informal? 

 

Greenspaces have a vital role in urban context. In all urban areas, even in the most densely 

developed ones, there are a multitude of vacant lots, railway sidings, utility easements, 

corridors between buildings and canal sides that are often overgrown with spontaneous 

vegetation and that are not regularly managed. They may be highly manicured, rambling or 

overgrown and neglected, depending upon many factors such as feelings of ownership, 

socio-economic status, identity, cultural beliefs, level of neighbourhood watch, age and 

government regulation, among others. What all of these spaces have in common is 

uncertainty regards to land tenure, conservation status, maintenance regimes, use, regulation 

and legitimacy. Those spaces are often referred to as informal urban greenspaces, also known 

as “wastelands”, “brownfields” or “leftover spaces” (Rupprecht, Byrne 2014). Depending 

on the point of view, the terms used to describe them vary from the positive “urban 

wildscapes” to more negative “urban wastelands” (Kim et al. 2018). Even though these 

spaces have taken over many of the functions of the developed urban greenspaces, informal 

urban greenspaces are often an overlooked part of the urban green infrastructure (Rupprecht, 

Byrne 2014). Most urban vacant land is often only viewed from an economic perspective, if 

it is not developable it is ignored and left aside (Kim et al. 2018).  

 

Informal greenspaces are often the result of urban development and industrial and economic 

processes (Kim et al. 2018). All urban areas have some quantity of informal greenspaces, 

but they are more common in areas that have experienced decentralization, 

deindustrialization and population changes over the past few decades. As population 

changes, many once vital lands can become obsolete, resulting in increased number of vacant 

spaces. With time, these spaces are taken over by the nature and transformed into informal 

greenspaces (Newman et al. 2018).  

 

 

1.3.2. The perception of informal greenspaces 

 

Depending on the point of view, informal greenspaces can be viewed either as opportunities 

or as threats (Mathley, Rink 2010). Informal greenspaces are often perceived negatively by 
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residents as those spaces are frequently used as a dumpsite or for other destructive activities 

such as drug and alcohol use (Kim et al. 2018) or criminal activity (Pearsall, Lucas 2014). 

As most of those spaces are not regularly managed, the spontaneous vegetation is often 

regarded as a sign that the city is not being run well. The fear of crime, wilderness and waste 

are all negative associations, leading to feelings of threats towards wastelands (Mathley, 

Rink 2010). An excess amount of vacant urban lots can disconnect the local community, 

make residents feel unsafe, lower the quality of life and decrease economic growth (Newman 

et al. 2018). On the other hand, opportunities for developing new green and recreational 

spaces are seen (Mathley, Rink 2010). Informal spaces may also be associated with other 

positive consequences. For example, cities have created programs in which the space is given 

to the neighborhood groups and transformed into a community garden (Newman et al. 2018). 

Community gardens have represented an alternative use of urban vacant land for a long time. 

However, they are usually seen as temporary use of the area before the vacant land is 

developed into a residential or commercial building (Pearsall, Lucas 2014).  

 

Generally, it seems that people who have close relationships with urban greenspaces tend to 

have a more favorable perception towards informal greenspaces as well. On the other hand, 

people who have little experience with urban greenspaces tend to have a more negative 

attitude towards informal greenspaces, seeing them as neglected and unmanaged (Rupprecht 

et al. 2018). According to the studies, most of the residents prefer some level of human 

influence and maintenance in informal greenspaces rather than none (Farahani, Maller 

2019).   

 

 

1.3.3. New approach for informal greenspaces 

 

Recent research has shown that formal greenspaces may be failing to meet the diverse needs 

of a growing urban population.  In result, residents can be forced to travel long distances if 

they want to access regional open spaces to compensate for the lack of local greenspaces. 

However, some residents are unable to do that due to time, finances or disabilities. 

Furthermore, even if local governments wanted to develop new urban greenspaces within 

the city that would satisfy the needs of the residents, they might also have a lack of finances 

or space to do so (Rupprecht et al. 2015).  
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In recent years, many researchers have begun looking towards informal urban greenspaces 

for potential solutions (Rupprecht et al. 2015). They are trying to understand how these areas 

function and how they might meet the needs of diverse urban population (Rupprecht, Byrne 

2014). There are many opportunities to redevelop these spaces in terms of their ecological, 

recreational and social value (Kim et al. 2018).  

 

Informal greenspaces with their various forms of vegetation are particularly interesting for 

urban green systems because they provide a broad habitat and high level of biodiversity 

(Mathley, Rink 2010). A study done about these kinds of spaces revealed that people also 

favor greenspaces with high biodiversity levels over greenspaces with low biodiversity 

levels. It also showed that people even appreciate the spontaneous vegetation at wasteland 

sites (Fischer, Kowarik 2018).  

 

Informal greenspaces also provide opportunities for diverse range of activities and uses that 

formal greenspaces may fail to provide (Farahani, Maller 2019). Therefore, they often work 

as complementary to formal greenspaces. They are places where residents can plant gardens, 

practice art or engage in other unmonitored activities (Pearsall, Lucas 2014) that foster 

creativity, adventure and discovery (Farahani, Maller 2019). 

 

All of this points to opportunities in including informal greenspaces into green infrastructure 

rather than developing them into residential or commercial building. Establishing a 

biodiversity-friendly management in wide range of urban greenspaces is a great opportunity 

and a win-win situation for biodiversity conservation and to people who use them (Fischer, 

Kowarik 2018) 

 

 

1.4. Spatial development of Northern Tallinn 

 

Northern Tallinn (in Estonian: Põhja-Tallinn) is one of the eight administrative districts of 

Tallinn, the capital of Estonia. It has nine subdistricts – Kalamaja, Karjamaa, Kelmiküla, 

Kopli, Merimetsa, Paljasssaare, Pelgulinn, Pelguranna and Sitsi (Wikipedia 2020).  

 

Northern Tallinn is located near the city center, from the edge of Tallinn’s Old Town up to 

the North of the city, covering the entire Paljassaare peninsula.  
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1.4.1. The history of land use in Northern Tallinn  

 

The history of land use in Northern Tallinn has been very distinct during different time 

periods. Due to the distinctive styles of these periods, the architecture of Northern Tallinn is 

very diverse, varying from traditional wooden houses to soviet blockhouses.  

 

The first time when a part of Northern Tallinn, Kalamaja, was mentioned in the literature 

was in 15th century. Throughout the centuries, Kalamaja has been one of the Tallinn’s oldest 

and largest suburbs (Nerman 1996).  

 

In 1710, when Peter the Great took over Tallinn, he immediately started to develop it into a 

military fortress. During that time, it was forbidden to build housing areas outside the city’s 

walls and for that reason Northern Tallinn was mainly covered with forests and meadows 

until the middle of the 19th century. However, the suburbs, along with Kalamaja, started to 

develop. Peter the Great also had an impact on the architecture of Tallinn as building stone 

houses was forbidden by him (Müürisepp et al. 2006).  

 

Northern Tallinn started to change drastically in the end of 19th century and in the beginning 

of 20th century, when the new railway, connecting Tallinn to Saint Petersburg was 

developed. Along with the railway, Russians started to develop a new industrial-military 

complex in Northern Tallinn. Three huge shipyards along with many other factories were 

built. The industrial importance of Northern Tallinn and especially of Kopli area was 

growing. Initially, most of the population was Russian speaking (Müürisepp et al. 2006).  

 

Everything changed after the First World War. The new political situation had a negative 

impact on the industries in Northern Tallinn. Most of the workers went back to Russia, the 

industries were bankrupt or abandoned and looted. In 1930, the economic situation 

improved. The population of Tallinn was growing and some of the industries were renovated. 

The only area in Northern Tallinn that stayed almost uninhabited was Paljassaare peninsula, 

which was only used for military purposes. During the Estonian independence, urban 

planning also progressed (Müürisepp et al. 2006). 

 

After the Soviet occupation and the Second World War, Tallinn was severely damaged. In 

the following years, Tallinn was mainly being restored. Soon after that, planning for the 



 15 

further developments of the city began. In Soviet Union, that was done through general plans 

(Müürisepp et al. 2006).  

 

The first general plan was developed in 1945. In the general plan, it was suggested to keep 

the existing industrial areas as they are and build new ones in the district of Lasnamäe. The 

general plan also dealt with the residential areas in Northern Tallinn. The aim was to improve 

the quality of life. During that time, large-scale panel housing districts were built in Northern 

Tallinn (Müürisepp et al. 2006).  

 

In 1968, the second general plan was developed. In this general plan, Tallinn was divided 

into industrial, residential, transport and public space zones. It was the first time, when the 

city was divided into clear planning zones, in which each zone would have its own 

community center and architectural style. In Northern Tallinn, these areas were Kalamaja, 

Pelgulinna and Kopli (Müürisepp et al. 2006).  

 

After Estonia regained its independence, Northern Tallinn didn’t get much attention in the 

general plans. The importance of Northern Tallinn’s coastline and new development ideas 

for the ports to increase tourism were mentioned, but no actual solutions were proposed, or 

they were very controversial. One of the factors that has also prevented the successful 

development of Northern Tallinn is the private sector. While the city tries to come up with 

development plans and solutions, the private sector acts on their own (Müürisepp et al. 

2006).  

 

 

1.4.2. The new general plan of Northern Tallinn 

 

The creation of the new general plan for Northern Tallinn was initiated in 2006 and it is not 

yet approved. The aim of the new general plan is to come up with clear directions for the 

perspective future development of Northern Tallinn district (Tallinna Linnaplaneermise 

Amet 2019).  

 

According to the general plan, the biggest values of Northern Tallinn are its attractive 

location near the city center, long sea border, natural green areas (Merimetsa park forest, 

Paljassaare conservation area), subdistricts with strong identities (Kalamaja, Pelguranna, 
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Kopli) and former industrial areas that now have a new function (Telliskivi Creative City, 

Baltic Station Market, Noblessner). The biggest issues in Northern Tallinn are social issues 

– high number of people in risk groups, and the consequent negative image it conveys of the 

district (Tallinna Linnaplaneermise Amet 2019).  

 

The new general plan provides a basis for maintaining and improving the green infrastructure 

of Northern Tallinn (Tallinna Linnaplaneermise Amet 2019). There are currently 32 ha of 

formal greenspaces and approximately 190 ha of informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn, 

which makes up almost 12% of the overall surface area of the district (Põhja-Tallinna 

valitsus 2013). Most of the formal greenspaces are located in the western and northern part 

of the district (Tallinna Linnaplaneermise Amet 2019). Figure 1 illustrates the new green 

infrastructure plan of Northern Tallinn, which consists of both formal and informal 

greenspaces. 

 

One of the most noticeable changes is the removal of the railway corridor leading up to 

Paljassaare. Instead of the railway, a new corridor will connect Paljassaare conservation area 

with the rest of the district. Another noticeable change is related to Kopli landfill, which is 

now categorized as a greenspace called Kopli hill.  

 

There will also be another green corridor going through the district. Figure 2 shows the 

location of the 2.5 kilometers long pollination corridor called “Putukaväil”. The pollination 

corridor will be a part of 11 kilometers long green corridor from the western border of Tallinn 

right up the footsteps of Old Town, following a former railway and high voltage transmission 

cable corridor (Tallinna Linnaplaneermise Amet 2019). 

 

Another big change is going to take place in Kopli Lines area, which after the collapse of 

Soviet Union became a habitat for homeless people. It will be developed into a new 

residential area and a beach promenade will be built along the sea towards Paljassaare 

conservation area (Open House Tallinn 2020). 
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Figure 1. The new green infrastructure plan of Northern Tallinn (Tallinna 

Linnaplaneerimise Amet 2019).  
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Figure 2. The location of the pollination corridor “Putukaväil” in Northern Tallinn district 

(Tallinna Linnaplaneerimise Amet 2019).   
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3. METHODOLOGY 

 

Northern Tallinn is a district that has many individual characteristics that have been 

developed and used differently in different parts of the district. The versatility of the district 

makes it a good case study area. The methodology that was used in this thesis consists of 

three main parts – site selection, characterization and data analysis. 

 

The first part of the methodology, site selection, was based on the criteria that was created 

to find a variety of sites with different characteristics that would still be similar in some 

ways. The selected sites had to be: 1) physically open spaces, 2) at least visually accessible 

and 3) not yet recognized as formal greenspaces. The sites that met the criteria were found 

by analyzing the information gathered from the Google Maps (2020) orthophoto of Northern 

Tallinn and from the Tallinn case study sites of the CO-LAND intensive program 

(Colandwiki 2019). During site selection, 28 case study sites were distinguished. The borders 

of the sites were initially marked by looking at the land cover of the Google Maps (2020) 

orthophoto of Northern Tallinn and correctly defined after visiting the sites. Figure 3 

illustrates the locations of the sites in Northern Tallinn.  

 

The second part of the methodology, characterization, consisted of analyzing the 28 case 

study sites. Before the analysis, a table of characteristics was created (Appendix 1), using 

Google Docs software. The table consisted of six topics - general, land cover, safety, use, 

management and water. Each topic covered a variety of topic-related aspects that combined 

gave an overview of the site. The aim of the general topic was to provide information about 

the size, ownership, designated purpose, surroundings, visibility, accessibility and the 

existing furniture of the site. The purpose of the land cover topic was to provide information 

about the land cover types, their percentages and the greenery of the site. The aim of the 

safety topic was to provide information about the perceived social control of the site. The 

purpose of the use topic was to provide information about the used spatial elements and the 

signs of use that were found from the site. The aim of the management topic was to provide 

information about the level of management within the site and possible belonging to a bigger 

group or partnership. The purpose of the water topic was to provide information about the 
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access to water, its type, visual quality and importance to the site. The analysis consisted of 

two parts – map analysis and field study.  

 

Map analysis was done via Maa-amet’s (2020) X-GIS map service. The aim of the map 

analysis was to find out the information about the plot size, land ownership, designated 

purpose of the land, distance to the nearest formal green area, distance to the nearest 

residential area, and distance to the closest public transportation stop. The information that 

was found from Maa-Amet’s (2020) X-GIS map service was entered straightly into the table. 

 

The field study was done by visiting the case study sites. All sites were visited at least once 

during the day. Approximately 30 minutes were spent visiting each site depending on the 

size of the site. The aim of the field study was to find out the rest of the necessary information 

needed to fill the table. It is important to mention that the current activities that the sites were 

used for were assumed from the evidence found or seen within the sites. The most important 

characteristics of the sites were photographed. During field study, a paper version of the 

table was filled from where the information was later entered into the table. If during field 

study signs of the site belonging to a bigger group or partnership were found, it was further 

researched through googling. 

 

The table was filled with the information in a way that made the analysis of the table as easy 

as possible. The majority of the questions were answered with a yes or a no answer. The 

questions that required a descriptive answer, were answered shortly with key words. There 

were also some questions about the sense of space. These kinds of questions were answered 

with a number from a five-point scale, where 5 was equal to very high and 1 was equal to 

very low.    

 

The third part of the methodology, data analysis, was based on the analysis of the created 

table. That was done to get the information needed to answer the research questions set for 

this thesis. Firstly, an overview of each topic from the table was written to get a better 

understanding of the characteristics of the sites. That provided information on what 

characteristics appeared more frequently and what characteristics had an effect on the other 

characteristics and use of the sites. That was done by counting and comparing the answers 

in the table. After that, a typology of sites with similar characteristics was created, by 

adapting the urban vacant land typology developed by Kim et al. (2018) to the sites found 
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in Northern Tallinn. That was done to see what types of informal greenspaces can be found 

in Northern Tallinn and if it is possible to categorize informal greenspaces in Northern 

Tallinn by using the already developed urban vacant land typology. The typology by Kim et 

al. (2018) was chosen because of its universality. Lastly, the relations of the most frequently 

appearing characteristics and their impact on the concentration of the use were analyzed. 

That was done to understand if these characteristics have an impact on determining the use 

of informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn.  

 

 

Figure 3. The location of the sites in Northern Tallinn (Google Earth 2020).  
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4. RESULTS 

 

4.1. Overview of the characteristics 

 

4.1.1. General 

 

The average size of the site is 5.86 hectares, the smallest being 0.58 hectares and the biggest 

being 21.3 hectares.  

 

The land ownership varies between state, private, public and mixed ownership. There are 

twelve sites that have a state ownership, four sites that have a private ownership, one site 

that has a public ownership and eleven sites that have a mixed ownership. See figure 4. The 

mixed ownership occurs mainly on the bigger sites, which are made of several smaller 

cadastral units that often have different ownerships.  

 

 

Figure 4. Land ownership (Google Earth 2020).   
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The designated purpose of the sites varies between nine different categories - residential land 

commercial land, transportation land, production land, national defense land, waste disposal 

land, land without specific purpose and land for social infrastructure buildings. See figure 5. 

There are eleven sites with multiple designated purposes. The most common designated 

purpose of the land is residential. There are nine sites where the land is entirely or partly 

meant for residential buildings. There is only one site (1) that is partly meant for social 

infrastructure buildings, which is also the least common designated purpose of the sites. 

 

 

Figure 5. The designated purpose of the sites (Google Earth 2020).  

 

The closest surroundings of the sites are divided into seven types – green area, dwelling area, 

business area, industry building, infrastructure, busy road and sea. There are fourteen sites 
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surroundings. The most typical surroundings are infrastructure elements, which are 
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the sea and nineteen sites surrounded by some type of greenspace, either formal or informal. 

The average distance to the closest formal greenspace is 312 meters, the furthest being 900 

meters away and the closest being connected to one of the sites. All sites, except two (3, 21), 

have a public transportation stop in 400 meters proximity.  

 

There is one site that is visible from very far away. See figure 6 and 7. It is the former Kopli 

landfill, which is a hill now. There are twelve sites that are visible only from very close. 

They are located either behind buildings or trees, or they are on a lower level then their 

surroundings. In general, the visibility to the site from a distance is affected by the 

topography and the surroundings. 

 

 

Figure 6. The visibility to the sites from a distance (Google Earth 2020). 

 

 

Figure 7. The visibility to the sites from a distance.  
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There are four sites (5, 7, 16,19) entirely surrounded by a fence or a wall, out of which three 

(7, 16, 19) are inaccessible. Two of them (7, 19) are inaccessible due to security and safety 

reasons as one of them (7) is being used by the navy and another one (19) by the company 

called Estonian Railways Ltd. See figure 8. The reason for why the third site (16) is 

inaccessible is unknown. It is a completely empty site. See figure 9. Although, it is worth 

mentioning that it is located in front of military buildings.  

 

    

Figure 8. Estonian Railways Ltd.                     Figure 9. Empty site. 

 

There is some type of furniture in seventeen sites. Self-made furniture is in eight sites. See 

figure 10. Fireplaces are in nine sites. See figure 11. There are six sites, where there are both 

self-made furniture and fireplaces.   

 

    

Figure 10. Self-made chair.                               Figure 11. Self-made oven.  
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4.1.2. Land cover 

 

The land cover of the sites varies from natural to artificial. The land cover of the inaccessible 

sites is unknown and therefore they are excluded from the following results. On average, 

each site has between five to six different land cover types. The most common types are trees 

and soil, which can be found from almost all the sites. The least common types are water 

and sand. There are two sites (20, 24) that have a waterbody within the site. There are 

buildings located in eleven sites, out of which in only one (9), the buildings can be considered 

as abandoned. In most cases, the buildings are some kind of utility buildings.  

 

There are ten sites that are covered with spontaneous vegetation, which is also the most 

common greenery within these sites. That is followed by eight sites that are mostly vegetated 

by grass and other non-woody plants. The smallest site (14) is mostly covered with 

ornamental plants. All the other sites have semi-spontaneous vegetation.  

 

 

4.1.3. Water 

 

It is possible to access Baltic sea from six sites (3, 8, 21, 24, 26, 28) and from one site (20) 

it is possible to access Kaela lake. The accessibility to water is affected by the shoreline. The 

access to the sea is very easy from three sites (8, 21, 26). These sites have a sandy shore. 

The access to the lake and to the sea from the rest of the three sites is more complicated due 

to the steep rocky shore.  

 

The visual quality of the sea is very high in all the sites. The visual quality of the lake is 

lower because it has a construction site as a background. 

 

 

4.1.4. Safety 

 

The perceived social control is very high in six sites and very low in two sites. See figure 12 

and 13. The perceived social control is very high in all four sites that are fenced. It is also 

very high in one of the sites (18) where a lot of people move around and in one site (15) with 

high military surveillance. In general, the perceived social control is higher in the sites where 
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more people move around or in the sites that have a presence of surveillance, either they are 

surrounded by law enforcement buildings or residential buildings. The perceived social 

control is very low in the two sites that have a very poor visibility and a very spontaneous 

and dense vegetation.  In general, the perceived social control is lower in the sites that have 

a poor visibility to the distance or to the surroundings or where there are less people.  

 

 

Figure 12. The perceived social control of the sites (Google Earth 2020).  

 

 

Figure 13. The perceived social control of the sites.  
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owned or belong to some bigger groups or partnerships. It is also very high in the smallest 

site (14), which is covered with very well-maintained ornamental vegetation. In general, the 

level of management is higher in the sites that have a maintained vegetation and are clean. 

The level of management is very low in sites that have a spontaneous and dense vegetation 

or trash laying around.  

 

 

Figure 14. The level of management within the sites.  

 

 

Figure 15. The level on management within the sites (Google Earth 2020).   
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Mürk 2019). Another site (5), which seems to be following the footsteps of Telliskivi 

Creative City, is the former Põhjala rubber factory. It is being managed and developed by a 

company called Põhjala Üks Ltd and by a non-profit organization called Põhjala Tehas 

(Põhjala Tehas 2019). Even though these sites are owned by private investors, they have 

been developed into a creative hub in partnership with group of activists.  

 

There are two sites (2, 3) where part of the site is used by a bigger group, even though it does 

not belong to them. One of them (2) is used by a community garden called Pelguaed, which 

was created as a result of a survey that was carried out among the residents of Northern 

Tallinn. The aim of the survey was to find out what would the residents like to see in that 

site (Pennaste 2020). Another site (3) is used by the Estonian University of Life Sciences 

who is carrying out a research to understand how small-scale interventions can change 

informal greenspace to a community space while meeting the needs of the locals and 

promoting health and wellbeing (BlueHealth 2020). Even though parts of these sites are very 

managed, the overall perception about the level of management is not very high due to the 

fact that other parts of the site are not so managed.  

 

 

4.1.6. Use 

 

All sites that are accessible have some signs of being used. Sites that are inaccessible have 

been excluded from the following results. There were signs of long-term use in twenty-two 

sites and of short-term use in twenty sites. In twenty-two sites there were also signs of 

destructive use and vandalism.   

 

All signs of use that seemed to require people to spend longer amount of time in the sites 

were considered as long-term use. There were five sites with very high concentration of 

long-term use. See figure 16 and 17. Three of them were situated by the sea and two of them 

in the areas that belong to bigger partnerships - Telliskivi Creative City and Põhjala Factory. 

In general, there were more signs of long-term use in sites located by the sea or in sites that 

had a spontaneous vegetation that was somewhat maintained, but not regularly. There were 

three sites with no signs of long-term use. One of them (11) is the former Kopli landfill, 

which is very open and visible. Two of them (22, 27) had a very spontaneous and dense 

vegetation, which made them very hard to access. In general, there were less signs of long-
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term use in sites that were very open, had a spontaneous and dense vegetation or a presence 

of law enforcement. 

 

 

Figure 16. The concentration of long-term use (Google Earth 2020). 

 

 

Figure 17. The concentration of long-term use.  

 

All signs of long-term use were categorized into seven groups – gathering places, fishing, 

street art, homeless camps, gardening, birdwatching and other.  

 

All signs that indicated the congregation of people without any other purpose than 

socializing, were grouped as gathering places. There were signs of gathering places in 

fourteen sites. In two sites (5, 18), the gathering places were more formal sitting areas near 

outdoor cafes and restaurants. See figure 18. They were located in sites that are highly 

managed and belong to bigger partnerships - Telliskivi Creative City and Põhjala Factory. 
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In eleven sites (3, 6, 8, 12, 17, 20, 21, 23, 24, 26, 28), the gathering places were self-made 

sitting areas and fireplaces. See figure 19. They were located in sites that were less open and 

not very visible from a distance. The vegetation in these sites was spontaneous and not 

regularly maintained. The perceived social control was also lower in these sites. The sitting 

areas and fireplaces were usually made out of the materials found from the surrounding 

areas. Most commonly used materials were bricks, stones, limestones, wood blanks and 

pallets. 

 

    

Figure 18. Formal gathering place.                  Figure 19. Informal gathering place.  

 

There was one site (4) that had a semi-formal gathering place. See figure 20. It was 

surrounded by residential buildings and had quite a high perceived social control. The 

furniture in this site was self-made but looked more permanent. The vegetation was mostly 

low-lying and maintained.  

 

 

Figure 20. Semi-formal gathering place.  
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There were signs of fishing in three sites (21, 24, 26).  All sites were located by the sea. 

There were signs of two types of fishing – net fishing and line fishing. Net fishing occurred 

on two sites (21, 26) with sandy shores. See figure 21. Line fishing occurred on one site (24), 

with steep rocky shore. See figure 22. 

 

    

Figure 21. Net fishing.                                     Figure 22. Line fishing.  

 

Street art was found from fourteen sites (2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 15, 17, 18, 23, 25). All 

sites were surrounded by infrastructure and had some type of physical structures or barriers 

within them or surrounding them. From the size and the height of the graffiti it is possible to 

say if they were made with a permission or not. In two sites (5, 18) the street art was painted 

in large scale on a higher surface. See figure 23. These sites had a very high level of 

management and were covered mostly with artificial land cover. In all the other sites, the 

street art was painted in small scale on a lower surface. See figure 24. Generally, these sites 

were less managed and covered mostly with natural land cover.  

 

    

Figure 23. Legal street art.                                Figure 24. Illegal street art.  



 33 

There were signs of homeless camps in three sites (1, 8, 21). All sites were surrounded by 

green areas and business areas. Homeless camps were located in the sites that are not visible 

from a distance and that are not managed. Within the sites, homeless camps were also located 

in the areas that are more hidden, either behind trees or slopes. In one of the sites (1), there 

was a one-person homeless camp and in the other two sites, the homeless camps were for 

multiple people. See figure 25 and 26.  

 

    

Figure 25. One-person homeless camp.          Figure 26. Bigger homeless camp.  

 

There were signs of gardening in three sites (2, 5, 14). All sites were surrounded by 

residential buildings and infrastructure. The perceived social control was also high. The 

gardening was more organized in two sites (2, 5), which were used for community gardening. 

See figure 27. One of them was part of Põhjala factory (5) and another one (3) was the result 

of a survey carried out among the residents. There third site (14) was covered with 

flowerbeds. See figure 28.  

 

    

Figure 27. Community garden.                        Figure 28. Flowerbeds.  
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There were signs of birdwatching in four sites (3, 8, 21, 24). All sites were located by the 

sea, where people were seen watching swans.  

 

There were seven sites (2, 3, 5, 13, 18, 20, 26) with signs of long-term activities that did not 

occur anywhere else. These activities were grouped together as other. There was a garage, a 

construction waste site, swing, kitesurf spot and a dog park. There were a lot of long-term 

activities noticed especially in Telliskivi Creative City and Põhjala Factory that were not 

noticed anywhere else. 

 

All signs of use that seemed to occur on the site for a relatively short period of time were 

considered as short-term use. There were three sites with very high concentration of short-

term use. See figure 29 and 30. All of them were surrounded by residential buildings and 

business areas. There were five sites with no signs of short-term use. These sites were not 

visible from a distance. One of them (15) was very narrow and had a very high military 

surveillance. Other four sites either had a very spontaneous vegetation or were further away 

from the district center.  

 

 

Figure 29. The concentration of short-term use (Google Earth 2020).  
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Figure 30. The concentration of short-term use.  

 

All signs of short-term use were categorized into five groups – dog walking, shortcuts, 

parking, sports and fireworks.  

 

There were signs of dog walking in fifteen sites (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 18, 21, 24, 

28). Dog walking happened in two types of sites. Either the sites were surrounded by 

residential buildings, where the land cover was more managed or in the sites that were by 

the sea, where the vegetation was more spontaneous and where the sites were connected to 

other green areas. 

 

There were signs of shortcuts in fourteen sites (1, 2, 4, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 17, 18, 20, 22, 23, 

24). All sites were surrounded by infrastructure and had a bus stop in 400-meter proximity. 

There were different types of shortcuts. Some of them looked more official and had 

developed a different land cover than in the surrounding areas. See figure 31. These types of 

shortcuts were generally located close to business areas and residential buildings or formed 

a corridor to get to the sea. In some sites, the shortcuts looked less used. The land cover was 

the same as in the surroundings, the vegetation was just a little trampled down. See figure 

32. These types of shortcuts usually led to isolated buildings or gathering places.  

 

    

Figure 31. Official shortcut.                            Figure 32. Unofficial shortcut.  
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There were signs of car parking in eleven sites (1, 2, 3, 5, 9, 10, 13, 14, 18, 23, 28). All sites 

were surrounded by infrastructure. Most of the sites were surrounded either by residential 

buildings, garages or business areas. In all the sites, except one (28), the parking spaces 

looked regularly used. There were formal parking spaces in three sites (2, 5, 18). The land 

cover in formal parking spaces was artificial, either asphalt or gravel. See figure 33. The 

land cover in informal parking spaces varied from artificial to natural. See figure 34. 

 

    

Figure 33. Formal parking space.                    Figure 34. Informal parking space.  

 

There were people seen doing sports in five sites (1, 8, 11, 18, 21). In four sites (1, 8, 11, 21) 

people were either jogging or doing Nordic walking. These sports were done either by the 

sea or on a site, where there used to be a landfill. The land cover in these sites was mostly 

natural. There were people skateboarding in Telliskivi Creative City (18).   

 

There were remains of fireworks in four sites (3, 11, 12, 17). All the sites were surrounded 

by residential buildings. The remains of fireworks were usually situated in sites or in the 

parts of it that had a maintained low-lying vegetation.  

 

All signs of use that seemed to refer to illegal or deliberately destructive activities were 

considered as destructive use or vandalism. There were eight sites with very high 

concentration of destructive use or vandalism. See figure 35 and 36. Generally, these sites 

were not visible from a distance and the perceived social control was low. The vegetation 

within these sites was spontaneous and they were very poorly managed. There were two sites 

with no signs of destructive use or vandalism. Both of them were privately owned, very 

managed and visible from a distance. In general, there were less signs of destructive use in 

sites that were either very visible from a distance or that were not visible at all.   
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All signs of destructive use were categorized into eight groups – littering, graffiti marks, 

construction waste, alcohol use, drug use, demolishing, prostitution and urinating.  

 

 

Figure 35. The concentration of destructive use (Google Earth 2020).  

 

 

Figure 36. The concentration of destructive use.  

 

There were signs of littering in seventeen sites (1, 3, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 15, 17, 18, 20, 

21, 22, 23, 27, 28). Generally, the litter consisted of cigarette butts and plastic bags. The 

littering was heavier on sites with very spontaneous vegetation and no or very few signs of 

long-term use. These kinds of sites were used for dumping large and hazardous items, such 

as tires and old furniture. See figure 37. They were also accessible by car. There were no 

signs of littering in sites that were very open and visible from a distance or on a site 

surrounded by a wall (5).  
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Figure 37. Heavy littering.  

 

Graffiti marks were found from fifteen sites (1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 15, 17, 18, 23, 26). 

All sites had some type of physical structures or barriers within them or surrounding them. 

In majority of the sites, the graffiti marks were just random words or names. See figure 38. 

There was one site (1), located next to the Tallinn City Center police station that had a rude 

message towards the police on the wall. This wall also had signs of graffiti removal. See 

figure 39. 

 

    

Figure 38. Graffiti marks.                                 Figure 39. Graffiti removal.  

 

Construction waste was found from eleven sites (3, 6, 9, 13, 17, 20, 21, 23, 24, 25, 28). In 

seven sites (17, 20, 21, 23, 24, 25, 28) the construction waste consisted of large concreate 

constructions. See figure 40. They were located either by the sea or by the railways. In all 

the other sites, the construction waste consisted of piles of bricks. See figure 41. These sites 

were less managed and easily accessible by car.  
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Figure 40. Concreate construction waste.        Figure 41. Pile of bricks.  

 

There were signs of alcohol use in nine sites (1, 3, 6, 8, 9, 12, 17, 23, 28). In all of the sites, 

except two (1, 9), signs of alcohol use were situated next to gathering places, out of which 

six (3, 8, 12, 17, 23, 28) had a fireplace. See figure 42. Generally, these sites were not very 

visible from a distance and the gathering place was also situated in a more hidden place 

within the site, either behind trees or a noise barrier. In two sites (1, 9), there were just empty 

alcohol bottles laying on the ground. See figure 43. These sites had a low level of 

management and spontaneous vegetation.  

 

    

Figure 42. Alcohol use by the fireplace.          Figure 43. Alcohol bottles on the ground.  

 

There were signs of drug use in three sites (3, 8, 23). These sites were not managed and not 

visible from a distance. In two sites (3, 23) the needles were by the fireplace. See figure 44. 

The vegetation in the sites was low-lying and not regularly maintained. In one site (8), the 

needles were just lying on the ground. See figure 45. The vegetation in this site was 

spontaneous. 
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Figure 44. Needles by the fireplace.                Figure 45. Needles on the ground.  

 

There were signs of demolishing in two sites (3, 8). These sites were not visible from a 

distance and had a low perceived social control. Both of the sites had also signs of drug and 

alcohol use. In both cases, the material was used for self-made furniture. In one of the sites 

(8), there was a derelict building by the site, which was broken into. See figure 46. In the 

other site (3), a fence surrounding a garage had signs of demolishment. See figure 47.  

 

    

Figure 46. Demolished building.                      Figure 47. Demolished fence.  

 

There were signs of prostitution in two sites (1, 28). These sites were not managed and had 

a spontaneous vegetation. It is worth mentioning that one of those sites (1) was located next 

to the Tallinn City Centre police station. There was a spot on both sites where there was a 

huge number of used condoms and its packages on the ground. See figure 48. Both spots 

were surrounded by trees and bushes.  
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Figure 48. Used condoms and its packages.  

 

There were signs of urinating in one site (28). This site was surrounded by a busy road, green 

area and sea. The vegetation was spontaneous. There was also a gathering place located on 

the site. 

 

 

4.2. Urban vacant land typology based on the case study sites 

 

Based on the similar characteristics of the sites, they were categorized into different types. 

That was done by adapting the urban vacant land typology developed by Kim et al. (2018) 

to the sites found in Northern Tallinn.  According to his study, urban vacant land can be 

divided into five main types – transportation-related sites, natural sites, unattended with 

vegetation sites, post-industrial sites and derelict sites.  

 

Since the typology created by Kim et al. (2018) is not expected to serve as an absolute 

typological framework for categorizing urban vacant land, it was adjusted according to the 

sites found in Northern Tallinn. Some of the types were divided into subtypes.  

 

There were seven types of sites – transportation-related sites, wetlands, coastal sites, 

unattended sites with vegetation sites, industrial complexes, brownfields and derelict sites. 

See figure 49.  
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Figure 49. Urban vacant land typology based on the case study sites (Google Earth 2020).  

 

 

4.2.1. Transportation-related sites 

 

There are eight transportation-related sites. Transportation-related sites are linear spaces 

located alongside the railways. All sites are surrounded by business areas and infrastructure. 

Depending on the location of the site, the vegetation varies from managed to unmanaged. 

The vegetation is more managed in the sites or in the parts of it that are more visible from a 

distance. Small-scale topographic changes are quite common. Typically, the railway is on a 

higher or lower level than the rest of the site. All sites, except one (10), are entirely or partly 

surrounded by some type of physical barrier, either noise barrier or fence. See figure 50 and 

51.  

 

All sites have signs of street art. Sites that are more visible from a distance with maintained 

vegetation and a higher perceived social control are mostly used for short-term activities 

such as dog walking and shortcuts. Sites that are less open, surrounded by noise barriers and 

with a lower perceived social control are used for gathering places and shortcuts, as well as 
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dog walking, but less often. All gathering places have signs of alcohol use. Almost all sites 

have signs of littering and graffiti marks. Construction debris is also quite common.  

 

    

Figure 50. Railway with noise barriers.           Figure 51. Railway without barriers.  

 

 

4.2.2. Natural sites 

 

There are eight natural sites. Natural sites are undeveloped spaces that have physical 

constraints by environment conditions. Most of the sites are surrounded by some type of 

green areas. Hence, they are not visible from a distance. The vegetation is spontaneous and 

not maintained. Natural sites can be divided into subtypes – wetlands and coastal sites.  

 

There are two wetlands. Wetlands are forested sites that are occasionally flooded. The 

vegetation is very spontaneous and dense, dominated by woody plants. Because of the dense 

vegetation, these sites are not very easily accessible. See figure 52. The perceived social 

control is also very low in these sites because there is no long-view distance and they are 

surrounded by other green areas. These sites are only used for littering, especially heavy 

littering, and shortcuts. 

 

There are six coastal sites. Coastal sites are all located by the sea. These sites are dominated 

by herbaceous plants rather than woody plants. The activities within the sites vary a little 

depending on the access to water. See figure 53 and 54. In general, these sites are used for 

long-term activities such as gathering places, fishing and birdwatching. Self-made furniture 

and fireplaces are common. These sites are also used for short-term activities, such as dog 
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walking and sports. Almost all sites have signs of littering. The sites that are located in 

Paljassaare peninsula have old concreate construction wastes within the sites.   

 

 

Figure 52. Wetland. 

 

    

Figure 53. Steep rocky seashore.                     Figure 54. Sandy seashore. 

 

 

4.2.3. Unattended with vegetation sites 

 

There are four unattended with vegetation sites. These sites are undeveloped spaces that are 

at least minimally maintained and may contain high biodiversity level. All sites are 

surrounded by infrastructure and residential buildings. Hence, they have quite a high 

perceived social control. Since they are located between buildings, they are not very visible 

from a distance. These sites are used for long-term activities such as gardening and short 

term-activities such as dog walking, shortcuts and parking. In one of the sites (1) the 
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vegetation is less maintained than in all the other sites. See figure 55 and 56. The intensity 

of destructive use is also higher in that site. 

   

    

Figure 55. Less maintained site.                      Figure 56. Maintained site. 

 

 

4.2.4. Post-industrial sites 

 

There are four post-industrial sites. Post-industrial sites are spaces that have been previously 

used for industrial purposes. All sites are surrounded by infrastructure elements and 

residential areas. These sites are managed, and the perceived social control is high. Post-

industrial sites can be divided into two subtypes – brownfields and industrial complexes. 

 

There are two brownfields. Brownfields are sites located in the areas that have been 

previously used for some sort of waste disposal. The land cover is natural, but managed. The 

vegetation is mostly low-lying, which makes the sites very open. See figure 57. These sites 

are mostly used for short-term activities such as shortcuts, dog walking or sports.  

 

There are two industrial complexes. Industrial complexes are old factories that now have 

found a new function. These sites are highly managed and parts of it might not be accessible 

at all hours during the day. The land cover is mostly artificial with very few trees and 

plantable space. See figure 58. These sites have a lot of signs of long-term activities that 

were not noticed anywhere else. They are also used for formal gathering places and have 

signs of legal street art. These sites are also used for short-term activities such as parking 

and dog walking.  
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Figure 57. Brownfield.                                     Figure 58. Industrial complex. 

 

 

4.2.5. Derelict sites 

 

There is only one derelict site. It is a site that has been previously developed as a residential 

area but is now abandoned. The land cover varies from natural to artificial. The vegetation 

is spontaneous, dominated by herbaceous plants. See figure 59. This site is mostly used for 

short-term activities such as dog walking, shortcuts and parking. There are also many signs 

of destructive use within the site such as littering, graffiti marks, construction waste and 

alcohol use. This site is also showing signs of development.  

 

 

Figure 59. Derelict site.  
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4.3. Relations of different characteristics 

 

4.3.1. Relation of plot size and concentration of signs of use 

 

In average, all sites with smaller plot size than the average 4.86 hectares have less signs of 

short-term activities than the sites with bigger plot size than the average 4.86 hectares. See 

figure 60. Same can be said about destructive use, even though the difference is minimal. It 

is the other way around with long-term use. It seems that plot size does not really affect the 

concentration of long-term use and destructive use.   

 

 

Figure 60. The relation of plot size and concentration of signs of use.  

 

 

4.3.2. Relation of land ownership and concentration of signs of use  

 

In average, the sites owned by the state have the lowest concentration of long-term use and 

short-term use. See figure 61. Even though there is only one site entirely in public ownership, 

in average it has the highest concentration of long-term use, short-term use and destructive 

use. Sites in private ownership have in average the lowest concentration of destructive use. 

In general, it seems that the ownership of the sites affects the concentration of short-term use 

the least. 

 

It is worth mentioning that there are eight sites with very high concentration of destructive 

use. One of the sites is the one and only site entirely in public ownership and four of the sites 

are entirely or partly in state ownership. Two of the sites, both located in Kopli Lines area, 
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are currently in private ownership, although until 2017 they were owned by the state. Right 

now, the private owner has already made plans to develop these sites into residential area.  

 

 

Figure 61. The relation of land ownership and concentration of signs of use.  

 

 

4.3.3. Relation of visibility and concentration of signs of use 

 

There is only one site with excellent visibility to the site from a distance and it only has signs 

of short-term use. See figure 62. Otherwise it seems that the visibility to the sites from a 

distance does not really affect the concentration of use, except for destructive activities, 

which are most common in sites that are not totally hidden but are not visible either.  

 

 

Figure 62. Relation of visibility and concentration of signs of use.  

 

 

4.3.4. Relation of land cover and concentration of signs of use 

 

The sites with very spontaneous and dense vegetation had less signs of any kind of use than 

all the other sites. Sites with this kind of land cover were only used for littering or shortcuts.  
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Sites that were very open with regularly maintained low-lying vegetation had also less signs 

of use, especially long-term use, than all the other sites.  

 

 

4.3.5. Relation of safety and concentration of signs of use 

 

Signs of long-term activities tend to occur more in sites with either very high perceived 

social control or in sites with low perceived social control. See figure 63. Short-term 

activities tend to occur in all the sites with small fluctuations, except for the sites with very 

low perceived social control. The lower the perceived social control is, the more there are 

signs of destructive use. However, there are very few signs of use in sites with very low 

perceived social control. These were the wetland sites.  

 

 

Figure 63. Relation of safety and concentration of signs of use.  

 

 

4.3.6. Relation of management and concentration of signs of use 

 

Long-term activities tend to occur more in sites with either very high level of management 

or in sites with lower level of management. See figure 64. Short-term activities tend to occur 

more in sites with higher level of management. The lower the management, the more 

destructive activities there are. However, there are less signs of destructive activities in sites 

with very low level of management than in sites with low level of management. It is also 

worth mentioning that self-made furniture is more common in the areas that are less 

managed. 
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Figure 64. Relation of management and concentration of signs of use.  

 

 

4.3.7. Relation of access to water and concentration of signs of use 

 

There were more signs of long-term activities in sites with access to water. Otherwise it 

seems that the access to water does not affect the concentration of short-term use and 

destructive use. See figure 65.  

 

 

Figure 65. Relation of access to water and concentration of signs of use. 

 

 

4.3.8. Relation of typology and concentration of signs of use  

 

There were more signs of long-term use in industrial complexes than in all the other types. 

See figure 66.  That is followed by coastal sites. There were no signs of long-term use in 

wetlands and very few signs of long-term use in brownfields. The concentration of signs of 

short-term use were the highest also in industrial complexes, followed very closely by the 

derelict site. The least signs of short-term use were in wetlands. There were more signs of 

destructive use in derelict site than in all the other types. The least number of signs of 

destructive use were in wetlands, brownfields and industrial complexes.   
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Figure 66. Relation of typology and concentration of signs of use  
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5. DISCUSSION 

 

This thesis aimed to find out what is distinctive for informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn, 

what type of informal greenspaces can be found in Northern Tallinn, and what kind of 

evidence of use and co-management by users can be found in Northern Tallinn.  

 

All the selected sites in Northern Tallinn had signs of some type of use. Even though there 

were two sites only used for littering and shortcuts, this result suggests that the formal 

greenspaces in Northern Tallinn might not fulfill all the needs of the residents or there might 

be a lack of formal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn. That is because there were also signs 

of activities in informal greenspaces such as dog walking and sports that are usually 

considered to be traditional activities for formal greenspaces. The question that remains is, 

are informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn used because of lack of formal greenspaces or 

because in the formal greenspaces certain activities are not allowed or provided for. 

 

The results showed that all the sites bigger than 4.86 hectares, which was the average size 

of the site, had more signs of short-term use. Since most of the bigger sites were linear 

spaces, they might be used more for short-term activities because they work as corridors that 

people use to get from one place to another.  

 

The sites in the state and public ownership, which are often still managed by the state, 

seemed to be used more for destructive activities than the sites in private ownership. That is 

probably because the signs of destructive use are often either removed or not allowed in the 

sites in private ownership.  

 

Most of the informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn had a poor visibility from a distance 

and over half of the sites had signs of littering. Taking into consideration the negative image 

that some people have of the district, they might not feel very secure in these spaces and 

perceive them as dangerous. The fear of crime and wastes might have a huge role in forming 

a general negative perception towards these spaces and regarding them as “wastelands”. That 

is also supported by the literature review. See chapter 1.3.2. 
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The results also showed that informal greenspaces with very spontaneous and dense 

vegetation or with regularly maintained low-lying vegetation were the sites with the lowest 

concentration of use, especially of long-term use. These kinds of sites were used mostly for 

short-term use. Furthermore, by looking at the location of these sites, they might be used as 

shortcuts to the sea just because there is no other more official way there. That indicates that 

people seem to prefer informal greenspaces that have a spontaneous vegetation that is still 

somewhat maintained, but not regularly. As discussed in the literature review, similar 

patterns have been seen in other studies as well. See chapter 1.3.2. 

 

There were quite many sites located by the sea, which had a lot of signs of use, especially of 

long-term use. Most of these coastal sites were surrounded by spontaneous vegetation and 

they were not very easy to get to because of that. The results show that people want to spend 

time by the sea despite the small trouble that they have to go through to get there. That also 

indicates that there is a lack of public spaces with a good access to water in Northern Tallinn 

and there is a need of natural areas nearby the sea. This in turn also means that there is a 

huge potential regarding the development along the sea. As mentioned in the literature 

review, there is already a plan to build a beach promenade along the northernmost coast, 

starting from the Kopli Lines area towards Palajassaare peninsula. See chapter 1.4.2. 

However, if the current users and use of these spaces is not recognized by the planners, some 

users might be forced to find a new location for their activities.  

 

The results also showed a correlation between the concentration of use, and management 

and perceived social control. There were more signs of long-term use in sites with either a 

very high or low level of management and perceived social control. The choice of site for 

long-term activities most likely depends on the nature of the activity. The sites with a high 

level of management and perceived social control were mostly used for a wide range of long-

term activities that are allowed and legal, such as formal gathering places and legal street 

art. The sites with a low level of management and perceived social control were used more 

for illegal and officially unapproved long-term activities such as illegal street art, homeless 

camps, or informal gathering places with fireplaces or alcohol use. The reason why the sites 

with a very low level of management and perceived social control were not used has 

probably something to do again with the too spontaneous and dense vegetation, which makes 

them hard to access or people feel unsafe. The concentration of signs of short-term use 

depended less on the level of management and perceived social control, but rather on the 
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surroundings. There were more signs of short-term use near residential buildings and 

business areas. Most likely because people look for shorter ways to reach their destinations, 

walk their dog near home or park their car near their home or work. As expected with 

destructive use, the lower the level of management and perceived social control was, the 

more there were destructive activities.  

 

The results also proved that it is possible to adapt the urban vacant land typology developed 

by Kim et al. (2018) to the selected case study sites in Northern Tallinn. Although, some of 

the types had to be divided into subtypes. The results showed that seven types of informal 

greenspaces can be found in Northern Tallinn - transportation-related sites, wetlands, coastal 

sites, unattended with vegetation sites, industrial complexes, brownfields and derelict sites. 

Each type had some characteristics unique only to them, which often had a huge role in 

determining the use of the sites.  

 

The majority of the selected sites had evidence of at least some level of management. In 

most cases, it was the vegetation that showed signs of some type of maintenance, even if it 

was very minimal. There were eleven sites, where people had created self-made furniture or 

fireplaces, probably to make themselves more comfortable or to stay there for a longer time. 

This result also indicates that there might be a need for more formal grilling areas in Northern 

Tallinn. It is also worth mentioning that self-made furniture was more common in sites that 

were less managed, and it was usually made out of the materials from the surrounding areas. 

This finding suggests that either people feel more creative in natural environments or they 

feel more free to co-create less managed spaces because they feel like no one minds it or 

judges them. There were two sites with former industrial complexes that have been or are 

being developed into a creative hub by private investors together with a group of activists – 

Telliskivi Creative City and Põhjala Factory. That seems to be a growing trend in Northern 

Tallinn and in Estonia and Europe in general. As mentioned in the literature review, these 

types of areas seem to be encouraged and valued by the municipality of Northern Tallinn as 

well. See chapter 1.4.2. There were also two sites that are currently being used by bigger 

groups in partnership with the municipality, one of them is being used by the Estonian 

University of Life Sciences for research and another one by the community garden called 

Pelguaed, which was created as a result of a survey carried out among the residents. That 

indicates that the development or management of informal greenspaces is happening more 

and more through the cooperation of different stakeholders.  
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The author of this thesis also wanted to find out if the municipality’s claim that these areas 

are mostly used for criminal activity, alcohol and drug use or as places for homeless camps 

(Põhja-Tallinna valitsus 2013), is true. There were signs of alcohol use in nine sites. In six 

sites, signs of alcohol use were noticed by the fireplaces. That may indicate that alcohol use 

was not the predominant activity at the time, but rather people might have had a barbecue 

while drinking alcohol. Although, it should be noted that it might not be the most accurate 

result, since a lot of people may take their tare with them. Signs of drug use were noticed in 

three sites, which does not seem like a lot, considering that Northern Tallinn is one of 

districts with the highest number of injecting drug users in Tallinn (Tervise Arengu Instituut 

2016). That might indicate that the needle exchange point in Northern Tallinn works. Signs 

of homeless camps were seen in three sites. Considering all the above mentioned, it does not 

seem like these areas are mostly used for these kinds of activities, even though this kind of 

use is definitely present.  

 

This research was an attempt to recognize informal urban greenspaces in Northern Tallinn 

and open possibilities for further holistic studies that could lead to sustainable planning 

strategies for informal greenspaces which according to the main value of the place (social, 

natural, cultural) could direct its further development.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

The growing urban population has placed a lot of pressure on formal greenspaces to fulfill 

all the nature and well-being needs of the residents. Even though informal greenspaces have 

taken over many of the functions of formal greenspaces, they are often not included in the 

green infrastructure. However, as these spaces are rarely vacant and unused, there is a huge 

potential in redeveloping these spaces in terms of their social, natural, and recreational value.  

 

In Estonia, there is not much research done about these kinds of spaces and there is a lack of 

design ideas for them. There is a considerable amount of informal greenspaces in Northern 

Tallinn as a result of the diverse history of land use.  

 

The aim of this thesis was to find out: 

1) what is distinctive for informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn; 

2) what type of informal greenspaces can be found in Northern Tallinn; 

3) what kind of evidence of use and co-management by users can be found from 

informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn.  

 

To find the answers to these questions, twenty-eight case study sites in Northern Tallinn 

were selected and analyzed through map analysis and field study. The selected sites varied 

in their size, location, previous use, and land cover.  

 

The results showed that all the selected sites in Northern Tallinn had signs of at least some 

type of use - long-term use, short-term use, or destructive use. They were also used for 

activities that are usually considered as traditional activities for formal greenspaces. There 

were quite many sites with many signs of use, especially of long-term use, situated by the 

sea. The nature of the activity, whether it is legal or approved by society, seemed to have a 

big impact on choosing the site for long-term activities. On the contrary, the concentration 

of signs of short-term use seemed to be more affected by the surroundings. There were more 

signs of short-term activities in sites near residential buildings and business areas. There 

were more signs of destructive use in sites that are not managed and have a low perceived 
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social control. The results also showed that in Northern Tallinn people seem to prefer 

informal greenspaces with spontaneous vegetation that is at least somewhat maintained, but 

not regularly. 

 

To find out what type of informal greenspaces can be found in Northern Tallinn, a typology 

was created. That was done by adapting the urban vacant land typology developed by Kim 

et al. (2018) to the case study sites in Northern Tallinn. Based on the results of the twenty-

eight case study sites, it is possible to say that seven types of informal greenspaces can be 

found in Northern Tallinn. In this research, these types were called transportation-related 

sites, wetlands, coastal sites, unattended with vegetation sites, brownfields, industrial 

complexes, and derelict sites.  

 

Signs of gathering places, fishing, street art, homeless camps, gardening, and birdwatching 

were considered as evidence of long-term use. Signs of dog walking, shortcuts, parking, 

sports, and fireworks were considered as evidence of short-term use. Signs of littering, 

graffiti marks, construction waste, urinating, alcohol use, drug use, demolishing, and 

prostitution were considered as evidence of destructive use.  

 

There were two sites that have been or are being developed into a creative hub by private 

investors in partnership with groups of activists. Additionally, there were two sites where 

part of the site was co-managed by a certain group in partnership with the municipality. 

Furthermore, self-made furniture and fireplaces were found in eleven sites.  

 

Even though this thesis provides useful information on the topic of informal greenspaces in 

Northern Tallinn, the topic could be researched even further.  

 

The results of this thesis could be beneficial for the local municipality by providing 

information on how informal greenspaces in Northern Tallinn are used. The information 

gathered in this thesis could also help planners and landscape architects to understand the 

quality and value of these spaces and help them to come up with solutions that meet the 

needs of the residents.  
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