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Abstract
In the context of global crises, the field of urban planning is critiqued for reproducing unsustainable practices and excluding non-West-
ern epistemologies. This paper explores how Indigenous knowledge practices in Kumasi, Ghana, reveal alternative value systems for 
planning rooted in relationality, reciprocity, and care. The study draws on fieldwork carried out through community engagement ac-
tivities, foregrounding the voices of local actors who are often marginalised in planning discourses. Conducted within a transnational 
North-South university research collaboration, the research examines how engaging with epistemic pluralism can inform more just and 
inclusive planning processes. By framing planning as a cultural and value-laden practice, the paper contributes to the growing call for 
decolonising planning practices through the recognition of diverse knowledge systems.
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Introduction
Addressing global environmental challenges requires a comprehensive, interdisciplinary approach that critically 
engages with the limitations of Euro-modern frameworks and dominant Western scientific knowledge systems. 
In the urban planning context, achieving transformative outcomes entails confronting the enduring influence of 
colonial legacies, which often sustain standardised, unsustainable practices at the expense of context-specific 
and locally grounded solutions. These structures – manifested in dynamics such as the privileging of dominant 
knowledge systems, the alignment of decision-making with financial interests, and the marginalisation of alter-
native epistemologies – have been the subject of critique for their tendency to overlook the inherent complexity 
of ecosystems. By overlooking this complexity, the structures rest on a separation of human and nature rather 
than symbiotic coexistence (Watson, 2019). The prevailing constraints of Western epistemology are evidenced 
by the eviction of Indigenous peoples in the name of modern conservation, despite the symbiotic relationship 
between Indigenous communities and nature that has been in place for millennia (Watson, 2019; Chilisa, 2017). 
The marginalisation of traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), particularly as expressed through Indigenous epis-
temologies, calls for renewed attention to its relevance in addressing environmental challenges. Engaging with 
knowledge systems beyond the Western scientific tradition can offer valuable insights and contribute to more 
inclusive and context-sensitive understandings of sustainability (Robinson, 2004). The question arises as to how 
these insights of epistemic pluralism could be applied in the context of reimagining transformative planning 
practices in urban environments.

As Escobar (2018) suggests, exploring alternative epistemic frameworks beyond the Western tradition can open 
up new possibilities for novel thinking. This includes engaging with relational ontologies rooted in communities 
that resist dominant development models – what Escobar refers to as “worlds in struggle” (p. 68). Relational 
ontology emphasizes the interconnectedness of all living and non-living entities, shaping understandings of 
existence and knowledge through relationships rather than separation. In contrast to the Western emphasis 
on individualism and rational thought – often framed through ideas such as “I think, therefore I am” – relational 
worldviews view identity as emerging from collective relations and mutual responsibilities (Chilisa, 2017). While 
Indigenous relational ontologies tend to prioritize holism, process orientation, and community, Western ontolo-
gies often focus on atomism, output orientation, and individual agency (Andersen & Gabel, 2023). These compar-
isons are informative as the contrasts are substantial. Concurrently, the interpretation of binaries is exemplary 
of Western ontology, in contradistinction to inclusive approaches. As Andersen and Gabel (2023, p. 66) argue, the 
creation of a binary separates and fixes in time and space systems that can otherwise never be separated or 
fixed. Among other scholars (e.g. Escobar, 2018), they advocate the recognition of ontological and epistemologi-
cal pluralism.
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A decolonising approach to planning brings the marginalised voices and epistemologies to the centre (Simonds 
& Christopher 2013; Chilisa & Tsheko, 2014). Ontological design, as referred to by Escobar (2018), facilitates ways 
of imagining design practices that contribute to restoring and sustaining people’s agency in their territories 
and cultures by incorporating culturally specific practices, worldviews, and values into planning processes and 
solutions. In the planning process, the decolonising approach is a theoretical positioning that guides the meth-
odologies applied to validate traditional knowledge and practices that have been accumulated over generations 
but are yet excluded from the discourses (Kovach, 2010; Chilisa, 2017). The integration of social and cognitive 
justice as a fundamental principle in the planning process requires a substantial reorientation of the prevailing 
rationalist and modernist cultural framework from which contemporary planning originated and within which it 
continues to function (Escobar, 2018).

The case study presented in this paper explores a process-oriented approach to urban planning that facilitates 
a platform for ontological and epistemological pluralism. By examining local knowledge practices in Kumasi, 
Ghana, the study aims to reveal alternative value systems for planning amid planetary crises. The case study is 
set in the city of Kumasi, the capital of the Ashanti Kingdom, which is one of the largest Indigenous socio-political 
entities in sub-Saharan Africa. The Ashanti Kingdom has maintained its authority through both British colonial 
rule and the post-colonial era of modern Ghana. The Asantehene, the King of the Ashanti people, along with the 
Asanteman Council, continues to wield significant influence over cultural, spiritual, and political life. These tradi-
tional institutions are the subject of profound respect and play a vital role in customary governance, particularly 
in matters related to land tenure, communal identity, and dispute resolution (Hollmén et al., 2025). 

The Ashanti capital, Kumasi, was initially founded in the midst of a tropical forest and given the reputation of the 
Garden City of West Africa. Since then, it has undergone significant urban expansion and now accommodates 
approximately four million people. Despite growing developmental pressures, the city continues to reflect a dual 
governance structure in which customary authority and formal state institutions coexist. This duality has a sig-
nificant impact on planning practices, offering opportunities for the integration of Indigenous knowledge sys-
tems into urban development frameworks. Yet, the rapid expansion of the Kumasi metropolis in recent decades 
has led to the encroachment of traditional villages and their absorption into the urban fabric (Quagraine, 2011).  
This transformation has contributed to the systematic marginalisation and erosion of traditional knowledge 
within the metropolitan area. The erosion of traditional knowledge signifies a gradual disconnection from the 
collective worldview and cultural heritage that has been accumulated over generations. Traditional ecological 
knowledge evolves from local context in direct contact with nature and provides solutions to local challenges 
while fostering a symbiotic relationship between all living and non-living (Chilisa & Tsheko, 2014; Watson, 2019). 
The knowledge, rooted in the local ecosystem, has been mitigating climate challenges for thousands of years 
and has the capacity to inform planning for climate resilience (Watson, 2019). 

Indigenous knowledge systems are inherently participatory, emphasizing the central role of community engage-
ment in shaping ethical and environmental practices. As Adom (2016) notes, such knowledge has historically 
provided a foundation for moral behaviour within traditional Ghanaian communities. He links the rapid decline 
in biodiversity to the erosion of these systems, framing environmental degradation as a fundamentally social 
issue. By influencing collective behavioural patterns, he argues, traditional ethics can be leveraged to address 
contemporary ecological challenges. Building on this perspective, the case study examines how participatory 
planning processes in Kumasi might incorporate Indigenous epistemologies into urban planning practice. In this 
manner, it seeks to conceptualise the city and its futures by exploring cultural connections that extend beyond 
the limitations imposed by the colonial legacy. This approach facilitates the identification of the constraints im-
posed by contemporary Western planning principles and provides a framework for exploring potential direc-
tions for transformative planning practices in the context of urban development.

North-South University Collaboration
In recent years, the role of North-South university collaborations has gained increasing recognition as a vital 
mechanism for fostering mutual understanding, advancing decolonial knowledge production, and promoting 
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culturally relevant research practices. The case study is set within the framework of a collaborative endeavour 
between Aalto University in Finland and Kwame Nkrumah University of Science & Technology (KNUST) in Kumasi, 
Ghana. That collaborative endeavour was initiated in 2022 within the framework of the Interplay of Cultures Stu-
dio, a master-level course organised by the World in Transition Research Lab at Aalto University (Hollmén et al., 
2025). Rooted in the thematic areas of global sustainability and cultural locality, the collaboration emphasises 
cultural exchange and seeks to deepen awareness of local urban qualities through intensive fieldwork in Ku-
masi. At the core of this partnership lies a commitment to transforming traditionally hierarchical North-South 
relations by establishing spaces for integrating cultural knowledge with global knowledge, thereby ensuring that 
research outcomes remain relevant and accountable to local communities (Chilisa & Tsheko, 2014). This approach 
is consistent with the broader calls for co-production methodologies in university partnerships, emphasising 
the significance of experimentation and adaptability in engaging with local communities (Ferlicca & Pedro, 2024). 
Moreover, universities are gaining recognition as impartial platforms with the potential to encourage discourse, 
foster capacity-building, and establish partnerships that promote social justice. This positions academic collab-
orations as pivotal actors in the realm of transformative urban practices (Ferlicca & Pedro, 2024).

Kumasi Trees – Project of the Hearts
Since 2023, Aalto University and KNUST have been engaged in collaborative efforts in a project entitled ‘Kumasi 
Trees – Project of the Hearts’. The project has been embraced by the Asantehene, the King of the Ashante, since 
its outset as a celebration of his 25-year reign in 2024. The project is founded on the principle of multistake-
holder engagement, with the overarching aims of (1) introducing practices to replant trees in urban areas and 
re-invigorate the urban trees and greenery, and (2) securing the preservation of the trees for future generations 
by embedding their maintenance into the cultural habits and practices of the city dwellers and authorities alike 
(Hollmén et al., 2025). 

The concept of the Garden City of West Africa is frequently associated with the terminology that Queen Elizabeth II 
employed during her visit to Kumasi in 1961. In addition, a connection has been established with the 1945 Master 
Plan of Kumasi, as designed by Maxwell Fry and June Drew. This plan is widely regarded as being inspired by the 
Garden City movement, which was developed by the British urban planner Ebenezer Howard (Quagraine, 2011). 
The title of the Garden City of West Africa has thus acquired a colonial connotation. Nonetheless, the designation 
‘Garden City’ had been attributed to Kumasi for a considerable period prior to the visit by Queen Elizabeth II or the 
1945 Master Plan, as evidenced by the writings of John Maxwell in 1928 (Maxwell, 1928). Moreover, a depiction of 
Kumasi encircled by tropical forest and featuring street trees that provide shade for the residents was already 
introduced at the beginning of the 19th century (Bowdich, 1819, p. 321-323). This observation, in conjunction with 
the historical narrative of Kumasi being established ‘under a Kum tree’ (the meaning of Kumasi in Twi), suggests 
an Indigenous concept of a Green African City, prior to the introduction of the imported associations with the 
Garden City movement, laden with colonial connotations. The re-establishment of this concept could facilitate 
the creation of a decolonising strategy for urban greening in Kumasi.

To foster long-term commitment to the care and maintenance of trees and urban greenery, the Kumasi Trees 
project seeks to restore and strengthen the Indigenous human-nature relationship rooted in Ashanti traditions 
(Adom, 2016). This is pursued through a multi-faceted, multi-stakeholder approach involving participatory ac-
tivities and community engagement. Acknowledging the enduring environmental and structural impacts of co-
lonialism is crucial, as these legacies continue to shape urban landscapes long after formal colonial rule ended 
(Leanui & Burgess, 2023). Such recognition creates space to imagine Indigenous futures free from colonial influ-
ence and to develop alternative concepts that can inspire more inclusive and context-sensitive urban planning. 
The decolonial approach employed in the Kumasi Trees project is characterised by a seamless integration of 
knowledge creation and action, emphasising a holistic and inclusive methodology that transcends the conven-
tional divide between theory and practice. The participatory methodology is employed in order to ground the 
project in the local socio-cultural context and thereby enhance the social and environmental resilience of the 
area. Subsequent to this process, the project aspires to catalyse local action for enhanced environmental sus-
tainability and social justice. The objective of the project is to illustrate a transformative planning process that 
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can be adapted and initiated by all levels of society within their own contexts.

Methodology 
The Kumasi Trees project facilitates the integration of Western scientific knowledge systems and Indigenous 
knowledge systems, as well as knowledge production methodologies, within a framework that aims to decolo-
nise research and planning processes. The decolonising model for research process proposed by Simonds and 
Christopher (2013, p. 2185) involves the conduct of research with Indigenous communities, placing Indigenous 
voices and epistemologies at the core of the research process. In the process of adapting the model to the con-
text of urban planning, a range of qualitative and experimental methods are proposed. Eurocentric research 
methods and participatory action research methods have been the subject of critique on account of their ex-
ploitative nature and tendency to focus exclusively on identifying the unmet needs of communities without 
seeking to initiate change in the situation (Chilisa & Tseko, 2014). Furthermore, these methods are criticised for 
their emphasis on external solutions to challenges, thereby facilitating further colonisation of Indigenous com-
munities (Archibald & Davidson, 2023; Chilisa & Tseko, 2014). In light of this, change-oriented approaches have 
been proposed that position communities as knowers, aiming to foster self-discovery through the imaginative 
processes of dreaming and envisioning futures – developed in dialogue with strategies for realisation and action 
(Chilisa & Tseko, 2014).

The ontological, epistemological, and axiological positionality of the project design has a foundational impact on 
the methodological choices made in the process of collecting and analysing data (Cyprian, 2023). In the context 
of Western scientific and academic frameworks, Indigenous knowledge systems have historically been margin-
alised and overlooked. Consequently, the notion of Indigenous research methodologies has only fairly recently 
emerged as a subject of academic discourse, particularly within the scope of participatory dialogue (Cyprian, 
2023; Chilisa, 2017; Kovach, 2010). Within the discourse, the argument is posited that methodologies which are 
of benefit to Indigenous nations, communities, and people must be utilised, irrespective of their ontological and 
epistemological background. Furthermore, it is asserted that the development of an ethical research relationship 
is of greater importance than the manner in which data is collected. (Andersen & Gabel, 2023) In this case study, 
the methodological decisions are employed to facilitate the integration of marginalised knowledge systems with 
dominant knowledge systems through decolonising the process.

Case study: 2025 Fieldwork in Kumasi
The fieldwork, which was organised in March 2025, involved an international and multidisciplinary cohort from 
Aalto University and KNUST. The Aalto cohort comprised nine international master’s students, two teacher/re-
searchers, and a professor. All members of the cohort were from the fields of architecture and landscape ar-
chitecture. A total of 24 participants and multidisciplinary support from seven faculty members from the fields 
of architecture, sociology, horticulture, Indigenous art and technology, and African studies, participated in the 
programme from KNUST. Moreover, the programme benefited from the assistance of the Manhyia Palace of the 
Asantehene, and Manhyia Palace Museum during the fieldwork. 

At the inception of the 2025 fieldwork programme, the cohort was assigned a task of creating a transformative 
concept plan for a streetscape situated along a primary route extending from the Kumasi International Airport 
to Manhyia Palace. Notwithstanding the exclusive nature of the assignment, which was to enhance the aesthetic 
appeal of a given thoroughfare, the approach adopted was designed to emphasise inclusivity, cultural signifi-
cance, and community commitment, in accordance with the principles of the Kumasi Trees project.

The 1.1 km-long streetscape, which was referred to subsequently as the Manhyia Corridor, was identified as 
having profound cultural significance, accommodating both commercial and residential areas, and functioning 
as a heavily trafficked main road that occasionally facilitates royal processions. The corridor functions as a cul-
turally significant locale, embodying the Indigenous leadership and cultural pride within the local social context. 
The cultural significance provided an entry point for engaging the local small business owners and residents 
along the corridor in the creation of the transformative concept plan. The transformative concept plan aimed to 
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integrate climate adaptation initiatives with the strengthening of socio-cultural identity in the urban landscape. 
At the conceptual level, the Manhyia Corridor was connected to a broader strategy of urban greening, with the 
objective of extending green spaces to all access roads entering Kumasi, thereby creating a network of green 
corridors throughout the city. Nevertheless, the focus of the participants’ work during the three-week fieldwork 
period remained on the Manhyia Corridor.

Methods
The Interplay of Cultures studio course at Aalto University commences annually in January. The preliminary phase 
is oriented towards deepening the understanding of the themes of the prerequisite courses for the studio, in-
cluding issues of global development, decolonisation, and culturally informed architecture. The objective of this 
phase is to enable students to develop the conceptual tools required to identify how cultural values and assump-
tions are embedded within methods and theories, and to recognise the value of non-Western methods and theo-
ries (Simonds & Christopher, 2013). The re-orientation and positioning exercises continued upon arrival in Kumasi 
in March and upon meeting with the local peers. In the initial meetings, a series of exercises were scheduled to 
promote team cohesion in the context of intercultural relations, facilitating re-orientation, and establishing a 
shared vision. The preliminary stage of the collaborative fieldwork is of fundamental importance in establishing 
a shared comprehension of the project’s methodology and principles, of ethical partnerships among the Aalto 
and KNUST participants, as well as in the context of community engagement, and ultimately, the success of the 
forthcoming weeks of work (Hollmén, 2018; Lenzerini, 2011; Andersen & Gabel, 2023). The participants from Aalto 
and KNUST were also prepared with academic research ethics, culturally appropriate research methods, and in-
formation regarding the project site.

During the site visits to the corridor leading from Manhyia to the airport, the experiences of the residents and 
users were examined by studying actions and interactions in their naturally occurring setting to gain a deep 
understanding of the locale. The physical infrastructure along the streetscape was examined by encompass-
ing ethnographic methods, including observations, field notes and diary, photographs, videos, audio record-
ings, and mapping. A conversational method was employed in order to gather the experiences of 29 residents, 
employees, and business owners located along the street. A dialogic approach, characterised by open-ended 
and semi-structured questioning, was employed to encourage storytelling about participants’ relationship with 
the living environment. The conversational interview enabled the interviewee to direct the discussion towards 
subjects of relevance to their perspective, thereby mitigating the interviewer’s capacity to steer the narrative 
towards issues deemed significant from the interviewer’s perspective and own worldview (Kovach 2010; Chilisa, 
2017). The emphasis placed on the role of community members as the expert knowers of the local context is a 
key aspect of the framework, which is designed to facilitate process-oriented research activities. In this frame-
work, community members are engaged to enhance the existing features of the living environment, rather than 
merely defining primary issues for external resolutions. Depending on the interviewee, the conversations were 
conducted in English or Twi and subsequently translated to English for further analysis. The utilisation of the 
native or common language facilitated the employment of terminology and proverbs that are pertinent to the 
local context, including native plant species, specific occasions, and intangible heritage, which would only be 
comprehensible to individuals who possessed the culturally specific knowledge. Therefore, the Aalto and KNUST 
participants were divided into small groups with the objective of fostering intercultural diversity and ensuring 
that each group contained at least one participant who spoke Twi. The interviews were all recorded, and the tran-
scripts were translated into English for analysis. The possibility of losing culturally specific information during 
the translation phase was mitigated by having a local expert panel review and supplement the field data during 
the following fieldwork phase.

Subsequent to the site visits, the collected data was converted into a digital format, systematically organised, 
and preliminary analyses were conducted within the student groups. The student groups presented and dis-
cussed their findings with a board consisting of faculty members from Aalto and KNUST participating in the 
project and the curator of the Manhyia Palace Museum. The purpose of the presentations was to seek further 
validation of the data and to gain a deeper cultural and context-specific understanding of the site before moving 



Istanbul, 7-11 July

4680

SP
EC

IA
L 

SE
SS

IO
N 

8

to the initial design stage. Prior to the conceptualisation of design interventions, it was fundamental to ensure 
that these were derived from the culture, traditions, and lived experiences of the local community. This approach 
was deemed essential to guarantee the relevance and utility of the proposals for the local population, as more 
comprehensive co-design was not feasible to be organised within the limited time frame of the three-week 
fieldwork. By the end of the fieldwork, the transformative concept plan of Manhyia Corridor was presented to the 
leadership of KNUST to seek administrative approval and further processing in the administration. While the field 
work in Kumasi was brought to a conclusion at this point in time, it should be noted that the project will continue 
to be pursued in subsequent instances.

The field data collected during the fieldwork constituted the foundation for the analysis conducted for this paper. 
The findings, which comprised 29 conversational interviews of residents, employees, and business owners locat-
ed along the street, supported by field notes and observations, were subjected to a thematic analysis through 
a qualitative coding process. The grouping of the themes that emerged from the interviews into thematic cat-
egories resulted in the identification of the six main categories, which are discussed in the following section. 
Following this, the categories and findings will be discussed in parallel with culturally specific knowledge and 
global literature.

Results 
1. Indigenous Leadership as the embodiment of the culture
“You see, when you come to the Ashanti region, it is a place of culture and Manhyia Palace is the culture itself.” 
Interviewee 7, a local employee 

“I believe that when the King gives an order asking people to make sure their animals do not become a threat to 
the success of the project, the people will obey.” Interviewee 2, a local business owner

“Because dignitaries use the Dichemso route, planting trees along the road will provide a beautiful scenery. And 
will restore Kumasi’s reputation as the Garden City.” Interviewee 23, a local resident

The interview data revealed a strong connection between Indigenous leadership and a deep sense of cultural 
pride and dignity within the community. Unlike elected political governance, Indigenous leadership was per-
ceived as less subject to public scrutiny, suggesting a different form of legitimacy rooted in tradition and cultural 
continuity. In this context, hierarchical structures based on top-down authority appeared inapplicable, with lead-
ership viewed instead as relational and embedded in communal values. In conceptualising alternative futures 
devoid of colonial influence, the significance of Indigenous leadership remains paramount. Moreover, the shared 
sense of cultural pride and unity identified through the interviews offers a valuable entry point for fostering 
community engagement and long-term commitment. Such engagement supports the cultivation of cultural in-
tegrity, which is essential for context-appropriate urban development.

2. Abandonment of traditions due to urbanisation
“Yes, they have some rivers in the forest in which they pour libations, and that is why the forests have been so 
well preserved.” Interviewee 7, a local employee

“As you can see the neem tree over there people come and cut it to treat malaria. These trees have some hidden 
medicinal purposes that is unknown to us as of now.” Interviewee 15, a local resident

“The city has become so busy that people don’t even pay attention to them [trees].” Interviewee 1, a local busi-
ness owner

The interview data revealed that urbanisation has impacted many traditional practices and partially lead to 
the abandonment of traditional practices, knowledge, and epistemics in urban settings. A minority of respon-
dents identified customs that they considered to be covered by traditional knowledge. However, the majority of 
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respondents indicated that traditional knowledge existed but was ignored. In this regard, the most frequently 
cited subjects among respondents focused on spirituality and nature. Such practices are indicative of an ac-
knowledgement of spiritual values, including the tradition of having a designated day of the week on which to 
refrain from entering the forest, and the utilisation of traditional medicine. However, the responses also revealed 
a disconnection from the natural environment and an unfamiliarity with a holistic understanding of natural pro-
cesses. The two natural areas within the designated planning area are physically separated from the surround-
ing environment by high walls, the primary purpose of which is to restrict interaction with the natural area. The 
walls were referred to as a source of security, as the wooded areas were perceived as dangerous due to the 
encroachments that had taken place there during the past few years. Secondly, they also function as a preven-
tative measure against the informal spread of business into the area. One interviewee cited a phenomenon that 
has also been observed in other parts of the city, wherein natural areas are regarded as undeveloped land that 
could be utilised for urban development purposes.

3. Cleaning up the beauty of the Garden City
“About 20 years ago, when I was young, when we were talking about Kumasi. It was quite a garden city, because 
it was one of the cleaner cities in Ghana.” Interviewee 7, a local employee

“In some places of the city they can claim the title ‘The Garden City’, but not even the road where the King passes 
can claim that title.” Interviewee 2, a local business owner

The most distinctive feature of the field work site is the pollution of the soil and water bodies, a phenomenon that 
is also prevalent in much of the city of Kumasi. In the responses to the interviews, littering and environmental 
pollution were associated with a lack of collective concern and a rejection of traditional practices. The responses 
further emphasised the correlation between the concept of cleanliness and the beautification of the environ-
ment, as well as the perception of the Garden City. 

The high volume of waste was also linked to the flooding issues along the streetscape, as the accumulation of 
refuse in the gutters resulted in overflow of water and waste materials onto the street level. In certain interviews, 
the construction of a bridge was proposed as a solution to the challenges posed by flooding. The restoration of 
the natural environment to serve as a non-polluted, flood-prone zone was a consideration in one interview. In 
accordance with this observation, the interviews revealed that the presence of fallen leaves on the ground was 
perceived as a stress-inducing factor. This perception has resulted in the decision to remove trees in close prox-
imity to private residences or commercial establishments. These two cases demonstrate a dissociation from 
natural processes and a tendency to adopt modern urban solutions that prioritise the separation of humans 
from nature.

4. Urban space as a facilitator of cultural connectivity
“Cultural parks where the children could go and talk to the elders would be useful. The elders would be able to 
educate them and tell narratives and stories about the culture. - - This would be useful for the parents who are 
busy at work.” Interviewee 3, a local business owner

“It would be good to have intergenerational parks with artworks that depict the Ashante culture. I believe this 
will help children to learn the culture as well.” Interviewee 2, a local business owner

“Green signifies hope, and I am willing to give hope to my community.” Interviewee 23, a local resident

The interviews revealed a disconnection within the cultural continuum, raising concerns about the transmission 
of cultural knowledge to younger generations. In the course of dialogues concerning aspirations for the urban 
environment, respondents emphasised a framework for the transmission of cultural knowledge through oral 
tradition between generations. Furthermore, the presence of Ashanti cultural symbols, such as adinkra, in the 
street scene to spread cultural awareness and create a sense of community was considered important. In addi-
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tion to the utilisation of symbols, dance, and movement were identified as significant modes of communication.

5. Urban services for contemporary needs
“I’d love to see trees, but as a businessman, I’m concerned they could affect my business. If the trees are too big 
or planted too closely together, it could reduce parking space for buyers with cars. I suggest considering this 
carefully and providing additional lighting too.” Interviewee 9, a local business owner

“The problem will be cattle destroying the plants. So, until we solve that issue, plants will hardly survive.” Inter-
viewee 3, a local business owner 

“Beyond the environmental solutions, the park will provide jobs for the people and revenue for the government. 
So, I am in full support.” Interviewee 10, a local employee

The interview data demonstrated an emphasis on both traditions and cultural practices, as well as modern needs 
and practicalities. The long distances to parks and other amenities were perceived as challenging in terms of 
transportation as well as in establishing social connections. Parks were regarded as providing opportunities for 
households to send their children to learn and spend time in a safe environment while attending to work. A fur-
ther requirement for urban services identified was for enhanced security measures in the area, with particular 
reference to street lighting and pedestrian crossings. In addition, there was a need for improvements to public 
waste management services. In order to ensure the preservation of vegetation, the necessity to implement shel-
tering structures to protect against the presence of cattle and goats in the street was also discussed.

The primary issue concerning the vegetation is the limited space available for planting and the maintenance of 
the trees. The interviews revealed a concern regarding the spatial demands of trees, which were considered to be 
encroaching upon the already confined street layout. This was a particularly pressing concern for small business 
owners and employees, who expressed apprehension that the trees would compromise their visibility for poten-
tial customers or existing parking spaces near their premises. The intense competition to attract customers and 
the visibility of the formal and informal businesses along the main road have motivated the business owners to 
place the items for sale on the street for customers to see. During the discussions, there was a certain degree of 
hesitancy regarding the prospect of sharing the space with a tree; however, this hesitancy was mitigated by the 
consideration of potential benefits, such as shade, that the tree could offer to the business. The primary concern 
expressed in the interviews was the potential impact on livelihoods. This was accompanied by a complementary 
discourse centring on the prospective employment opportunities associated with urban green spaces.

6. A maintenance strategy based on reciprocity
“We care less, because it is not my property. But we have to care about our environment, because if there are 
any sicknesses, any diseases, we will catch them.” Interviewee 7, a local employee

“The previous tree planters did not educate us on what to do. They just planted and left it. I think you should edu-
cate us on what to do. Whether we should water it or you will do the watering.” Interviewee 12, a local employee

“I’m concerned with maintenance issues. If there should be trees, the community should be engaged to take care 
of them, they should have a sense of ownership. This would happen by making them feel like they are part of the 
project or maybe employ them.” Interviewee 1, a local business owner

“We used to have a Town Council, ‘Tankas’, responsible for cleaning gutters and the environment, but that no 
longer exists.” Interviewee 7, a local employee

The subject of previous tree-planting efforts along the road was a recurrent theme in the interviews. The in-
adequate maintenance and oversight that followed the previous planting initiative by the party responsible 
for planting the seedlings have resulted in several factors contributing to the mortality of the seedlings. These 
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factors include dehydration, consumption by goats and cattle herded along the road, and removal by local res-
idents. The discussions revealed a consensus among the local business owners and residents that the most 
effective strategy for ensuring the success of a tree-planting initiative is to engage or employ community mem-
bers to take care of the trees. Upon questioning, the majority emphasised their commitment to take care of the 
trees planted in front of their businesses or accommodations, if they were engaged in the project during the 
planning stage and received sufficient instructions for doing so. The analysis revealed that the primary concern 
expressed by respondents was related to the prospect of eviction and subsequent exclusion from the project, 
suggesting a potential link between these concerns and the reluctance to participate in tree-planting initiatives.

In conclusion, the interview data revealed that the profound link between Indigenous leadership and cultural 
identity provides an entry point for community engagement in Kumasi, particularly in relation to stimulating cul-
tural connectivity in urban greening initiatives. The deterioration of cultural connectivity and identity is perceived 
to be due to urbanisation and the urban lifestyle. However, the interview data also show a sense of pride and 
commitment to strengthening cultural identity. The setting has the potential to facilitate an urban transforma-
tion that is deeply rooted in cultural heritage and traditional knowledge. This transformation would respond to 
the contemporary needs of residents as part of the urban ecosystem and would envision an Indigenous future 
disconnected from colonial associations. Thus, it cultivates social and spatial justice while restoring the regener-
ative relationship between humans and nature.

Discussion 
Decolonial Strategy for Urban Greening in Kumasi
The historical encounters with the forthcoming colonial ruler, dating back to the 19th century, have had a signifi-
cant impact on the urban landscape of Kumasi. The colonial administration has leveraged the built environment 
to demonstrate and maintain its dominance, both physically and psychologically (Yeboah, 2019). The destruction 
and reconstruction of urban and rural communities in accordance with imperial principles has resulted in the 
loss of traditional building expertise (Swithenback, 1969), thereby contributing to the discontinuity in the trans-
mission of traditional knowledge. As demonstrated in the results of interviews and observations conducted in 
the field, the most prominent contradiction with the Indigenous epistemology is the evident absence of symbi-
otic coexistence with nature. In the field study site, the evidence of this is apparent in the extractive consump-
tion of natural resources, the pollution of the environment, the separation of the natural environment from the 
human, and the incapacity to perceive the functioning of the ecosystem and the effects of one’s own actions as 
part of the complex system. Yeboah (2019) observes that, in the colonial era, urban and land use planning was 
primarily oriented towards the economic benefits of the colonial power. Moreover, since the colonial power pre-
sented itself as the owner of the land, it was able to instigate invasions on terms of its choosing (Yeboah, 2019). 
This may have contributed to the erosion of the sense of ownership and connection to the territory felt by local 
communities. Furthermore, it has resulted in a legacy of overlapping land-use planning structures and exploit-
ative practices in Kumasi.

The objective of the case study is to illustrate how urban planning can function as a decolonising and transfor-
mative action that is reflective, restorative, and regenerative. Such action would be characterised by its deep 
roots in heritage, its strategic leverage of existing resources, and its imaginative vision for unique futures that 
promote environmental and social justice. This shift in approach, from owners of the land to stewards, neces-
sitates a re-evaluation of the metanarrative that constructs the planning principles and structures. As Salami 
(2014) notes, to facilitate a change in structure, it is necessary to first alter the existing narrative around that 
structure. Salami (2014) continues to elaborate that unethical knowledge production only results in the genera-
tion of unethical knowledge. In the urban planning context, the exclusion of the voices of Indigenous communi-
ties will further marginalise communities through biased practices (Simonds & Christopher, 2013). Planning, when 
approached as a process-oriented action, has the capacity to employ methodologies that are suitable in the local 
context. Such methodologies contribute to restoring and sustaining people’s sense of agency in their territories 
and cultures. This is achieved by incorporating culturally specific practices, worldviews, and values into planning 
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processes and solutions (Escobar, 2018).

The city of Kumasi has an ontological essence that has been shaped by its location in a fertile region surrounded 
by tropical forest. The landscape was once dominated by large trees, which created a canopy over the city. The 
notion of a subsequent Garden City is arguably conceptually misguided, as in a Western context, a garden is 
generally perceived as a constructed and sustained environment, a subordinate to human action. However, in 
the case of Kumasi, it can be argued that vegetation was an inherent feature of the environment from the outset. 
This paper outlines a decolonial strategy to urban greening in Kumasi that moves beyond Western epistemics 
and aims to restore its glamour as a Green African City that stems from the local ecosystem and forms the foun-
dation for traditional knowledge and practices. As previously outlined, the application of traditional ecological 
knowledge has been instrumental in informing the design of climate-resilient systems for multiple generations 
(Watson, 2019). Despite being largely overlooked and ignored, it is crucial that the potential is re-evaluated in 
terms of restoring more symbiotic coexistence with nature, as traditional knowledge has the capacity to evolve 
with time and adapt to shifting circumstances (Adom, 2016). In light of the contemporary planetary crises, which 
manifest across all geographical locations, this represents a shared responsibility for universal engagement 
with local solutions that respond to local context-specific challenges.

As posited by Maldonado-Torres (2016), the decolonial movement is distinguished by a holistic integration of 
knowledge and action. A decolonial and transformative planning cannot be considered the responsibility of a 
single individual or entity; rather, it may involve a dynamic interaction between organised communities, social 
movements, academic institutions, and governmental authorities. This interactive process enables overcoming 
the dichotomy of bottom-up (autonomy) versus top-down (institutionalisation) and moves towards an under-
standing of a co-produced urban process as described by Ferlicca & Pedro (2024). This approach to planning is 
characterised by a process-oriented and change-focused methodology, informed by existing capacities, identi-
ties, value systems, and practices in a culturally specific manner. The framework has the capacity to facilitate the 
revitalisation, restoration, and protection of valued entities and to establish more meaningful connections with 
other relevant systems (Chilisa, 2017). As Chilisa (2017) asserts, this approach aims to restore dignity and integrity 
that have been compromised by colonial practices.

In the context of planetary crises, embracing epistemic pluralism is not only an ethical imperative but also a 
practical one. By foregrounding Indigenous knowledge systems as legitimate sources of planning knowledge 
- rather than marginal ones - the planning field can begin to dismantle fixed epistemic hierarchies and open 
itself up to alternative urban futures. As Chilisa (2017) reminds us, methodologies grounded in African knowledge 
systems can decolonise sustainability science and recalibrate global knowledge relations. In this light, West-
ern planning traditions must approach non-Western urbanisms with humility and curiosity, ready to learn from 
ways of knowing that challenge dominant assumptions and expand the repertoire of planetary planning possi-
bilities (Robinson, 2004).

Conclusions
This paper has explored how Western-centric knowledge systems in urban planning often marginalise Indige-
nous epistemologies, reinforcing unjust and extractive practices. Utilising Kumasi as a case study, the research 
underscored the significance of process-oriented planning founded on epistemic pluralism as a decolonising 
approach. The findings of the fieldwork conducted in this area demonstrate a considerable erosion of cultural 
identity and connectivity, which appear to be largely attributable to rapid urbanisation. This transformation has 
had detrimental effects on the environment and Indigenous knowledge systems alike, which are deeply em-
bedded, place-based forms of knowledge developed in intimate relation with local ecosystems. Despite their 
marginalisation, these systems offer valuable insights for climate-adaptive planning by providing contextually 
relevant, socio-culturally attuned solutions. The analysis emphasises the significance of acknowledging plan-
ning as a practice that is inherently embedded within and driven by cultural values. The adoption of this alterna-
tive approach to urban planning has the potential to create opportunities for transformative action. It facilitates 
the incorporation of existing socio-cultural structures, addresses local needs, fosters individual and collective 
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agency, and challenges prevailing colonial structures. Acknowledging the complexities of multi-stakeholder en-
gagement, the study also sheds light on the challenges associated with incorporating diverse epistemologies 
into mainstream planning processes. Nevertheless, it asserts the critical need for future planning efforts to con-
sciously reflect on the epistemic frameworks that guide methodological choices. The continued exclusion of 
non-Western ways of knowing risks reinforcing systemic biases and further marginalising already vulnerable 
communities. This, in turn, further diminishes the shared ownership and exacerbates the environmental destruc-
tion of urban areas, thus weakening the liveability of cities. In conclusion, it can be posited that the incorporation 
of principles inherent to Indigenous knowledge systems – such as process orientation, holism, and collectivism 
– can catalyse genuinely transformative planning processes. These approaches have the potential to initiate 
locally grounded action, strengthen community ownership, promote spatial justice, and inspire ecologically re-
generative practices. The establishment of a decolonised planning framework that values epistemic diversity is 
both possible and essential for the fostering of equitable and sustainable urban futures.

Contributors
The Kumasi Trees Project is a multistakeholder strategy for re-greening the city of Kumasi. In addition to the 
authors, the Kumasi Trees framework has been co-created by an interdisciplinary team of academics, with vital 
and substantial contributions from University Teacher Taru Niskanen from Aalto University and Professor Daniel 
Duah, Dr. Alexander Marful, Dr. Irene Idun, and Professor Esmeranda Manful from Kwame Nkrumah University of 
Science & Technology (KNUST).
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