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ABSTRACT  
We have long witnessed conservation movements emerging in 
tandem with industrial expansion and urbanisation, but such 
impetus took a new turn in the 1960s and 1970s with the global 
birth of a new kind of urban environmental policy. In this 
comparative case study, we provide a close examination of two 
urban movements at the forefront of a new era of 
environmentalism, movements that bore lasting environmental 
policy agendas in their respective cities. Through an in-depth 
assessment of civic resistance to a freeway planned to cut 
through a town forest in Tampere, Finland as well as a deep 
analysis of protests against large-scale open pit waste burning in 
Worcester, Massachusetts, we document the development of civic 
claims and local leaders’ counterclaims surrounding urban 
orientations and responsibilities to the local environment. We 
demonstrate how new movement ideals of health, quality of life, 
and nature conservation came up against entrenched governance 
commitments to progress, technocratic authority, and a tacit 
acceptance of human modification of the natural world. Through 
a close examination of these early movements, we seek to 
illuminate the path dependencies urban environmental policy 
contentions have followed from the 1960s to the present.
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1. Introduction

We have long witnessed conservation movements emerging in tandem with industrial 
expansion and urbanisation, but such impetus took a new turn in the 1960s and 1970s 
with the global birth of a new kind of urban environmental policy. Mobilised citizens of 
this era were instrumental in creating local legal precedents to address growing global 
environmental concerns (Haila 2002; Haila and Dyke 2006). They raised important local 
environmental issues that reshaped the urban political agenda, propelling a formative 
new period of environmental policies that would be replicated throughout the Western 
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world. The pre-existing concern for nature conservation of the prior era did not diminish, 
but these new urban policy movements ushered in broader environmental debate in city 
politics. These new environmental movements became vehicles of meaning making and 
galvanised urban environmental awareness and action, markedly impacting local policy 
adoption through the concerted organisation of practical local actions. At the same 
time, they also drew inspiration and legitimation from the burgeoning international 
environmental movement.

Existing analyses of such international environmental concerns help us to understand 
the global level impact of advocacy movements (see, for example, Aylett 2010; Hajer 1995; 
Jasanoff and Martello 2004; MacGregor 2021), while an array of focused histories give us 
access to particular movements, including the aspects of those movements that unfolded 
within urban polities (Kline 2022; McGurty 1997; Rootes 2003; Silveira 2001; Uekoetter 
2011). Contemporary comparisons of local urban environmental politics movements 
are also growing, allowing us entry points into the connections across mobilisation pat
terns (see also Béal 2012; Uitermark, Nicholls, and Loopmans 2012; Wells 2014). 
However, to our knowledge, historical comparisons between localities in different 
national contexts are non-existent. From the perspective of social movement analysis, 
the collective mobilizations that have instigated paradigm shifts in urban agendas 
serve as prisms into how policies and practices have become institutionalised. Therefore, 
study of these early contentions can help us better understand the paths that issue poli
tics have taken (Coglianese 2001), which strategies have been employed in making pol
itical claims, and which frameworks and orientations have been most likely to garner 
authority (Seippel 2001).

With this paper we contribute to filling this gap via two avenues, structured around 
two case studies that differ in many senses, geographically, organisationally, and in 
terms of particular issue concerns. But we find that these cases also raise strikingly 
similar points for comparison, situated as new urban environmental policy movements 
that would usher in lasting environmental political agendas. First, in order to better 
understand the paths forged by emerging issue politics among some of the earliest 
urban environmental policy movements we present a methodical comparison between 
the initial urban environmental debates that took place in Worcester, US where open 
pit trash and demolition burning led to an uprising over threats to air quality and 
public health and Tampere, Finland, where plans for a new freeway raised similar con
cerns, specifically those surrounding the destruction of a vital town forest that residents 
would come to affectionately embrace as the “lungs of the city”. Second, we focus on 
movements that instigated the pivotal turning point of the 1960s and 1970s: from 
early nature conservation activism to a new period of wider public consciousness 
about the relationship between industrial growth and environmental issues-awareness 
that sparked new policy advocacy. We follow how civic concern shaped local environ
mental policy in these cities by interrogating the issues that animated civic movements, 
the development of debates and responses between claimsmakers and authorities, and 
the ways that these developments created new issue spaces in city politics.

Our comparative case study approach enables a deeper understanding of the origins of 
long-lasting tensions that are now considered intrinsic to the sustainable urban develop
ment debate. At our current historical moment, as cities are being asked to lead the way 
through an age of climate and ecological crises (Bulkeley and Betsill 2013; Ehnert, 
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Egermann, and Betsch 2022; Wolfram et al. 2019), this historical analysis can help to 
unearth some of the foundational logics of environmental policy contention. With attune
ment to this broader research objective, our research question points to what was at stake 
in the particular, in key moments of shifting mobilizations: How did civic movements 
shape local environmental policy making in 1960s and 1970s in these cities? Analysed 
through the perspective of issues politics (Marres 2007), this research question focuses 
on the similarities and differences in the tension points (Flyvbjerg 2012) that emerged 
during the disputes in these cities. The implications we draw from historical analysis 
help to illuminate the bases for the dynamics of contemporary environmental policy 
issues and the socio-cultural space in which they are debated.

2. Urban movements and issue politics reshaping the institutional politics

Issue politics can be studied by following the continuities and discontinuities of issue for
mation throughout advocacy in any given campaign (Marres 2004, 132–136). By examin
ing the public matters of concern in local environmental protests, we shift the focus away 
from the deeply routinised political sphere and instead target new efforts aimed at trans
forming politics (Latour 2007, 815–816). By documenting the emergence of first the urban 
environmental issue movements in each city, our study seeks to understand how citizen- 
led social movements redirected the policy pathway. This approach pinpoints precise 
moments during which new ways of thinking about local policy are opened up in local 
governments and attempts are made to move processes of issue formation both into 
and beyond these institutional settings (Marres 2007, 772).

As we follow the trajectory of these new issue movements in two cities, Worcester, US 
and Tampere, Finland, we analyse the incidences inciting claims by advocates, the devel
opment of those claims, the responses of local government and industry leaders to civic 
protest, as well as the agreements, differences, and constituent policy coalition formation 
within and across Tampere and Worcester – all in order to interrogate how issue politics 
took form.

The study of the origins of these new urban issue agendas illuminates key aspects of 
the trajectories of city environmental policy. Early movement studies provide an analytic 
window into the foundational and often path-dependent manner in which citizen acti
vists have reshaped institutional politics (Goldstone 2003). Origin stories also reveal 
ruling coalitions’ foundational strategic responses to movement demands regarding 
city policies and issue agendas, as myriad forms of refusal, co-optation, and public 
relations manoeuvres as well as acquiescence, negotiations leading to compromise, 
and transformation are possible (Hacking and Flynn 2013; Hysing 2009; Leonard and 
Pelling 2010; Zhang and Hamel 2021). Prior studies of urban environmental policy move
ments have found that particular pathways of institutionalisation had a lasting impact on 
the local political field, shaping future issues, agendas, movements, strategies, and organ
isations (Giugni and Grasso 2015; Seippel 2001). Because city leaders sometimes respond 
to movements in unexpected ways, there are often unintended consequences of local 
movements, which also reshape issue politics pathways (Giugni 1998). Whether a 
pathway is autonomous or one that collaborates with established authorities also has a 
particular effect on whether citizen groups have the opportunity to influence local 
policy agendas moving forward (Pruijt and Roggeband 2014). Legal and institutional 
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transformations can also guarantee some course of sustained action through lags in civic 
engagement, as legal precedents experience peaks and valleys through different waves of 
activism (Coglianese 2001). Granted, the nature of movement–ruling coalition inter
actions in a given field is key to understanding how movements might shape the 
future of environmental issue politics in cities (Zhang and Hamel 2021).

A growing body of research has documented how some discursive responses to 
environmental claims can have an inordinate impact on policy outcomes (Culhane, 
Hall, and Roberts 2021; Holdo 2019; Metze and Dodge 2016). Thus, underscoring how fun
damental the development of discourse is to these processes, we give equal attention 
here to both early claims as well as governmental and industry responses. While acknowl
edging this iterative relationship, we also foreground the importance of particular 
moments; thus, the movements we have selected for comparative study are positioned 
at a pivotal historical shift in thinking about the urgency given to our human relationship 
with the natural world.

3. From “Silent Spring” to “noisy summer”

The 1960s was a new era for the convergence of environmentalism and policy change in 
the U.S. and in Finland. As impassioned as some Americans already were about conserva
tion issues, the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962 and her testimony 
before Congress the following year galvanised a new collective concern about the 
environment. Effects cascaded into Europe, including Finland (Haila and Heininen 1995, 
158). Since this period, environmental problems have increasingly become perceived as 
tightly integrated into social processes and impacted by human activities (Haila and Hei
ninen 1995, 158). Carson’s exposé ignited new thinking not only about the harms of 
industrial pollutants that had long been apparent to many residents near major city 
centres, but it also further illuminated the consciousness of other direct-action move
ments to push policy change through widespread civic mobilisation with a justice 
frame on ecological issues. This new kind of environmental concern would be taken to 
the streets in an uprising of public outcry over social responsibility for the environment 
(Stoll 2015). As a movement benefitted from mobilising resources and skills gained in 
the preceding U.S. Civil Rights and anti-war movements, public awareness spread 
quickly. By 1966, a large “soot in” protest in New York City, for example, would draw 
national attention to the issue of smog and air pollution effects on public health (Rome 
2003). It also ushered in formal institutional changes. In 1970, the U.S. Natural Environ
mental Agency was established, a Year of Natural Protection was declared by the Euro
pean Council, and the now annual Earth Day was initiated; and in 1972, the United 
Nations Conference on the Human Environment was held in Stockholm and the pivotal 
Limits to Growth report was published. All these elements were influential in the formation 
of environmental concern and discussion at the global and local levels in the United 
States and in Europe.

On the heels of this groundswell of activism, the Kennedy administration gave national 
importance to Carson’s testimony and a new regime of environmental advisors led to 
swift and sweeping institutional changes at the federal, state, and local levels in the 
U.S. (Griswold 2012). In Worcester, one of the country’s first big industrial centres, a 
new city Conservation Commission had been established in 1965 and a new Division of 
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Air Pollution Control was added to the Office of Public Health one year later. By this time, 
Worcester was transitioning from an industrial to a post-industrial city and was in the 
process of a large urban renewal project, one that would set the stage for the new 
kind of environmental claims made by its residents (Barton-Aschman Associates 1963). 
Although the first Earth Day protest in the U.S. would not take to the streets until 1970, 
as the protest movement against the city’s toxic waste debates were coming to a success
ful close, protest movements of other kinds were also regularly organising in Worcester. 
The papers frequently covered Civil Rights movement and anti-Vietnam War actions 
(Benoit 2017; Worcester Telegram & Gazette 2020). In this local political climate favourable 
to mobilisation, the nascent environmental movement found solid footing.

In Finland, the modern environmental movement manifest in the mid-1960s in 
response to rapid industrialisation that was causing strikingly visible changes in the 
Finnish environment. Economic development was not opposed wholesale, but the par
ticular vision of development excluding possible alternative paths was (Konttinen 
1999). The politics of the 1960s and 1970s shifted conservation to the background, spot
lighting in its place an optimistic belief in technocratic reformism that offered scientific 
management as a solution to environmental problems. Given that, in this perspective, 
the priority was to maintain society’s readiness to provide solutions to urgent problems, 
reformism triggered the development of environmental policy and related institutions 
(Haila and Heininen 1995). In Finland, policy began to roll in quick sequence: a year for 
the protection of nature was declared in 1971, the UN conference on the Human Environ
ment’s inaugural conference would follow in neighbouring Sweden in 1972, and the dis
course put in motion by the now infamous 1972 Limits to Growth study would 
immediately find resonance among a new generation of Finns concerned with environ
mental protections (Konttinen 1999). Such momentum was evident in Tampere, where 
the Pirkanmaa Natural Protection Society was formed in 1979, the city of Tampere 
formed an Environmental Protection Committee in 1970, and the Regions Heritage 
Policy Association was created in 1972.

4. Methods and data

As we will see, numerous elements beyond the coincidence of timing manifested in our 
study’s two cities, Worcester, United States and Tampere, Finland. Examining the details of 
these two cases helps us to understand the paradigm shift in environmentalism and 
environmental policy that took place around the Western world during 1960s and 
1970s. Although distinct in the particular kinds of issues that gave rise to a new era of 
urban environmental policy claims, as long-standing industrial centres with comparable 
in size populations both entering a post-industrial period, these two cities share some 
common features. Indeed, these shared aspects make these cases emblematic of 
general characteristics of the societies in question (Flyvbjerg 2001, 80): they help us to 
understand the formative period of environmental discussion, and how civic claims 
were pitted against an emerging, industrial discourse of “progress” that envisions a 
modern city as one that is always growing and changing.

Seeking to interrogate every angle of these cases, we employed a technique of histori
cal “process tracing” in which we detailed each step in the development of these move
ments and the politically contentious interaction that followed, including the claim as it 
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developed, each response, and all stakeholders and their involvement throughout the 
process. We considered the roles played by institutions, actors, and political, social, and 
economic relationships in shaping the early development and impact of these new 
environmental policy movements (George and Bennett 2005; Lange 2012). We then com
paratively weighed different trajectories and outcomes and considered how different 
social forces shaped issue politics trajectories (Collier 2011; Mahoney 2012).

Our data are historical and archival and drawn from a number of sources. In Tampere, 
data were collected from eleven formal exploratory interviews: four with long-time acti
vists, four with politicians, and four with civil servants. One of the activists occupied these 
categories, as he was also civil servant. Several additional fact-finding conversations were 
held with directors of three local environmental organisations known for their leadership 
in formulating environmental policy. Our core archival data were drawn from a targeted 
archival search of environmental movements and urban policy in the main local newspa
pers, Aamulehti, Tamperelainen, Hämeen Yhteistyö and Kansan Lehti, as well as policy docu
ments collected from the Tampere city archives. Supplementary historical documents 
were found in the personal archives of the interviewees (Laine and Peltonen 2003).

In Worcester, data were collected from three formal exploratory interviews: two with 
long-time activists and one with a former city councilperson and later mayor active in 
environmental policy development. Several additional fact-finding conversations took 
place with directors of three local environmental organisations known for their leadership 
in formulating environmental policy. Core archival data were drawn from extensive cover
age of environmental movements and urban policy in the Worcester Telegram & Gazette 
through an online database of America’s Historical Newspapers provided by NewsBank. 
Data were also collected from an activist’s curated archive at the Worcester Historical 
Museum and from the Worcester Natural History Society’s archival collection housed at 
the American Antiquarian Society in Worcester. Supplementary historical documents 
were found in the archives of the Worcester Municipal Research Bureau, Worcester City 
Hall and Boston City Hall, and others were provided by several local citizens’ organisa
tions, including the Greater Worcester Land Trust, the Audubon Society, and the Green 
Hill Park Coalition.

5. A tale of two post-industrial cities

5.1. Dump fires and waste management in Worcester

Our story begins in Worcester, a Northeastern American city known as the “heart of the 
commonwealth” because of its central location in the state of Massachusetts. Once the 
largest industrial centre in the country producing over 3000 different kinds of goods 
(Jonas 1992), Worcester is today a mid-sized city, with a population of just over 
200,000 residents (World Population Review 2024). Because of its status as an early and 
bustling industrial centre, Worcester has long struggled with pollution. As early as the 
late 1800s, residents of Worcester, as well as of adjacent towns and cities downstream, 
advocated against the runoff of toxic chemicals from factories and for a sewage system 
that could manage the industrial waste and curb resultant public health risks (Sinha 
2010). Complaints about the unsavoury effects of the waste burning at the town 
dumps are recorded in Worcester from their inception in the 1940s, as landfills and city 
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dumps had been growing across the U.S. at that time (Worcester Telegram and Gazette 
1968f). Newspaper archives show residents had regularly reported fires with fumes spil
ling over into surrounding neighbourhoods since the dump’s inception. It was not until 
the 1960s, however, that a concerted environmental movement mobilised in Worcester 
in protest of the growing air pollution from the city’s dump fires.

By the 1960s, the burning of plastics (which had significantly increased the waste 
stream by over 60% in the 1940s alone) was a primary concern because of toxic fumes 
(ibid). By 1961, local leaders began discussing new options for a sanitary landfill where 
waste could be safely buried, but none was constructed. Dump fires continued in two 
primary locations in the city (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1961a; Worcester Telegram 
and Gazette 1961b), ramping up in the late 1960s on a grander scale following the 
massive demolition of the city centre for the urban renewal project that began in Septem
ber of 1967. By October, the burning of large amounts of waste had so severely altered 
residents’ quality of life that a steady stream of complaints poured into city hall (Worcester 
Telegram & Gazette 1968c). From this early mobilisation, this first urban environmental 
policy movement grew in stages, starting from a new policy pathway in Worcester, 
initiated by a first round of desperate pleas to city council, the city manager, and the 
city’s public health commissioner (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1968b).

The battle ensued in several rounds throughout the reconstruction project, as different 
neighbourhood groups articulated their cases, each working with an attorney and even
tually taking their case to the state’s capital of Boston; a broader base of supporters also 
mobilised across the city (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1968g; Worcester Telegram & 
Gazette 1970a). Each of these neighbourhoods differed somewhat in terms of class: the 
Granite Street dump was surrounded by a poorer, working-class community and the 
Green Hill landfill area abutted the city’s golf course and included mixed working- and 
middle-class communities. Nonetheless, they were united in their fight to escape the 
noxious fumes of the garbage burning, the noise pollution, and constant flow of dump 
trucks, as well as the many other sanitary hazards posed, including a horrendous increase 
in rodents infiltrating surrounding residences (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1968a). 
After several years of civic advocacy at city hall, state court, on the picket line, and in 
the news, by waging legal action and appealing to state courts to intervene, this move
ment finally brought the old system of dumping and burning of waste in their backyards 
to a halt, pushing the city into a new era of sanitary landfills, high heat incineration, and 
waste removal from city limits altogether (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1970d; Worce
ster Telegram & Gazette 1970e; Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1970f). Although the local 
Board of Health had intervened to impose temporary closures in the past, in the end, it 
was a formal intervention by the State Board of Health which came to rule on Worcester’s 
trash burning in violation of air pollution laws (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1970i). 
While waste issues would not be erased from the docket of civic advocacy concerns at 
issue – interestingly resurfacing again in the late 1990s and into the 2010s (Green Hill 
Park Collection 2009; Worcester Municipal Research Bureau 1998) – these early uprisings 
put toxic air and broader concerns with the impact of development on the local environ
ment permanently on the city’s political agenda, galvanising new movements that would 
take up new issue concerns in this arena in the decades to come, joining a national wave 
of grassroots movements to hold cities accountable for smog and other kinds of air pol
lution (Ferguson 2015; Gottlieb 2005; Rome 2003; Staggenborg 2020). Following the 
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Clean Air Act of 1963, by 1966, 53 US cities and 12 counties had legislation on solid par
ticulate air pollution legislation on the books, including 7 cities and 4 counties with regu
lations specifically for incineration (Stern 1982).

5.2. Scenery freeways and forest preservation in Tampere

Similarly, Tampere’s issues manifest through its industrial bases; indeed, it is known as the 
industrial powerhouse of Finland. The city was built on a favourable location on the banks 
of Tammerkoski rapids that run through its core. Seeing an opportunity to harness the 
power of the stream, Gustav III, the king of Sweden, signed the founding charter of the 
city in 1779 with tax privileges. This created favourable conditions for cotton, pulp and 
paper, metal and machinery industries, which really took off during the grand duchy of 
tsarist Russia in nineteenth century, maintained after Finland got its independence in 
1917, and continued strongly until 1970s (Laine and Peltonen 2003). Tampere today is 
the third biggest city in Finland, with a population of 250 000 residents (Leino, Wallin, 
and Laine 2025).

After the Second World War, Tampere experienced rapid industrial and population 
growth that generated a certain optimism about the future. At the same time, the 
ruling coalition of Tampere became known as “the Brothers in Arms Axis”. An alliance 
of Social Democrats and a conservative National Coalition Party, their aim was to block 
communists from local decision making, with the intent of preventing what was seen 
as the threat of Finland’s independence. In Tampere, therefore, the ruling coalition saw 
communism as the enemy. The Brothers in Arms Axis were able to stay in power 
because they were perceived to be guarantors of prosperity, urban development, and 
the welfare state (Laine 2006; Laine and Peltonen 2003). Mayor-to-be Erkki Napolean Lind
fors gave a speech in 1951 that illustrated this Zeitgeist: 

In the near future, we are going to start the construction of a central office block – the con
struction of a hospital for the chronically ill, a workers’ institute, day care centers, vocational 
school training workshops, 250 flats annually, a new sports center, a new bridge and sewage 
treatment plant, renovation of water pipeline pumps, the construction of a new main water 
pipeline and renovation of its predecessor, an electrical power plant, the expansion of the 
public transportation system, and the construction of a new police station (quoted in 
Seppälä 1983; see also Laine 2006).

“Money stinks”, a common phrase in Finnish industrial cities of this era, illustrates the idea 
that industry not only generated prosperity but also spawned pulp and paper industry by- 
products, such as bad smells and polluted lakes. Pollution of the Näsijärvi lake became so 
severe that drinking water intake was moved to another lake in the 1970s (Laine and Pel
tonen 2003). But the political stalemate created by the Brothers in Arms Axis finally began 
to transform as a number of separate disputes between the 1960s and 1980s pushed the 
environment into the limelight of local politics in Tampere. Altogether, there were 15 
major environmental issues between the 1960s and 1980s related to powerplants and 
energy, urban planning, road construction, water pollution, and environmental toxins 
(Laine and Peltonen 2003; Peltonen 2006).

In this article we focus on the dispute surrounding the construction of the Pyynikki 
freeway that initiated the era of environmental disputes in Tampere. The location of 
Tampere city centre on a narrow isthmus between two lakes engendered the “Tampere 
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road problem”, a constant worry of traffic planners since car traffic began expanding 
(Tampereen kaupunginarkisto 1988). Pyynikki ridge is in between two lakes and on the 
West side of the Tampere city centre. The highest gravel ridge in the world and 
covered mostly with pines, it has been a recreational area for the residents since city of 
Tampere was established.

New “scenery highway” ideas imported from the United States by Finnish ASLA Fulb
right scholars after the Second World War generated the idea of a Pyynikki freeway. More 
generally, American traffic planning promoted the idea that transportation could be 
based on private cars. Planning took off when a Tampere Road planning competition 
was held in 1959. The entries were utilised by the National Road and Water Department, 
which established an office of twenty engineers in Tampere to continue the planning. The 
chief engineer of the office received an ASLA Fulbright scholarship during 1959–1960 
(Hankonen 1994, 287–288; Polvinen 1997). The engineers came up with an overview 
plan of the Western freeways in Tampere in 1964, with an aim to provide grounds for 
the new freeway that would solve the traffic congestion and flow problem. But these 
plans were not simply met with celebration, Pirkanmaan Luonnonsuojeluyhdistys, the 
local environmental association, established a “Pyynikki commission” in 1972, which 
made some public arguments against the plan and strongly opposed the freeway plan 
behind closed doors (Laine and Peltonen 2003).

6. Issue politics in two cities

The emergence of new urban environmental policy movements in these two cities 
unfolded in some common but also some notably different ways. In Worcester, the 
conflict focused on active and urgent environmental crises, whereas in Tampere the 
dispute centred on the potential risks of a plan under consideration. However, the key 
issues in both cities were remarkably similar in that they both emerged from a new 
kind of early urban environmental politics; thus, they stand as path-defining movements 
of a new era (Goldstone 2003). Health, quality of life and the concern over urban nature 
were the focus of resistance to the Pyynikki freeway plan in Tampere, Finland; and 
protest over the dump fires and waste management in Worcester, U.S. were framed as 
health and quality of life issues due to the harmful exposure to toxic fumes, with new 
mobilisation for the environment following resolution of this issue. In both cities, 
claims made over these issues were countered by arguments from city officials and indus
try leaders who promoted progress and technocratic competence (good planning in city 
growth and development, management and efficiency) undergirded by an argument in 
Tampere that the integrity of nature in question was a moot point, as it was proclaimed 
that nature is intrinsically altered by human action. In examining this emergent discourse, 
we turn first to citizens’ presentation of the key issues and the particularities of argumen
tation behind each issue, followed by an exploration of the issues raised by city officials 
and industrial actors.

6.1. Health

Closer analysis (see Table 1) reveals that the issue of health was a principal concern in both 
cities’ movements, as they foregrounded the impending impact of endangered air quality. 
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In Worcester, the immediate effects were already being felt by residents proximate to the 
dump fires. Protesting citizens brought vivid evidence into a heated legal battle, from a 
Department of Health study on the public health costs of poor air quality, to residents’ 
testimonies of living in daily smoke. In Tampere, the pine forest on the slopes of the 
ridge of Pyynikki was called the “lungs of city” and protesters declared it endangered 
by the planned freeway. Citizens were already experiencing the effects of hugely increas
ing private car traffic, and the Pyynikki forest thus represented a possible escape from air 
pollution – a nurtured space of clean air.

6.2. Quality of life

From the perspective of quality of life, in Worcester, the complainants pointed to the need 
for access to nearby parks and, next to one of the dumps, a municipal golf course. More
over, citizens felt nuisanced by the “deplorable stench” as well as “rats” and other vermin, 
not to mention the “general unsightliness” coming from the dumps (Worcester Telegram 
& Gazette 1970b; Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1970c; Worcester Telegram & Gazette 
1970g). In Tampere, advocates raised concerns over access to park waterfronts, “losing 
the lungs of the city”, and the overall integrity of the environment as they also voiced 
fears over the possible “antisocial behavior” that the freeway structures would engender 
(Laine and Peltonen 2003; Pyynikki Commission 1973.)

6.3. Concern over urban nature

The third issue at stake in the public’s resistance dealt with a concern over urban nature. In 
Worcester, this perspective was not yet fully expressed in the arguments, as in this context 
the crisis was already underway, as an emergency issue that was ongoing – one 

Table 1.  Common Claims among Early Environmentalists in Tampere, Finland, and Worcester, United 
States: Health, quality of life and urban nature conservation

Tampere (1960–1973) Worcester (1968–1970)

Health The “lungs of the city” will get smaller (Pyynikki 
Commission 1973)

“Air pollution study reveals annual costs of $12 
million” (Worcester Telegram, February 3, 1968) 
“Terrible fumes”

Quality of Life “The central park of Tampere will diminish” 
“Access to waterfront will be more difficult” 
“Increasing loitering and vagrancy” (Pyynikki 
Commision 1973)

“An inescapable stench … rats and other vermin, 
general unsightliness, a terrible smoke” 
“You need to turn your car lights on some days 
to drive down Granite Street [because of the 
thick smoke]” (Worcester Telegram, February 
28, 1968)

Urban Nature 
Conservation

“The quality of the environment will decrease” 
“Construction phase will generate manifold 
environmental hindrance” 
“There are freeways and traffic james 
everywhere, but only one irreplaceable 
Pyynikki” (Pyynikki Commision 1973)

In 1971, Green Hill Park’s dump and landfill 
refurbished and a public park is constructed 
(Antonelli 2015) 
Following dump fires protests, advocates raise 
concerns over integrity of the city’s waterways 
and a massive cleanup gets underway (Turken 
2022) 
Movement spins off into lasting environmental 
advocacy, later focusing on land conservation 
in the county, with Mayor commission report, 
What’s Left: An Update on Worcester’s Open 
Space (1987)
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contextual feature that differed in Worcester from in Tampere, where civic advocates were 
debating a plan yet to be implemented. Worcester citizens were instead concerned about 
their perpetual “terrible, deplorable condition” of living in constant plumes of smoke from 
burning trash and exposure to high levels of toxicity, as well as the physical insecurities of 
living near dump sites that constantly burst into fires (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 
1968b; Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1970c). An impassioned plea for considering 
urban impacts on the integrity of the natural environment would be more expressly 
articulated in the movement that would follow the dump fires protests (made possible 
by the dump fires advocacy): the movement to clean up city waterways (Kotsopoulos 
2020; Interview with Larry Freed 2022).

In Tampere, the concern over the future of the unique nature area was one of the key 
issues raised in the public debates. Pyynikki Commission argued on 6.1.1973: “A high stan
dard of living includes rich and diverse natural environment that has not been ravaged. 
There are highways and traffic jams everywhere but the nature of Pyynikki is unique 
and untouched” (Pyynikki Commission 1973). Overall, a concern over the quality of the 
environment during the possible construction phase was raised, as well as the coming 
traffic jams that would further threaten the natural value of the area and block the con
nection to the waterfront.

6.4. Progress

In both cities, the ruling administrations saw these contentions through a framework of 
city progress (see Table 2). In Worcester, a city government editorial entitled “The 
Rubble of Progress” countered that residents in dump neighbourhoods needed to under
stand that the nuisance of the smoke would be temporary, and that there were more 
important long-term benefits for a city on the cusp of renewal (Worcester Telegram & 
Gazette 1968h). The local government pushed back against the state-ordered closures, 

Table 2. Common Rebuttals among Government and Industry Leaders in Response to 
Environmentalists’ Protest: Progress, technocratic competence (good planning; good management; 
efficiency), and nature as already modified by human action.

Tampere (1960–1973) Worcester (1968–1970)

Progress “Pyynikki ridge should be protected as much as 
possible” Comment by Governmental Natural 
Protection Supervisor (Tie- ja Vesirakennuslaitos 
[Road and Water Construction Department] 1964) 

“The rubble of progress … it is only for three 
more months” (Worcester Telegram, March 
23, 1968) 
“It takes tolerance on the part of the public” 
City Manager McGrath, March 19, 1968

Technocratic 
Expertise

“The natural beauty of Pyynikki can be protected 
with good planning” (Tampereen tiekilpailun 
arvostelupöytäkirja [Tampere Road Competition 
Evaluation Report] 1960) 
“The freeway may add new values to Pyynikki, it 
will highlight the steepness of the ridge and the 
grandeur of the pine forest” (Tie- ja 
Vesirakennuslaitos [Road and Water Construction 
Department] 1964)

“The dump can meet health standards with 
good management by the city’s Air Pollution 
Control Manager” (Worcester Telegram, 
March 13, 1968) 
“The dump can be converted into a 
recreation area for the future” (Worcester 
Telegram, August 29, 1968)

Nature as 
Modified

“Pyynikki is not in a natural state, it has already 
been harmed before” (Tie- ja Vesirakennuslaitos 
[Road and Water Construction Department] 1964)

“Green Hill site is already an existing quarry” 
(Worcester Telegram, May 17, 1969)
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noting that the renewal would come with a cost of future demolition and building pro
jects (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1970h).

Whereas in Worcester the citizens were asked to be patient (Worcester Telegram & 
Gazette 1968g), in Tampere the progress perspective emphasised the inescapability of 
urban development, suggesting that nature preservation was to be conceived of within 
this framework. The Tampere discussions were enveloped in cultural notions of the bet
terment of the welfare state providing benefits to the whole Tampere population and 
nature would be protected as much as possible though expected to bend to this curve 
of development (Tie- ja vesirakennuslaitos 1964).

6.5. Technocratic competence

The frame most emphasised by Tampere officials was technical expertise and compe
tence, however. Thus, a technocratic reformism dominated the civil servants’ argumenta
tion (Haila and Heininen 1995). In Worcester, the same can be seen in the reliance on 
expert authorities to legitimate counter-proposals, even those that pushed back 
against state mandates to expediently close the dump. For example, administrators 
assured the protesting public that the dumps could meet health standards with good 
management by the Air Pollution Control Manager (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 
1968e). Following the city governance’s championed allowance of demolition burning, 
expert engineers and architects were consulted to propose that the dump could be 
covered and converted into a recreation area for the future (Worcester Telegram & 
Gazette 1968d; Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1968i; Worcester Telegram & Gazette 
1970c).

The phrasing of the freeway plan in Tampere (Tie- ja vesirakennuslaitos 1964) revealed 
that Pyynikki ridge was considered a sensitive political issue. The wording was carefully 
scripted to acknowledge the value of Pyynikki, but at the same time the benefits of con
struction were highlighted: “The freeway might add new values to Pyynikki, it will high
light the steepness of the slopes of the ridge and the grandeur of the Pine Forest” (Tie- 
ja vesirakennuslaitos 1964).

6.6. Nature is already modified

In both cities, the ruling coalition of government officials and industry leaders eventually 
took on a distinct stance against an epistemology of conservation, rebutting that nature 
had already been modified by human action (see Table 2). From Tampere, officials argued 
that Pyynikki constituted a regrowth (not old growth) forest that had been stewarded by 
an earlier industrial era city population. This new phase could be seen as a continuation of 
a tradition of human stewardship over the land. In Worcester, officials pointed outward, 
insisting that citizens identify one major city in the nation that had figured out its trash 
problems; they could not (Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1969b). Officials also pointed 
out that the Green Hill dump had long been an existing quarry, such that the use of 
the area for demolition would simply constitute the next phase in land use (Worcester Tel
egram & Gazette 1969a; Worcester Telegram & Gazette 1969c; Worcester Telegram & 
Gazette 1970b).
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In both cases, the paradigm-shifting impact of these first urban environmental move
ments was underscored in the nature of the development of claims and counter-claims, 
which have had a lasting impact. On the one hand, these earliest urban environmental 
contentions established a new and permanent place for environmentalism in the city 
policy agenda, for example in Tampere in 1970 the city established a committee for pol
lution prevention and environmental protection. Due to environmental disputes during 
the rest of the 1970s, local Greens participated to the municipal elections on these 
issues in 1984. Finally, the City of Tampere decided to institute the Environmental Protec
tion Board and Environmental Protection Department in 1986 (Laine 2006; Laine and Pel
tonen 2003; Peltonen 2006). In Worcester, in 1971, the Regional Environmental Council of 
Worcester was established and so too a focused Salisbury Pond Task Force both of which 
involved industry and business in the area, city officials, the public health department, 
Worcester Polytechnic Institute students, a Navy Construction Battalion the National 
Guard, and eventually over 10,000 to clean thousands and thousands of cubic tons of 
toxic waste in the surrounding waterways (Turken 2022), following another long fight 
in city hall through the Conservation Commission to permanently commit to managing 
water quality (Interview with Larry Freed 2022). This led to the establishment of the 
first state wetlands protection act upon which the federal act would be modelled and 
in 1976 of a local Wastewater plant. In 1986, the first city Mayor committed to urban envir
onmentalism was elected. He immediately commissioned a report on remaining undeve
loped areas (City of Worcester 1987), which led to the establishment of The Greater 
Worcester Land Trust as well as a number of local wildlife sanctuaries (Interview with 
John Anderson 2022). Thus, in both cities, the environment has continued to be an impor
tant concern for health, the quality of life of city residents and the concern over nature that 
city growth must respect.

On the other hand, the results of these contentions have not led to an either/or scen
ario; rather, in both cities today, we can see an attempt to have both the ideals of the 
environmental movement and the promise of growth and progress realised – despite 
the fact that these ideals remain in contradistinction. As the ruling coalition still leaned 
towards an industrial-age epistemology of human supremacy over nature, assuming 
dead any “original nature” not altered by humans (à la Merchant 2019), they, too, 
fashioned new arguments about progress alongside nature, led by experts and their tech
nological solutions. This builds on foundational industrial frameworks already operative 
before the urban environmental turn, albeit with a revised framing to incorporate how 
both citizen demands and technocratic plans could work together. In both cases, it 
should further be stated, these processes by which ruling coalitions came to a generalised 
consensus were neither easy nor simple. In Tampere, a member of the City Government 
and a key player in local politics started to question the Pyynikki freeway plan in total 
(Laine and Peltonen 2003, 119–121). In addition, a person working in the Roads and 
Waterways Administration established a Pyynikki Commission whose views conflicted 
with those of the administration. In Worcester, at many times throughout the dump 
fires battles and the contentious environmental policy debates to follow, insiders 
among the city council and among different institutions (like the Public Health Commis
sion and the Conservation Commission) would sometimes back leaders but at other times 
take contention with leaders’ responses to citizen protest. Worcester and Tampere move
ment cases are exemplary of the dawning of an era that would witness new kinds of 

LOCAL ENVIRONMENT 13



environmental claims as the local environmental impacts of urban development had 
started to manifest in the everyday life of citizens that raised open political debates.

7. Conclusions: urban movements and policy paradigm shifts

Eventually, both movements came to a resolution that offered some concessions to and 
some significant compromise on the part of concerned citizens. In Tampere, Pyynikki 
would remain a town forest, beloved by neighbourhood residents to this day for its tow
ering spruce trails and pristine views of the lake. In Worcester, both dumps were even
tually closed, and the city would instead construct two sanitary landfills, one that 
would later be covered in solar panels. In summary, these two cases from the 1960s 
and 1970s illuminate the politicisation of urban environmental concerns, how they 
found their way onto the permanent political agenda, and how citizens and officials navi
gated the relationships between nature, progress, and technocratic expertise. Further
more, in both cities these civic claims were openly conflictual, but aspects of these 
contentions developed in different public and semi-public stages.

In each case, these movements expanded the possibility space (Haila 2002; Haila and 
Dyke 2006) for environmental policy. It is important to note that the possibility space is 
not expanded by a large numbers of cases, but by significant ones in a given socio-cul
tural context (Haila 2002, 65). They both emerged at the time when environmental 
issues had initial attention. Konttinen (1999) has argued that the wave of environmental 
protest in the late 1960s was counter-cultural in the sense that the hegemonic ideologies 
of industrialism and materialism were called into question, and the environmental protest 
movement also seemed to counter these ideologies. New environmental claims were not 
able to effectively shake this dominant ideology. Thus, to Konttinen, the function of this 
wave was mostly one of opening up a new way of thinking – it did not significantly make 
changes at a deeper level of policy. In our case studies, we found this to be partly true. The 
highway was still constructed in Tampere to a place where the environmental impact was 
much less and the downtown renewal was undertaken in Worcester as waste issues have 
also continued to be a problem in the decades since. However, these movements had a 
lasting impact on the city agenda – an outcome that should not be dismissed. As a result 
of these conflicts and the increase in general awareness of environmental problems in 
urban areas, both cities established environmental departments and sustainability strat
egies. Moreover, these local movements were vital in creating political green coalitions 
that became influential at the national level (Domaradzka 2018; US Environmental Protec
tion Agency 2024).

Still, our study raises an important question: how much, if at all, have urban politics 
changed since the times of our case studies? Or, have urban politics receded from the 
foundational framework of the modern city? In Worcester, the city’s commitment to 
growth continues in “segregated policy lanes”, wherein activists may be conceded 
small, “green” side projects so long as they don’t disrupt the business-as-usual urban 
development the city still counts on economically and socially: to make it a profitable 
enterprise and appealing place to live and visit. As the city sustainability manager has 
explained of the city’s orientation to civic claims, the city is much more interested in build
ing bigger pipes to address the growing volumes of wastewater flow than to address the 
toxicity of that flow or how it affects the bay.
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In Tampere, environmental concerns and issues have been merged as part of the sus
tainable city development strategy (Jokinen et al. 2018). Thus, the environmental view
point has been absorbed into the city’s political regime, and progress and 
development have come to include both technocratic competence and the issues of 
healthy, sustainable quality of life. The issues previously promoted by the urban environ
mental movements are now negotiable in terms of how they can be utilised to promote 
city growth and construction projects – a phenomenon of economic and political elites 
hijacking environmental activities and incorporating them into creative city branding 
that is widely recognised (Domaradzka 2018; Uitermark 2004).

Currently, environmental issues – especially climate change and biodiversity loss – are 
globally recognised concerns. The possibility space for urban environmental issues has 
expanded since this early era and become a global concern along the UN SDGs. 
Tampere has signed the covenant of mayors in which the aim is to reach the EU 
climate mitigation and adaptation targets. Worcester, too, has signed the US Climate 
Mayors Statement pledging to adopt and implement the goals set forth by the Paris 
Accords. Thus, urban environmental policy aspects are tied to the market-oriented 
ethos and sustainable urban development, and they have become predominantly de- 
politicized on local levels (Leino et al. 2023; Leino, Wallin, and Laine 2025). Following 
the trajectories of those earliest of urban environmental movements and the foundational 
strategies of ruling coalitions devised in response, we argue that environmental issues 
entered into these local discourses as part of the permanent agenda of urban policies. 
Still, the possibility space for urban environmental policy has not expanded to a degree 
satisfactory to those at the frontlines of environmental advocacy. Future research 
should explore how new possibility spaces may foster pivotal transformations that redir
ect entrenched policy pathways and under what conditions contemporary urban environ
mental policy movements can call the contradictions of conservation and growth into 
question.
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