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As co-founder of the Berlin based social ecological urban agriculture project „Prinzessinnengarten“, I will 
focus on the social potential of urban agriculture to affect participants and policy in relation to food matters 
and urban resilience. I will also address the obstacles encountered when dealing with regulations and land 
tenure. Bottom-up and community based projects like Prinzessinnengarten are characterized by 
improvisation, do-it-yourself, temporary strategies, cooperation, diversity, local knowledge, informal spacial 
interventions and the creation of networks. Successful practices are often of informal and participatory 
nature, therefore contrasting to professional approaches. 

 Informal learning and raising awareness  

Prinzessinnengarten is a self-organized urban agriculture project run as a social business. The main purpose 
of the project isn’t the production of food, although we produce local organic food for neighbors and the 
garden restaurant. More importantly our mission is set on raising awareness on topics concerning the 
predominant industrial food system, the role cities play in it and the social and ecological costs of our ways 
of consumption. Through hands-on experiences and informal learning Prinzessinnengarten gives neighbors, 
school kids, visitors, students and researchers the chance to create and experiment with local answers to 
global challenges like climate change, loss of biodiversity, food sovereignty, environmental justice. Places like 
Prinzessinnengarten may not contribute significantly to the food supply, but they can challenge the way we 
think about food, the city, our neighbors and our surroundings. Through participation consumers become co-
producers of food, establishing for example regional economic relations to small-scale producers (CSAs). 

 Urban Agriculture as practice of space making

Our experience informs us that these practices of space making have the potential to change the way a city 
is conceptualized and understood by its citizens, with questions engaging with the future of the city, the role 
communities can play within it and the role of citizens in planning and contributing to sustainable and resilient 
forms of urbanization. These spaces also catalyze a conversation about the relation between  urban areas 
and a globalized countryside. Food becomes a common language: bridging the gaps between people of 
different generational, economic, social and cultural backgrounds.

 

 The context of austerity urbanism

Community based urban agriculture initiatives are often started as informal and temporary strategies from 
the bottom up, lacking formal recognition and often characterized by uncertain land tenure. In the context of 
a ‘neoliberal agenda’ - privatization as an instrument of austerity policies - they are threatened by 
developments in the real estate market. Political discussions and struggles around land tenure and the 
preservation of these projects take a lot of resources from initiatives. On the other hand this debates also 
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foster a realization that such spaces can play an important role in city politics relating to planning and food 
systems.

 

The recent history of Prinzessinnengarten gives a good insight into the challenges and contradictions we 
have to deal with as pioneer projects. The advantages and value these places bring to the city of Berlin is 
undisputed, even by official sources. Our work is appreciated in a neighborhood that is one of the most 
densely developed and socially most vulnerable. Experts see Prinzessinnengarten as a laboratory for socially 
and ecologically sustainable forms of urban development. The Berlin Senate has announced the promotion 
of urban gardening as part of their sustainable urban policy. Despite all these positive remarks and added-
value the city still wanted to sell the site, following a policy of privatization of public land. We started a 
petition which was signed by 30 000 supporters, claiming that urban gardens are more than just 
‚sophisticated backyard greenery‘. They provide incentives for sustainable and neighborhood-oriented urban 
development, and give people room to actively shape their environment and the food system they are living 
in. This campaign was successful, and it has changed the perspective of the political decision makers on the 
role and the value of this kind of projects.  

 

 Building new networks for food activism 

Initiatives like Prinzessinnengarten create local, national, and international networks of bottom up initiatives. 
They also develop new forms of interactions between urban agriculture on the one hand, researchers, artists 
and cultural and educational institutions on the other. On a local level we initiate ‘offshoot gardens’ in 
Schools and Universities. Prinzessinnengarten also serves as an inspiration for other initiatives to start similar 
projects. On a national level our non-profit company “Nomadic Green” works in cooperation with the newly 
founded association “Common Grounds” on the establishment of a national platform for support and 
consultancy of urban gardening and urban agriculture initiatives. On a European level we created a network 
on the topic of informal learning. We are exchanging knowledge and experiences with a series of gardens 
and initiatives worldwide. During a recent study trip to New York and Detroit I had personally the chance to 
speak to activists, community organizers, farmers, planners, and researchers; thus, learning more about 
initiatives in the US, their motivations, their guiding questions, their potentials, their integration into planning, 
their influence on policy making and community development. These insights allow me to address similarities 
and differences between the German and the North-American contexts. 

 

 Conclusion 

My conclusion from a practitioner’s point of view on the role of community based urban agriculture and urban 
gardening initiatives is that these projects might in the near future not substantially change the amount of 
food we find on our plate as city dwellers, we won’t on our own provide urban food justice either. 
Nevertheless they can serve as pioneer projects, affecting the way we look at the production and 
consumption of food.

The next steps of the urban agriculture movement should be, to create lasting alliances with other 
stakeholders in the food system and to integrate urban agriculture and participative strategies into policy and 
city planning. We believe places like Prinzessinnengarten can be considered and indeed become instruments 
to catalyze neighborhood based environmental and social engagement on a wider scale.
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