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Runrid Fox- Kämper

Worldwide cities have to meet challenges arising from growing societal, eco-
nomic and environmental inequalities that affect the urban system as a whole and 
threaten common practices in urban development, urban planning and everyday 
life. Urban gardening as a new or re- invented form of green infrastructure is 
increasingly recognised for offering opportunities to meet these challenges. The 
growing of crops and ornamental plants for food and other uses in (semi- )public 
spaces within and around cities has received increasing attention over the last 
decades as a practice with multiple benefits (Van Veenhuizen, 2006). Ecological 
functions of urban gardening in general and in particular for improving biodiver-
sity are acknowledged (Andersson et al., 2007); however, its potential to contribute 
to broader food security is a subject of debate, e.g. major challenges for growing 
food within cities seem to derive from the exposure to pollutants (Hursthouse 
and Leitão, 2016). From an economic perspective urban gardening supports local 
identity-  and place- making (Been and Voicu, 2006), although its contributions to 
saving household income or reducing public maintenance costs seem to be limited 
(CoDyre et al., 2015). Despite these constraints, urban gardening and –  on a larger 
scale –  urban agriculture remains one of the few alternatives to the predominant, 
resource- intensive agro- food system, which relies on long supply chains and 
large- scale distribution and retail companies. The benefits of urban gardening for 
social cohesion, interaction and community- building are highly valued (Guitart 
et al., 2012). Participating in an urban gardening project is supposed to contribute 
to an active, healthy lifestyle, especially for older people (Van den Berg et  al., 
2010); however, it can be questioned who benefits from these initiatives in the 
long term and who is excluded.

Urban gardening and the struggle for social and spatial justice offers a well- balanced 
overview of the correlation between urban gardening practices and spatial justice, 
questioning the effectiveness of urban gardening in addressing the current social 
and spatial injustices in cities. Can urban gardens be a remedy against inequality 
in society? Or can they –  at a smaller scale –  counteract inequalities in urban 
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development? Are they manifestations of the cultural turn in planning and of the 
right to the city movement in neoliberal cities (Purcell and Tyman, 2015) or do 
they create new inequalities by excluding the public from space that was public 
before? As elaborated in the introduction, these questions have not been explored 
sufficiently up to now, and this book will contribute to closing a gap in research 
on spatial justice and the meaning of urban gardening.

From a personal perspective, this book is strongly linked to the research 
and network activities conducted in COST Action Urban Allotment Gardens 
in European Cities, which I had the honour to chair from 2012 to 2016, and 
in which the editors of this book actively participated. The Action brought 
together around 170 researchers and practitioners from thirty- one countries all 
over Europe (and New Zealand), who for the first time ever examined urban 
gardening in great detail and across a continent, looking at policy and planning 
aspects, social and ecological benefits and design aspects. This included a compre-
hensive review of research and academic and other literature as well as a collection 
of case studies around Europe through which it was possible to look at the wide 
range of different traditions and practices of urban gardening and their challenges 
and opportunities across Europe. In this COST Action it was possible to bring 
together the most recent research, to discuss the latest evolution of practices and 
to raise awareness and fill knowledge gaps about the subject. Some of the chapters 
of this book are based on presentations held during the final conference of the 
Action, ‘Growing in Cities’, in Basel in 2016.

One of the central findings of the Action is that there is a linkage between 
crises and the emergence of urban gardening, not only in a historic perspec-
tive: ‘Whenever there is crisis, there is urban gardening’, stated Elke Krasny (2014) 
in her keynote in one the Action’s plenary sessions in Riga, in 2014. Economic 
crises such as depressions or food shortages during wars have been strong drivers 
for growing food within cities ever since. While we think of these crises as a phe-
nomenon of the past in some European regions –  e.g. around the Mediterranean 
Sea  –  crisis is taking place, and it is no coincidence that new forms of urban 
gardening have spontaneously emerged there. In addition, growing imbalances 
between and within cities worldwide are affecting the urban environment, 
questioning common practices in urban planning. They have opened a stage for 
urban gardening initiatives, partly  –  in growing cities  –  in niches that are not 
in the focus of urban developers, partly –  in shrinking cities –  as tool for urban 
regeneration, place- making and local identity. Finally, in some European cities, 
urban gardening is used as a remedy to meet social polarisation, fragmentation and 
segregation as well as to cope with the effects of demographic change.

In all these forms of economic, spatial and social upheaval urban gardening is 
praised for its role to supply healthy food to low- income groups, to create iden-
tity or to support social cohesion. Many of these assumptions could be confirmed 
by researchers within the COST Action, e.g. that there is some evidence that 
motivations for taking part in urban garden initiatives derive from the wish for a 
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meaningful engagement, the desire to overcome isolation in times of unemploy-
ment, while at least in the study projects examined, the contribution to household 
income by self- grown food seems to have been of minor importance. However, in 
this emerging topic many questions had to be left unanswered during the course 
of the Action; e.g. how do urban garden initiatives contribute to gentrification 
processes in cities, where in the last decades urban gardens were welcomed as part 
of an urban regeneration strategy on underused or abandoned land resulting in 
times of increasing real estate values now? Can garden initiatives contribute to 
social cohesion in the long term and what is needed to assure that different social 
groups have a chance to take part in urban gardening initiatives in particular and 
planning processes in general?

I am very glad and proud to see that the COST Action managed to create 
a fruitful network of scientists and stakeholders that did not exist as such before 
and in which members go on exploring open questions in research proposals 
and compilations such as in this Urban gardening and the struggle for social and spatial 
justice book. This book will be a useful and significant source of information for 
those who want to explore the socio- political role of urban gardening, its options 
to overcome spatial disparities in urban regions and to connect citizens to natural 
resources.
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