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All background images: Summer party 
with gardening and painting actions 
at Olpener Straße

Many cities respond to the demands of urban growth by building hous-
ing on undeveloped lots. However, as urban centres continue to grow, so 
too does the demand for urban open spaces. Cities both have to densify 
with infill housing development while maintaining green spaces. At the 
same, the increasing societal interest in spending time outside creates 
pressure to optimise the use of available space to contain both meet-
ing and appropriation spaces e.g. for gardening, spaces for retreat and 
relaxation as well as for physical activities. This leaves cities in a 
dilemma.

New suitable instruments are needed to address this conflicting, but not 
necessarily contradictory urban development target. Given recent re-
gression in state funding, resulting in decreased municipal budgets and 
staffing, affordable strategies are required to improve public spaces. 
Contemporary urban open spaces therefore must fulfill many tasks, serv-
ing recreation, ecology, community and being inexpensive to qualify.1

Fortunately, though financial resources are scarce, social resources 
are at hand: The increasing demand for access to self-determined spaces 
offers the potential to engage citizens in the urban development pro-
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cesses. As a response to present economic and cultural structures the 
relationship between urban space, civil society and social reality is 
intensified; key questions still remain: How can the multifunctional 
qualification of urban open spaces meet affordability thresholds? Which 
strategies exist to connect municipal with citizen interests? What mini-
mum equipment is needed in public space? 

Green Belts Cologne
Cologne demonstrates a potential plan of action with a user driven urban 
development for places of collective production. The Garden Labs are an 
attempt by the City of Cologne to produce – with a minimal effort and 
budget – a maximum of space and usage: Part of the Outer Green Belt on 
the right bank of the Rhine, the Garden Labs have contributed to the 
enhancement of the Green Belt as a ring of public spaces and make it 
a continuous stretch. This pilot project tests the feasibility of an 
open space typology which creates both structurally rich and ecologi-
cally valuable public spaces for all in an urban system. As a mix of a 
park and urban gardens the Garden Labs dissolve the classical allotment 
garden parcel and transform it into a wide range of garden typologies. 
These include various garden themes on different areas, in total result-
ing in a novel park for participation, interaction and integration. 

Cologne’s Inner and Outer Green Belts were established in the 1920s 
on former fortifications during Konrad Adenauer’s time as Lord Mayor. 
Whereas the Inner Green Belt is a much frequented, urban space with park 
character that is meanwhile integrated in the urban fabric, the Outer 
Green Belt is suburban, more fragmented and partly deserted. With its 
800 ha the green mega structure of the Outer Green Belt is the largest 
urban open space in Cologne drawing a circle of 63 km around the city, 
half of it consisting of forest. However, the Outer Green Belt was never 
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completed as a total ring. Furthermore, traffic and urban development 
has impacted it negatively, especially on the right bank of the Rhine. 
Today, it is perforated by these elements, and needs to be reshaped. De-
spite the fact that it was only half finished, the Green Belt has become 
an important element of the urban green system of the city. Now a strat-
egy is needed to maintain this open space with other measures.

Agriculture as Leisure 
The Garden Labs are developed at a low cost and with broad participation 
charged with the ambition of creating new possibilities for the manage-
ment of collective urban spaces. The two prototype areas of the Garden 
Lab are based on the idea of integrating agricultural and gardening uses 
in a public park landscape. They connect leisure and recreation with 
healthy food, environmental education and community. Richly diverse, 
contemporary gardening offers and activities for urban dwellers extend 
the spread of different users. The new garden typologies are conceived 
as a mix of temporary plots, private gardens, community gardens, self-
harvest gardens, allotment gardens, vegetable gardens and educational 
gardens. This allows for flexible models for various levels of involve-
ment, attracting a wide range of user groups. Small public spaces focus 
on creating meeting zones for gardeners and visitors. 

Urban agriculture and participatory activities offer an inexpensive way 
of using and maintaining public space. With its minimal infrastructure 
of paths and basic equipment the Garden Labs are being realised with a 
relatively low budget. The strategy is to use agricultural structures 
and connect those with leisure activities. This at the same time stimu-
lates civil appropriation of open space leading to new ways of co-pro-
ducing the city. 
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Free Gardens
The social purpose of the project to involve a heterogeneous user group 
includes a particular aim to involve residents from the neighbour-
ing disadvantaged districts. Young families, the elderly, those with 
a migration background, the educationally disadvantaged and the long-
term unemployed were approached specifically. By working with the local 
congregation, social institutions and other neighbourhood actors to set 
up among other things a program of seasonal parties and workshops, the 
project succeeded in reaching out and involving a diverse cross-section 
of society. The accessibility of the free gardens, in combination with 
the collaborations with actors from the business sector provides oppor-
tunity for long-term unemployed individuals to get engaged, which can 
ultimately contribute to their eventual reintegration into the labour 
market. While the gardens are free of charge, gardeners commit to main-
tain the gardens and have to take responsibility for them.

Fusing Spatial Uses and Urban Life
Spatial interpretability and opportunities for conversion are core is-
sues of landscape architecture. Green space can be reinterpreted with 
few resources. This means that open structures, easy ways of participa-
tion and new social groups can be established more easily in open space 
than in built up areas. Its flexible use represents a low-threshold, 
dynamic, social function that would not be possible in a building. 

The Garden Labs contribute to a sustainable configuration of public 
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Note:

1. C. Becker, S. Hübner, T. Krüger, S. Kreutz: Urbane Freiräume. Qualifizierung, Rückgewinnung und Sicherung 
urbaner Frei- und Grünräume. Bundesinstituts für Bau-, Stadt- und Raumforschung 2017.

Steffan Robel is founder and CEO of the Berlin-based landscape architecture office A24 
Landschaft. Robel studied in Berlin, Weimar and the Netherlands and has lectured at several 
universities. His projects span urban development concepts, participatory processes as well 
as the restructuring of inner city areas and the design of parks, squares and streets. Robel 
engages with the continued design of public space, and in turn the spatial organisation of 
the urban transformation process.

space. The strategy sheds light on some of what can be possible by se-
curing green in the city, and subsequently encouraging access, and the 
multifunctional use of the allotted space. In this way, they offer a 
landscape curatorial approach to meet lacking municipal budgets and the 
increasing pressure exerted on public spaces by the growing population. 
The dissolution of the parcel and the new dynamic forms of use result in 
a hybrid open space typology. Through this diversification of the garden 
types combined with the minimum equipment an efficient and affordable 
urban development instrument emerges, which can be used to create an 
accessible, livable city. Not just as urban nature, green lung, leisure 
site and recreation space, but also as a part of the green infrastruc-
ture and a meeting place, gardens can play a socially inclusive and 
urban commoning role to the city society. 

61


