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ABSTRACT 
The cities of today have to house a variety of people coming from different places and 

cultural backgrounds in denser spaces than before. In this essay, we will see what role urban 

gardens can play in improving the cohabitation of a heterogeneous population by providing 

spaces that strengthen local communities on many different levels. The aim of this paper is to 

answer the following three questions: “What role has urban agriculture played in cities 

through history, what can urban agriculture spaces do for the increasingly heterogeneous and 

stressful cities of today, and what is the current situation and areas of opportunity for 

Reykjavik?” The results of this research points out that urban gardens are a suitable tool for 

building community spaces that encourage diversity and participation in cities. Furthermore, 

analysis of the city of Reykjavik shows that the local government is supportive of community 

gardens and that they currently exist. Finally, we will discuss some ways of strengthening the 

development and reach of urban gardening in Reykjavik.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs reports that today’s world 

population is 7.2 billion and is expected to increase to 9.6 billion by 20501. 54% of the 

world’s population lives in cities today, and this number is expected to reach 66% by 20502. 

Most of this population increase will take place in developing countries, with African cities 

accounting for over half. In Iceland, 93.5% of the population lives in dense areas, of which 

63% live in the area of Reykjavik and 37% in the city itself.3 On one side, the recent 

migratory movements of people coming principally from areas of turmoil in the Middle East 

and Africa have created a situation of crisis in Europe. On the other side, European 

governments are facing challenges in providing care and support to an increasingly aging 

population4. Additionally, today’s urban societies in Europe are experiencing a substantial 

increase in poor health caused by mental stress and a socially isolating society5. 

Today´s city life has proven to be stressful in many places. Besides, cites have to house a 

variety of people coming from different places and cultural backgrounds. The following 

question then rises: what can be done to facilitate the integration and cohabitation of diverse 

people into urban communities? This question has many answers, but in this essay we will 

focus on the relevance of urban agriculture in the city. The objective of this essay is to 

provide an initial response: “What role has urban agriculture played in cities through history, 

what can urban agriculture spaces do for the increasingly heterogeneous and stressful cities of 

today and what is the current situation and areas of opportunity for Reykjavik?” 

During this research, we will look at the past, present and future of urban agriculture. First, 

we will look at the role that urban agriculture has played in guaranteeing food security to 

cities through history and the vital role it played for the survival of towns in times of crisis. I 

will speak of two historical cities in particular and examine what role urban agriculture 

played in them. This part will be a literary review based principally on one article. We will 

then see how the role of urban agriculture has changed today and the impact it can have on 

building communities and creating spaces of learning and sharing. We will examine the 

                                                
1 “World population projected to reach 9.6 billion by 2050,” United Nations Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs, accessed September 6, 2015, http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/news/population/un-report-
world-population-projected-to-reach-9-6-billion-by-2050.html. 
2 “World Urbanization Prospects 2014 Revision,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
United Nations (2014), http://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/highlights/wup2014-highlights.pdf. 
3 Aðalskipulag Reykjavíkur 2010-2030, Reykjavík: Crymogea, 2014, p. 113. 
4 “World Urbanization Prospects 2014 Revision,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs.  
5 Arne Arnberger and Renate Eder, “Are urban visitors’ general preferences for green-spaces similar to their 
preferences when seeking stress relief?” Urban Forestry and Urban Greening (2015) accessed August 20, 2015. 
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different appearances that urban gardening takes, and determine the relevance of using Public 

Access Community (PAC) gardens as a tool for city building. This part will be based on an 

article about PAC gardens in Berlin and a book on pop-up culture. Finally, we will define the 

current situation of urban agriculture in Reykjavik and determine areas of opportunity for 

development. These findings will come from an analysis of Reykjavik’s current master plan 

and interviews with two persons connected to urban agriculture both in Reykjavik and other 

places.  
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1a. Urban agriculture: a vital tool for cities then and now 

“In a global framework, the diversity of types of cities and urban food systems forms an 

essential part of the explanation as to why the city in many senses has been a long-term 

‘success story’.” 6 

This quote comes from “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of 

resilience for long-term food security in cities”, an article written by Stephan Barthel, PhD, 

and Christian Isendahl, doctor and senior lecturer at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden. 

Their article describes the role of agriculture in the resilience of cities. The resilience of a city 

is its ability to continue functioning, or recover, after suffering some pressures. These 

pressures can come in the form of military attacks, food shortages, natural disasters, etc.  

This article provides an idea of the importance of agriculture for cities. Indeed, contrary to 

what I used to think, the local food system, as I will explain now, has always played a capital 

role in the development and resilience of cities. Food and water were, until recently (if 

looking at the broad scope of time and history) much more celebrated and noticed as an 

inherent part of city life7. Looking back at historical cities and civilizations that lasted for 

centuries show clearly that agriculture played a vital role in people’s lives. Throughout time, 

growing food locally gave cities the security needed to sustain life. It enabled the population 

to be fed without investing too much energy into moving in food from elsewhere and, most 

importantly, allowed cities to survive in times of crisis. Two good examples of this are the 

Classic Maya civilization of the late first millennium AD and Byzantine Constantinople (mid 

6th century BC until ca. 1453). There are, however, examples of other cities, like Rome, that 

had their food delivered from far away. 

Image 1 is a schematic model of the urban pattern of the Maya civilization. The light gray 

areas on the image represent garden and farming areas. Here, you can clearly see that 

gardening and farming shaped the way the city was built. This makes complete sense, given 

that the Maya could not import enough food from other states to feed their people.  

                                                
6 Stephan Barthel and Christian Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of 
resilience for long-term food security in cities,” Ecological Economics 86 (2013): 225, accessed October 10, 
2015. 
7 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-term 
food security in cities,” p. 224. 
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They had to rely on their own production. The Maya urban gardens were not luxury spaces 

for the higher class, but spaces that were managed by households for the purpose of food 

security8. The garden surrounding each house is called the “farmstead garden”9. These were 

usually the most cared-for plots in the city, due to the close proximity with the inhabitants. 

The organic waste produced by the urbanites fertilized the farmstead garden, which was used 

to breed plants, experiment with farming, store seeds, preserve rich soil, and for managing 

plant diversity10. This is a good example of sustainability as this system ran in circles and not 

linearly. The majority of urban Maya inhabitants were farmers and “throughout Maya 

prehistory and in the historic period, the farmstead garden was at the center of the Maya 

universe”11. Here again we are confronted with a reality quite different from the 

contemporary relationship with food and gardens. The Maya’s garden was far more than a 

source of nourishment; it also encompassed spiritual dimensions, and represented, in a way, 

life itself.12 

 

                                                
8 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-term 
food security in cities,” p. 227. 
9 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-term 
food security in cities,” p. 228. 
10 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 228. 
11 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 227-228. 
12 12 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 227-228. 

Image 1: Schematic model of 
the patter of a Classic Maya 
city. The shaded areas 
represent gardens and farm 
land. 
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The organization of Byzantine Constantinople is quite different from that of the Maya 

civilization. Here the farming land isn’t as much inside of the city center but is mainly on its 

periphery. However, a large part of growing land was located inside of the outer city walls. 

Constantinople was attacked and besieged at an average interval of 65 years13 and its food 

system allowed it to subsist in those times of crisis. The city demonstrated its great resilience 

when it survived the siege of Bayezid I in 1392. At that time all the supply lines to the city 

were cut off and it had to subsist solely on what it had stored and was producing14. The siege 

lasted for eight years. In comparison, the people of Stockholm would starve in less than two 

after all food supplies were exhausted if the fossil-fuel dependent system were to fail.15. Of 

course, Constantinople had an ideal geographical position for food production and fishing; 

nonetheless, this comparison demonstrates that the current food organization of our 

contemporary cities must be seriously questioned.  

                                                
13 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 231. 
14 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 230. 
15 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 231. 

Image 2: Map of 
Constantinople, where areas 
used for fishing (Golden 
Horn) agriculture, gardening, 
horticulture and pasture are 
highlighted, in total 15 km2 
(marked in gray). 
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To summarize, the Maya cities and Byzantine Constantinople as well as many other ancient 

civilizations such as the Egyptians16 had agriculture at the center of their concerns when 

planning the city. This was done to ensure food security and build up resilience at all levels of 

the population. Yet, we do not have to look that far back to find examples of situations in 

which urban agriculture played a critical role in the survival of a city’s population. Urban 

gardens saved millions of people from starvation in cities both in World War I and in World 

War II. In WWI, community gardens in Britain provided the people in the city with 

2,000,000 tons of vegetables17. Another great example is Cuba. The embargo imposed on the 

country by the USA in 1960, in addition to the fall of the Soviet Union, impacted gravely on 

the supply lines of fertilizers and food18. As a result, the country had to establish its own 

means of feeding its population. Ten years later, 400 horticulture collectives had been created 

in Havana producing 8500 tons of vegetables, 7.5 million eggs, and 3650 tons of meat 

annually19.  Looking back in history, we can see that urban agriculture has played a vital role 

in the survival of cities in times of crisis20. 

  

Coming back to the case of Stockholm (and undoubtedly many other contemporary cities), 

which would not survive long if they had to stop shipping in food, let us look at the issue that 

lies at hand. Large cities today rely mainly on the global food system to feed themselves21 - a 

system that is based on fossil fuel use to “sequester foodstuffs from the farthest reaches of the 
                                                
16 Jeroen Beekmans and Joop de Boer, Pop-Up City: City Making in a Fluid World, Amsterdam: BIS 
Publishers, 2014, p. 96. 
17 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 231. 
18 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 232. 
19 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 232. 
20 Beekmans and de Boer, Pop-Up City: City Making in a Fluid World, p. 96. 
21 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 224. 

Image 3: A poster 
encouraging 
urban food 
growing during 
WWII 

 

Image 4: 
Urban gardens 
in Cuba 
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planet”22. Needless to say, this system has a detrimental impact on the environment for many 

reasons including the release of CO2 into the atmosphere, and the destruction of rain forests 

to grow food. One question that we can ask ourselves whilst having dinner that should clarify 

what I am speaking of here is: “Where does the food I am eating come from?”  

Food was widely celebrated as a part of the city before our time. One can, therefore, ask: 

“what happened since?” A shift of opinion concerning urban agriculture that has had a great 

impact on the shift of food production find its source in the Chicago School of urban 

sociology that emerged in the 1920s and 30s23. This school of thought established “a 

modernist understanding of urban life as an essentialist reality separate from rural life” and, 

in that way, from farming. Furthermore, the concept of cities being separated from their life 

support system (food supply) spread widely due to the “major innovations in transportation 

technology”24. The early modernist urban sociology established the city as something 

separate from the food production, which was to happen somewhere else. This way of 

thinking continues to be reflected in contemporary urban policy and planning25. The 

following quote, which is the conclusion of Barthel and Isendahl’s research on the 

relationship between urban agriculture and food security, describes the current situation 

accurately: 

The results outlined in this paper indicate that agricultural production is not “the 
antithesis of the city” – as modernist understandings of urbanity suggest – but is in 
many cases a fully integrated urban activity. That is why it is worrisome that spaces 
for urban food production are rapidly vanishing on a grand scale.26 

It is clear that urban agriculture can guarantee food security to contemporary cities. However, 

it is unlikely, and not necessary, that the food production would come to occur entirely inside 

or in the proximity of cities. Nevertheless, growing more food in urban settings could 

decrease the dependence of contemporary cities on the oil-run global food system. Besides, 

as we will come to see now, urban agriculture has much more to offer than food security. 

                                                
22 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 224. 
23 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 224. 
24 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 224. 
25 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 232. 
26 Barthel and Isendahl, “Urban gardens, agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-
term food security in cities,” p. 232. 
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1b. Urban Agriculture: More than Farming 

The previous section having explained the validity of urban agriculture for food security, we 

will now explore the other benefits it has to offer, which are more than agriculture. We will 

also define the different ways in which it occurs. This will provide a good foundation for 

subsequently examining the situation in Reykjavik. 

This review is based on two sources. The first one, Pop-Up City: City Making in a Fluid 

World written by Jeroen Beekmans and Joop de Boer; a book about the permanent state of 

flux in contemporary urban living and how “pop-up” culture is affecting the urban fabric of 

our cities. The second is an article, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-

access community gardens in Berlin”. Pim Bendt from the Beijer Institute of Ecological 

Economics at the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, Stephan Barthel from the Stockholm 

Resilience Center of the University of Stockholm, and Johan Colding from the Department of 

History of the University of Stockholm wrote this article. It is an analysis of “environmental 

learning in public-access community gardens (‘PAC-gardens’) in Berlin”. Their research was 

conducted through extensive fieldwork, the result of which was compared to social theories 

of learning, to describe “learning communities in four PAC-gardens”.  

 

Beekmans and de Boer explain in their book that urban farming is highly valuable in cities, 

because it has much more to offer than agriculture alone.27 Indeed, research has shown that 

urban farming encourages “community engagement, a sense of belonging, and knowledge 

dissemination”.28 While more and more people are moving into cities today, the available 

space is not getting bigger. Furthermore, cities are becoming increasingly more 

                                                
27 Beekmans and de Boer, Pop-Up City: City Making in a Fluid World, p. 96. 
28 Beekmans and de Boer, Pop-Up City: City Making in a Fluid World, p. 96. 

Image 5: 
Prinzessinnengarten in 
Berlin, one of the PAC 
gardens studied by 
Bendt, Barthel and 
Colding. 
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heterogeneous. This is not only due to the migratory flux of people around the world, but also 

due to people from the same country but from different places and cultural backgrounds 

moving there. This means we have a more heterogeneous populations living in a denser city. 

For this reason, it is important to create city spaces that can help this cohabitation.  

Beekmans and de Boer write that, “urban agriculture, especially organized in cooperative 

ways, has proven to be an instrument that can rebuild entire communities, not only through 

food production but also through education and social networking”.29 They speak here of the 

important role that urban farms can play in building and re-building communities by creating 

a space inside the city for learning and meeting other people.  

Various types of urban farms currently exist. These are:  

• Allotment gardens: this is an area divided into smaller parcels that are allocated to 

individuals to have a garden. 

• Gated community gardens: these are part of a community and can only be accessed by its 

members. 

• Domestic gardens: private gardens attached to people’s homes. 

• PAC gardens: these are managed by various members/parties of the community and are 

accessible to anyone. 30 

Bendt, Barthel and Colding analyzed four PAC gardens in their article and described what 

people using these gain from this activity. I am interested here in seeing what a garden that is 

organized and visited by locals, unrelated to their ability to own a more private type of 

garden, has to offer to increasingly heterogeneous cities. Their research results reveal four 

main themes that people participating in PAC gardens learn about: 

1. Gardening and local ecological conditions 

The participants increased their skills in gardening and their knowledge of the local 

ecological conditions such as soil quality and sun exposure. The participants 

explained that they gained most of their knowledge from other participants. Bendt, 

Barthel and Colding go on to explain, “learning and practice in the PAC-gardens can 

instill participants with [...] awareness of ecological issues and processes operating on 

greater scales than the gardens themselves.”31 This is extremely interesting as it shows 

                                                
29 Beekmans and de Boer, Pop-Up City: City Making in a Fluid World, p. 102. 
30Pim Bendt, Stephan Barthel and Johan Colding, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access 
community gardens in Berlin,” Landscape and Urban Planning 109 (2013), accessed November 3, 2015, p. 23.  
31 Bendt, Barthel and Colding, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access community gardens 
in Berlin,” p. 25. 
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us that urban community farming can raise people’s awareness of the global 

environmental situation. 

2. Politics of space 

The participants learn about the processes that determine the usage and development 

of space inside of cities, and civic management of public space.32 One of the 

participants said that “... [Before] I never had a clue ... about what’s happening around 

me in the neighborhood, who has got the power and how, (...) this helps me also more 

to think how to intervene and how to be active (...)”.33 

3. Self-organization 

Participants learned about managing “social-cohesion, division of labour, collective 

responsibilities, decision structures and involvement of new members and engaging 

with the public”.34 

4.  Social entrepreneurship 

Participants learned how to design business models that allow these spaces to work 

financially whilst servicing the community and allowing people to participate. 

Bendt, Barthel and Colding explain that PAC gardens create an environment that fosters 

collaboration. Furthermore, they involve more people than the “traditional power elites” in 

the process of improving the quality of urban environments and local communities. PAC 

gardens help shape cities in a “bottom-up driven process”.35 Bendt, Barthel and Colding also 

speak of the forthcoming growth of cities and describe the importance of including “bottom-

up driven process[es]” especially when “the heterogeneity of citizens speaks against one-size-

fits-all solutions”.36 

It [sustainable urban growth] must also spring from below, through active 
participation and experimentation by the citizen themselves. Yet the value of local 
creativity and experience is often overlooked in current designs and planning 
procedures.37  

                                                
32 Bendt, Barthel and Colding, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access community gardens 
in Berlin,” p. 26. 
33 Bendt, Barthel and Colding, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access community gardens 
in Berlin,” p. 26. 
34 Bendt, Barthel and Colding, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access community gardens 
in Berlin,” p. 26. 
35 Bendt, Barthel and Colding, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access community gardens 
in Berlin,” p. 28. 
36 Bendt, Barthel and Colding, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access community gardens 
in Berlin,” p. 28. 
37 Bendt, Barthel and Colding, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access community gardens 
in Berlin,” p. 28. 
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PAC gardens are a great example of urban spaces that allow people to learn about their 

environment, collaboration, local policies and entrepreneurship. This enables citizens to 

arrive at their own interpretation of how the city they live in should be. Consequently, urban 

gardens contribute to the development of the city in a bottom-up way.  

Permitting and encouraging those types of spaces can help cities integrate new groups of 

people in a participative manner. Thus, it is important that the policies and planning strategies 

adopted by the city governments do not only give the opportunity to communities for finding 

their own solutions and creating theirs public spaces, but also encourage them in doing so. 

This is well explained by Larsson in his doctoral thesis named Public Garden. A Place for 

Community and Creative Processes, in which he says: “urban planners should ‘cultivate 

possibilities’ by safeguarding urban space for local creativity rather than designing ready-

made environments.”38  

 

                                                
38 Bendt, Barthel and Colding, “Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access community gardens 
in Berlin,” p. 28. 
 

Image 5: Children 
visiting a PAC garden 
in Berlin. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

The research in this paper is divided into two parts. The first part is a literary review. I 

decided to establish first the status of urban green spaces and more specifically urban 

agriculture through history. This review is principally based on the article “Urban gardens, 

agriculture, and water management: Sources of resilience for long-term food security in 

cities”, written by Stephan Barthel and Christian Isendahl. I do this because I believe it is 

important for us to know the history of urban agriculture to understand the current situation 

and opportunities.  

Then, I researched aspects of urban agriculture other than providing for food. I based this 

research mainly on the article “Civic greening and environmental learning in PAC gardens in 

Berlin” written by Pim Bendt and Stephan Barthel, as well as the book Pop-Up City: City 

Making in a Fluid World written by Jeroen Beekmans and Joop de Boer. The objective with 

this section was to find out if urban agriculture could be used as a tool for developing 

community spaces that can serve as meeting spaces for a heterogeneous urban population. 

The second part of this research is my findings. For this part I focused my attention on 

Reykjavik. This part is my personal analysis of the current situation and opportunities in this 

city based on two sources. 

The first source is personal interviews. The objective was to use them to determine the 

current status of urban agriculture in Reykjavik and areas of opportunity for further 

development. I interviewed two persons. The first one is Thomas Pausz who is adjunct in 

product design at the Icelandic Academy of the Arts (IAA). Thomas has been working with 

urban agriculture projects in various cities and is following what is going on in Reykjavik. 

The second one is Brynja Gudnadottir, who started a community garden close to the city 

center in the summer of 2014. This community garden is named Laugargardur and was 

developed during a course at the Icelandic Academy of Arts. The course is named “Together 

– Repair” and aims at using design as a tool for social change through the collaboration of 

students and local agents39. Thomas is one of the teachers in this course. The interviews were 

conducted in a semi-structured manner. I asked the person to introduce her/himself first and 

to speak about her/his work and research. We then went on to discuss the status of the city 

and the role that urban agriculture gardens could play. 

                                                
39 Together – Repair, accessed December 7, 2015, http://cargocollective.com/together_lhi/About-Together-
Repair. 
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The second source is the 2010-2030 master plan of the city of Reykjavik, which was adopted 

in February 2014. I look at what it has to say about urban agriculture and also discussed it 

with Brynja and Thomas as well.  

The objective of this research was to start responding to the question: 

“What role has urban agriculture played in cities through history and what can urban 

agriculture spaces do for the increasingly heterogeneous cities of today, with a focus on 

Reykjavik?” 
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3. MY FINDINGS 

In my findings, I sought to answer the questions “what can urban agriculture spaces do for 

the city of Reykjavik?” and “what are the best ways of including urban agriculture in 

Reykjavik?” In order to do so, I first interviewed Thomas Pausz. 

 

3a. Interview: Thomas Pausz 

Thomas is a teacher at the design and architecture department of the Icelandic Academy of 

Arts. He comes from Paris and has lived in Paris, London, Berlin and Reykjavik. Thomas has 

experience with urban agriculture in all these cities. During his Masters degree in design, he 

worked on allotment gardens in London. After this, he moved to Berlin, where his studio was 

located right next to Prinzessinnengarten, one of the PAC gardens studied in the article 

“Civic greening and environmental learning in public-access gardens in Berlin”. After living 

in Berlin, Thomas moved to Reykjavik where he has been, inter alia, teaching the studio 

“Together – Repair”, a design studio for social change of the design and architecture 

department of the Icelandic Academy of the Arts. He has also experimented personally with 

building a greenhouse and growing food in Iceland. 

The discussion with Thomas shows us that urban gardens in different places have many 

similarities when it comes to their social role in communities. Indeed, for both the gardens in 

London and in Berlin, Thomas revealed that while growing aspect was important, it wasn’t 

the main purpose.40 Food, rather than being the reason for the existence of the garden, was 

rather the medium through which different people could meet, understand each other, and 

share moments together.41 In that way those urban gardens functioned more as a public space 

for socializing.42 Speaking of the garden in London Thomas explains: “The interest of how 

the gardens are now I think is that it is still about food production but also social engineering. 

It is a place where all those cultures, which are generally, in the architecture of the city, 

isolated, (…) can meet and interact.” He continued, “The food was the medium (…). It 

wasn’t about the idea of producing food to survive, it was about cultivating together and 

creating community and social contact”.43 Thomas explained that the garden in Berlin often 

had events going on to involve the local community. For example, school groups were invited 

to learn about growing. Thomas describes the situation there: “So again, the growing was 

                                                
40 Thomas Pausz, interview by David Ingi Bustion, IAA Thverholt, December 2, 2015. 
41 Thomas Pausz. 
42 Thomas Pausz. 
43 Thomas Pausz. 
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always a tool for social engineering and learning about other cultures and they had also other 

events like markets and seed exchange”.44  

I asked Thomas about the challenges that PAC gardens have to face. Much like the results of 

the literary review in the chapter Urban Agriculture: More than Farming, Thomas explains 

that often times these projects that spring from grass-root movements are not valued by the 

planning authorities of the cities.45 He gives the example of the garden in London that he 

used and studied, which was destroyed for the London Olympics in 2012. The authorities did 

not see it as worth keeping. The people using this garden were relocated to other gardens 

where there wasn’t such a melting pot of cultures.46 Another difficulty that PAC gardens have 

to face, according to Thomas, is the question of viability.47 These spaces have running costs, 

and successful gardens like the Prinzessinnengarten have found a way to sustain themselves 

with activities such as a coffee house and a restaurant.48  

Speaking of the role that urban gardens play in the heterogeneity of the cities Thomas says: 

“It was about diversity in many ways, which I think is a value that people have to fight for”.49  

Discussing the factors that determine the success of a garden Thomas explains that there is no 

one right way.50 Every situation demands specific answers. In his own words:  

For me, looking at these different projects and hearing other people talk about it, it 
is a case-by-case situation. You can’t say there is one way of having urban 
agriculture in general. You need to weave it into what is there already. You have to 
think of what works in a place.51  

In that way, the successful urban gardens he spoke of, like Prinzessinnengarten, are places 

that are highly connected with their surrounding environment and that use the existing social 

context to develop themselves.52 They look at the various social groups that are in their area 

and connect with them. This is done, for example, through the organization of events like 

food markets and fashion markets, or by offering workshops to learn about food growing. 

We went on to talk about urban gardening in Reykjavik. Thomas explained that most projects 

are located on the periphery of the city. He pointed out that there is growing interest in 

Reykjavik, but that the projects attempting to bring those spaces closer to the denser urban 

                                                
44 Thomas Pausz. 
45 Thomas Pausz. 
46 Thomas Pausz. 
47 Thomas Pausz. 
48 Thomas Pausz. 
49 Thomas Pausz. 
50 Thomas Pausz. 
51 Thomas Pausz. 
52 Thomas Pausz. 
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center are mainly driven through the IAA - that is to say school projects. The Icelandic 

context, weather and social ties are particular and Thomas insists that any urban garden has to 

be considered carefully with this in mind.53 He spoke of the school project that Brynja 

managed, and that we will look at later on. 

When asked about areas of opportunities for the development of PAC gardens in Reykjavik, 

Thomas said that it could be useful to organize an office that would serve as a supporting 

structure for local initiatives. It would be more of a bottom up approach to the planning of 

neighborhoods. This office could connect various people with similar interests together and 

assist them in implementing their ideas. Nonetheless, Thomas warned that the initiative must 

come from the city dwellers and that is not a given. He explained:  

That implies also people being interested and having a civic initiative, and that is not 
a given. I think that when you are in the university or in the design or art world, it 
feels like it is an obvious thing to want that [PAC gardens] (…) but sometimes you 
realize you are living in a bubble and people have no interest in these happenings, but 
then it is about communication (…) how do you communicate an idea and seduce 
people into it?54 

                                                
53 Thomas Pausz. 
54 Thomas Pausz. 
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3b. Interview: Brynja Thora Gudnadottir 

Brynja Thora Gudnadottir is a designer who faced all the questions and challenges that I 

discussed with Thomas when she started a community garden in Reykjavik. Brynja 

completed her Master´s degree in design at the IAA in 2015. During the first year of her 

course, she started researching and wrote an essay on greenhouses in neighborhoods of 

Reykjavik. Following that, she took part in the “Together – Repair” workshop and proposed 

to start a PAC garden to increase interest in food growing as well as bringing people together. 

In her own words Brynja explains: “We wanted to try this because we thought it was a good 

model to encourage people being together and create new knowledge by bringing diverse 

people together”.55 The project was developed in school in the spring of 2014. The group led 

by Brynja first investigated whether there was any interest in having communal food growing 

in Reykjavik. Afterwards, Brynja received funding from the Icelandic Innovation Center for 

herself and three other designers to continue with the project during the summer of 2014. The 

garden they created is named Laugargardur and is located in Laugardalur, a 30 minutes walk 

or 10 minutes car ride from the central bus station of Reykjavik (Hlemmur). There are 

apartment buildings close to the plot, but otherwise it is quite far from the denser urban 

center. Laugargardur is only used during the spring and summertime. 

There was a lot of uncertainty concerning the location of the garden when the project started. 

The municipality took a long time to respond to their demand, but the project received a plot 

of land on the 4th of June that summer. Brynja explained to me that the usual way of starting 

such a project would be to advertise it in the municipality, gather together people that are 

interested, and develop the project with the assistance of the municipality. Due to the time 

restriction given by the funding, Brynja’s group did not have the opportunity to approach the 

project in this way. So, they were faced with the challenge of attracting people’s attention. 

Brynja explained that: “There weren’t a lot of people showing up. We realized instantly that 

that summer we had to put lots of effort in advertising the garden”.56 The group led 

campaigns to inform people of the garden. For example, they set up coffee bags with flowers 

and herbs at busy places in the neighborhood. They also printed pamphlets that they 

distributed in the housing nearby. Brynja said that: “We started to see an increase in interest 

as the  

                                                
55 Brynja Thora Gudnadottir, interview by David Ingi Bustion, Hringbraut 53, November 30, 2015. 
56 Brynja Thora Gudnadottir. 
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Image 7: one of 
the locations 
where Brynja 
and her group 
placed planted 
coffee bags to 
awaken interest. 

 

  

summer went on. At the end of the summer, we organized a food event, where farmers and 

other producers could sell their products”. Much like the gardens in London and Berlin 

described by Thomas, Laugargardur used events to spark the interest of the local population 

and generate more participation. The project was continued in the summer of 2015. A 

workshop was organized to teach sustainable growing; this was quite successful, but only had 

two people from the neighborhood coming.57 

When asked about the challenges that Laugargardur faces, Brynja spoke of the location. She 

told me that: “The current location of the garden is not ideal. It is quite outside of the center”, 

she added, “I am certain that if we want this to work we have to start using the space that is 

closest to us”.58 Moreover, she mentioned, much like Thomas, that it isn’t a given to get 

people´s participation in this kind of social project. About this she said: “You need people 

who care about their environment. I get the feeling when I speak with people, who have been 

coming to the garden; it happens often that the only interest is in growing food”59. Moreover, 

Brynja speaks clearly of her belief that the local government should encourage such 

initiatives. She says, “I think that there has to be something from the municipality. There 

needs to be a program to support this”. Nonetheless, Brynja believes that the local inhabitants 

should make clear demands for spaces like PAC urban gardens in their close-by environment. 

In Brynja’s own words: 
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59 Brynja Thora Gudnadottir. 
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Image 8: the farmers market at Laugargardur. 

 

Image 9: a visit from a kinder garden at Laugargardur. 

Image 10: Different generations working together at 
the beginning of Laugargardur 

That kind of project is a constant battle with old points of views. I think it is good 
to give a vision [talking of the municipality], when they are organizing a new 
neighborhood they don’t speak of spaces to grow food. This has to come from us. 
We have to show our interest and demand those types of spaces.60  

Speaking with Brynja, it is clear that PAC gardens can help to bring diverse people together, 

creating public spaces to encourage socializing and learning. 

                                                
60 Brynja Thora Gudnadottir. 
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3c. Reykjavik: the Municipality and Urban Agriculture 

Both Brynja and Thomas spoke to me about the important role that the local government 

plays in the development of urban gardens. Nonetheless, it seems that this role should 

perhaps not be simply building a ready-made structure into which different demographics and 

social contexts are meant to fit, but rather a role of allowing and supporting.  

The Master Plan of Reykjavik 2010 – 2030 contains much information about the direction the 

city wishes to take towards community spaces. The following sentences concerning the 

change in role of the different neighborhoods illustrate this well:  

Well organized neighborhoods aim at strengthening the local infrastructures and 
creating places where people can meet, communicate and enjoy their free time, by, for 
example, being outdoors and exercising. During those times of increasing flexibility 
and decrease in connection with the family, it is most important to strengthen the 
services and facilities inside of neighborhoods and work against typical sleeping 
neighborhoods of the past decades where people meet seldom and travel outside of 
their borough to seek recreation and services.61 

There is a whole chapter in the master plan concerning urban agriculture. This chapter 

contains the objectives of the new legislation. These are for example that: 

• as many people as possible have the opportunity to grow vegetables for their personal 

usage, 

• as many people as possible have access to fresh and healthy food, 

• facilities for farmers market be set up in all neighborhoods to increase access to fresh 

food, 

• the municipality will maintain good communication with the public and organizations 

about healthy ways of producing food in the city.62 

Their solution to facilitating greater access by more people to urban gardens is to increase 

neighborhood gardens and allotment gardens throughout the whole city. Currently, there 

exists allotment gardens dispersed in 6 neighborhoods of Reykjavik (Vesturbaer, Fossvogur, 

Breidholt, Arbaer, Grafarvogur, Laugardalur), none of which is in the center.63 There are also 

two community gardens, Seljagardur in Breidholt and  Laugargardur in Laugardalur. These 

community gardens are quite recent. They have been running for the past two years. 

The benefits of urban agriculture described in the master plan are that: 

• it can provide more food security,  
                                                
61 Aðalskipulag Reykjavíkur 2010-2030, p. 84. 
62 Aðalskipulag Reykjavíkur 2010-2030, p. 112. 
63 Aðalskipulag Reykjavíkur 2010-2030, p. 113. 
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• it is a tool for learning and possibly increases understanding of the importance of 

keeping natural resources unpolluted and healthy, 

• it allows for savings in energy and time required for moving food, and 

• it could work as a preventive measure against lifestyle diseases like obesity.64 

This shows us that there is a clear understanding from the municipality of Reykjavik of the 

advantages of urban gardening and a will to implement it throughout the whole city. 

Nonetheless, considering my discussions with Brynja and observing the current typologies of 

urban gardens in Reykjavik - that is to say primarily allotment gardens with only two 

community gardens, none of which is located in the center - I think it is fair to assess the 

master plan as a vision of what will be rather than a reflection of the current situation.  

The framework for the development of urban agriculture is described in the first part of the 

urban agriculture chapter. It starts by saying that the development of the city has to be “well 

thought through, built on planning regulations, experience and knowledge”65. Afterwards it 

goes on to describe the decision making process in the following manner:  

Most importantly, such a [planning] policy is based on the vision of the authorities, 
who on behalf of their electorate, shape the future of the city through the master 
plan. Access of the public to the shaping of the policies is guaranteed by the 
mandatory introduction process where the opportunity to make suggestions and 
comments to the city council is given. These ideas are therefore only the basis of the 
policy that the elected representatives and the public will finally shape in 
collaboration with the city’s environmental and planning department.66 

Despite stating that the development of urban agriculture must go through the process of 

policy making in the local government, there seems to be a clear will to include the people of 

the city in the process. There are already examples of this. In late August 2014, the Spanish 

architecture office Pezestudio organized a one-week workshop in collaboration with the 

Reykjavík City Council, the Botanical Garden of Reykjavík, Laugargardur Community 

Garden and Dalheimar School67. The workshop was open to the public and its objective was 

to teach people to “design and build communitary ecological infrastructures”.68 Another 

objective of this project was to promote “the relationship of inhabitants with urban gardening 

and self-sufficiency, working as a citizen laboratory that could be replicated in different 

                                                
64 Aðalskipulag Reykjavíkur 2010-2030, p. 113. 
65 Aðalskipulag Reykjavíkur 2010-2030, p. 113. 
66 Aðalskipulag Reykjavíkur 2010-2030, p. 113. 
67 Laugargardur’s Facebook page, accessed December 7, 2015, 
https://www.facebook.com/laugargardur/photos/pb.857738000908020.-
2207520000.1449496419./908164625865357/?type=3&theater. 
68 Laugargardur’s Facebook page. 
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Image 11: Advertisement for the workshop organized by Pezestudio 

Reykjavik districts, in line with the Municipality Plan 2010-2030”.69 As a result of this 

workshop, furniture that would allow people to “meet around sustainable and healthy 

practices (sustainable cooking, food growing etc.)” was built and placed in the Laugargardur 

community garden. 

This workshop is a good example of an event that seeks to engage the citizen of Reykjavik in 

developing their own communities in a sustainable manner and impacting their built 

environment.  

 

 

                                                
69 Laugargardur’s Facebook page. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

Urban agriculture has existed for centuries. In the past, and still in some places today, it has 

allowed cities to be resilient and survive times of crisis. As the cities of today change, so does 

the role of urban agriculture. Cities are evolving at a much faster rate than before. The 

populations are becoming more and more diverse and the city is becoming denser. This 

continuous fast pace of change calls upon new typologies to emerge - new spaces that are 

perhaps inspired by long-existing communal places but that are highly connected to their 

local context and time. Urban gardens, and more specifically PAC gardens, have proved 

themselves to be an effective solution for building up strong diverse communities that are in 

touch with our time. PAC gardens provide an environment for learning about local political 

structures, sustainability and different cultures. Through the medium of food, they allow 

people to come together and share a good moments.  

The potential of urban agriculture has been recognized by the city of Reykjavik. Some 

projects, like Laugargardur, have been working with the model of PAC gardens, and although 

they haven’t been running for a long time, the results are encouraging. Nevertheless, it is 

clear that more research is needed to identify the most successful way forward for these 

projects in the long term. Some paths that could be explored to accomplish this are: 

• including a more diverse group of people in the creation and progression of these 

spaces,  

• awaking more interest through good communication of the many benefits of urban 

agriculture, 

• connecting the gardens better with their surrounding neighborhood, 

• developing income sources independent of grants for the gardens, 

• building spaces that adapt better to the Icelandic weather and allow for all-year round 

usage. 

To conclude, community gardens have much to offer to our contemporary cities. Grass-roots 

level development of such places does not, in any way, mean that it is easy work. Successful 

public spaces like community gardens are the result of a long-term commitment, good design, 

and collaboration between many parties. It is the result of hard work and these spaces deserve 

to receive the utmost attention and effort, because they can truly affect the lifestyle and 

wellbeing of city inhabitants today and tomorrow. 
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