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In collaboration with neighbourhood residents and other interested people, we have been transforming 

a long-fenced-off plot of land near Resljeva Street in Ljubljana into a community space intended for 

urban gardens, socializing, ecological projects, education, and culture. In this way we are realizing the 

goal of the project Beyond a Construction Site, which is to examine and show the potential of degraded 

urban areas and the possibility of their receiving new value through temporary use and community-

based interventions.

The site and the context 

The fenced-off construction site, not far from the city’s main railway station and the Old Town, had 

become overgrown with willows and birches and covered in rubbish over years of sitting idle. In 

August 2010, we began the project Beyond a Construction Site as part of a programme by the Bunker 

organization, Garden By the Way. This programme presented a series of events in the Tabor 

neighbourhood with the aim of making people more aware of the green parts of the city, encouraging 

urban gardening, and providing support for social urban spaces. The overgrown construction pit in the 

middle of a residential neighbourhood – a symptom of real estate speculations and the capitalist 

production of space for maximum growth and profit – seemed to us to be an ideal space for initiatives 

of this sort, which highlight the need for a different kind of urban revitalization and in which space is 

the constitutive dimension of social action.

Communication

After determining the ownership of the plot (the Municipality of Ljubljana), we issued printed and 

verbal invitations to anyone who was interested, and in particular to the residents of the Tabor 

neighbourhood, to become part of the planning, design, and use of the site. Through informal 

conversations with the people who lived and worked in area – especially at our first meeting with 

interested participants in front of the still-closed construction site – we tried to find out if our proposal 

to transform the site into a green space for the community was reasonable and to listen to the desires, 

needs, and ideas of the people who were most directly affected by the site in their day-to-day lives. In 

these conversations, the participants talked especially about their need for green space, for gardens, and 



for a place to socialize.

With the permission of the Municipality of Ljubljana we opened the site for temporary use for the 

duration of Bunker’s Garden By the Way programme (the second half of August 2010). At the same 

time we asked the municipality to grant us an extension on the permit for the use of the plot without 

charge until the start of the anticipated construction. 

Planning

After installing a gate to allow access to the land, cleaning up the site, learning about and preserving 

the trees and wild plants that had taken root there, and carting in the first cubic meters of soil, we faced 

the question of whether we needed a plan for organizing the space. Polonca Lovšin’s art action A Day 

with a Goat put a symbolic question mark over traditional spatial planning. She spent a day on the 

abandoned construction site with the goat Hana and charted her movements around the overgrown 

terrain. On the basis of her notes about the goat’s movements, she drew up a plan for organizing the 

plot. In contrast to the rationalistic rectangular-grid approach, Lovšin’s plan was guided by Hana’s 

search for food and investigation of her surroundings. We never, in fact, applied this plan to the space; 

instead, we decided to use a planning process based on the active engagement of the neighbourhood 

residents and other interested people. 

Participation

The role of the public and its more active inclusion in decisions about the development and 

organization of the space have been significant aspects of the project. The participation of the public in 

urban and architectural planning seems today to be an important opportunity for overcoming the 

limitations of neo-liberal urban policy, whose only goal is economic growth (the idle construction site 

where the project is happening is itself an indicator of these limitations). In addition, the concept of 

participation is an opportunity for redefining architectural and urban-planning practice. In the age of 

the market-oriented society, it is necessary to be critical toward the prevailing understanding of 

architecture as a discipline centred on architecture as an object/commodity; we must extend this notion 

to include the processes and relations formed through the production of a space.

But we must not be simply romantic about participation. Today participation is becoming a 

standardized and institutionalized practice in art, architecture, and urban planning. As such, it is an 

organized and formalized (and very often also manipulated) procedure that is – especially in the case of 

architecture and urban planning – much too often based on an uncritical understanding that focuses on 



an ideal of consensus and homogeneity. However, we believe that participation cannot and should not 

become a standardized norm or technique, for this presupposes a standardized participant. Just as there 

is no abstract community of participants, there is also no single common general participation method. 

Instead of searching for general instruments and tools that would introduce a sort of a dialogue into 

architectural and urban planning, we should strive to formulate a participative practice as an altering 

practice (a term coined by Doina Petrescu) – a critical spatial practice that is aware of power relations, 

asks ethical questions, takes social responsibility, and reinvents itself with every new project in a 

different context.

Process

The summer, autumn, and winter months went by with just a small number of participants. Apart from 

the project organizers, only a few rare individuals took part in the clean-up and organization of the site. 

We knew that if we wanted to establish ties with the neighbourhood we would have to win people’s 

trust and that time and our physical presence were crucial for this. Even so, we sometimes doubted 

whether we would ever succeed in getting people to assume the responsibility for organizing the space 

in their immediate neighbourhood, whether we would ever be able to get them excited about gardening 

and producing their own food, and whether we would ever get them interested in a somewhat different 

form of socializing.

In late December 2010, the Municipality of Ljubljana gave us a contract for the use of the land at no 

charge for a full year; thus the city showed its support for an example of the self-organized 

maintenance of a city-owned space. The spring of 2011 brought new energy to the project, when local 

residents responded to our invitation to “Make Your Own Garden”. The invitation anticipated the desire 

for small-plot gardening based on rich local tradition of that practice. More than twenty people came to 

the meeting and that very day began enthusiastically setting up their vegetable beds. In constructing the 

beds we followed the principle of recycling and for the most part used materials found on the site, such 

as discarded lumber and stones. In the process, we figured out where the beds would be located and 

made sure there were paths between them as well as common areas. 

Rules

As the initiators of the project we defined three basic rules for the shared use and management of the 

site: each person would construct their own vegetable bed or, if they weren’t able to do this alone, 

would help to construct their bed; no chemicals were allowed to be used in gardening; and in addition 



to taking care of their own garden, each participant also had to assume part of the care for the common 

area. As a group we also reached agreement on the basic rules for using the space (and as the project 

developed we continued to discuss these rules and come to new agreements about them). And after 

signing the membership statement, the new members received keys to the front gate and the common 

tool shed. In this way, the space became a shared space, and all of us who were now part of Beyond a 

Construction Site – with our varied backgrounds and intentions as well as with the unpredictability, 

heterogeneity, and creativity that come from shared participation in such a project – were joined 

together in a temporary experimental community.

Community

The concept of community that we try to follow is one of a form of relationships rather than a unified, 

homogeneous entity (a collectivity). A unified community erases the differences and contradictions, as 

well as the productive conflicts and negotiations that are necessarily connected with the aim of sharing 

(space, tools, water, etc.). This aspect of conflict and negotiation is crucial, for it has to do with 

managing the relationships among differences rather than affirming commonalities based on 

similarities. In contrast to an idea of community based on a notion of identity and belonging (“being 

in”), which is, in this sense, always exclusionary for “others”, we are striving for a community that 

produces more open and fluid relationships in order to foster a sense of “being with”.1 Just as our 

garden does not have a standardized appearance, so too the community that is emerging in the project is 

made up of fragments. And just as gardening is an activity, community is also an activity – a process 

and an effort to establish relationships and linkages – not only among the participants in Beyond a 

Construction Site, but also beyond the project.

Learning from doing

Beyond a Construction Site has been a classroom for everyone involved, not only about urban 

gardening and ecology, but also about sharing the management of a space and its processual and 

participatory organization. 

We are advocates for community action. We believe in the importance of building knowledge through 

action, but at the same time we also see reflection and theory as an important part of spatial practice. 

This can take various forms: from monthly meetings, publishing a sporadic fanzine, and making 

1 See Vijay Devadas and Jane Mummery, “Introduction – Community Without Community”, Borderlands e-journal, vol. 
6, no. 1, 2007 in which they refer to Jean-Luc Nancy and Giorgio Agamben's conceptualization of a community. 
http://www.borderlands.net.au/issues/vol6no1.html [20. 12. 2012].



connections with similar initiatives, to publishing texts and organizing lectures and discussions on 

topics related to our own initiative. In this way, we are developing knowledge about what a project like 

Beyond a Construction Site means in the context of the city of Ljubljana and its spatial and 

environmental policies, in the context of the rich local tradition of small-plot gardening, and in the 

context of the many other spatial initiatives in the region and other related projects globally that deal 

with urban gardening and participatory spatial development.

Urban gardens – local references

The establishment of an urban community garden in the centre of Ljubljana on publicly owned land 

also represents a critique of and a much-needed alternative to the city’s new policy of organizing and 

leasing small garden plots, which was adopted by city ordinance in 2009 and came into effect in 2010 

with the first model gardens. The city’s current policy and measures for organizing gardens – which has 

served as a negative reference point for the Beyond a Construction Site project – represent a rigid, 

standardized, and overly formalistic approach; the criteria for leasing a garden plot (age and income) 

are turning the gardening areas into social ghettos; the gardens are being relegated to the city outskirts; 

and what is more, it is predicted that there will be a drastic reduction in the amount of land allotted to 

community gardens.

In Slovenia, as elsewhere in Europe, vegetable gardening for one’s own needs experienced growth with 

the rise of industrialization. In the case of Slovenia, this occurred at the beginning of the twentieth 

century, but at the time small-plot gardening was not yet as organized as it was in many other places 

throughout Europe. After World War II the reasons for small-plot gardening changed substantially. The 

role of subsistence gardening lessened while the importance of leisure and recreation grew, as can be 

see in the plans for organizing the gardens. By the middle of the 1980s, small-plot gardening was 

flourishing in Ljubljana, and in the 1990s even more land was allotted to vegetable gardening: from 2 

km2 in the mid-1980s to 2.67 km2 in the mid-1990s. The following decade, however, saw a decline in 

the amount of gardening land, which totalled 1.86 km2 in the 2005. In the second half of the decade, the 

municipal administration did its best to block spontaneously expanding organized gardening areas, by 

removing, first of all, gardens that were spatially and visually “inappropriate” (next to the Žale 

Cemetery, which is a local cultural monument because of Plečnik’s architecture) and, in the next phase, 

those in environmentally sensitive water-conservation areas (along the Sava River). Thus, by 2008, the 

area for small-plot gardening in Ljubljana had been reduced to 1.3 km2.2

2  See Brigita Jamnik, Aleš Smrekar, Borut Vrščaj, Vrtičkarstvo v Ljubljani, ZRC, Ljubljana, 2009, pp. 64–65.



At a time when everything indicates that the general crisis – economic, financial, environmental, and 

social – will only intensify, when decisive measures for increasing food self-sufficiency and sustainable 

development are inescapable, and when it is clear that public funding in Ljubljana will not allow for the 

continuation of organized municipal small-plot gardens to the extent and at the pace as was originally 

conceived – even putting aside for the moment the problematic way the issue has been posed – it is 

essential that the city administration rethink its policy on urban gardening. Here, the systematic support 

of civil initiatives for ecological urban gardening is of crucial importance. In keeping with 

contemporary principles in urbanism – which should not dictate how things should be but should rather 

make them possible – it is also necessary to establish a policy for organizing urban gardening. It is 

necessary to rethink our categories of beauty (self-designed gardening areas are often criticized for 

being ugly), to be open to new understandings of public and community green space – and to include 

the public more actively in the planning, design, and management of such space. It is necessary to 

reject the trivialization of small-plot gardening as a holdover from the rural past, and to be open to a 

reurbanization of Ljubljana that means not only more densely built areas (as the city’s current spatial 

planning policy seems to understand it) but also the heterogeneity and plurality of spatial, social, and 

living practices and aesthetics.

Beyond a Construction Site is today at its beginning. Still, we can say that, as a unique example of 

organizing a degraded urban area, the project could be transferred, as a method or a seed, to other 

similar locations in Ljubljana. Meanwhile, we hope that our current practice and the present use of this 

plot of land can find their way into the plans for the anticipated new construction on the site, and that 

Beyond a Construction Site could thus be a positive example of planning urban areas on the principle 

“from the bottom up”.

Obrat Culture and Art Association (KUD Obrat), December 2011
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