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1. MANAGEMENT SUMMARY
In recent months, a diverse project team consisting of VU staff, researchers, students 
and external advisors has been investigating the feasibility of creating an inclusive 
community garden on the VU campus. This initiative is part of the Active8-Planet 
project, funded by the EU Erasmus+ programme, aiming to enhance collaboration 
between knowledge institutions, students, and businesses in areas such as sustainability, 
health, and human-nature interaction in urban environments.

The central objective of our pilot is to determine how to bring an inclusive community 
garden to life on the VU Campus. This initiative aims to foster innovative educational 
programs and enhance existing ones by promoting collaboration between university 
staff and students. The garden is expected to improve the connection between humans 
and nature, enhance biodiversity, contribute to climate adaptation, and provide an 
experimental platform for practical scientific research and education.

The project investigates the concept of a community garden in a qualitative manner, 
considering its alignment with the VU's goals, including establishing a living lab. 
The research explores the added value and success factors of a community garden 
specifically for a university campus.

The project follows the Active8-Planet model, which integrates four development 
principles: interdisciplinary collaboration, people-centered design, university-business 
cooperation, and environmental ambition. The approach consists of five phases, from 
defining success factors to making recommendations for the preferred scenario.

The research is motivated by several key issues, including the growing feelings of 
loneliness due to reduced human interaction, declining knowledge of ecology in urban 
areas, climate-related challenges like heat stress and flooding, and the increasing 
demand for locally produced food. The VU aims to become a more environmentally 
friendly urban campus and sees greening as a means to achieve this goal.

 » Greening: The project aims to transform paved areas into green spaces on the 
campus, with a focus on active greening through the community garden, which 
encourages engagement.

 » Social Cohesion: Community gardens, by their nature, require maintenance by 
volunteers, fostering social interaction and promoting student welfare, mindfulness, 
and social cohesion.

 » Education: Growing food in the community garden can bridge the gap between food 
production and consumption in urban environments, reduce environmental impact, 
and provide educational opportunities.

The key aims above are translated and defined into success factors for the community 
garden project, considering sustainability, community building, and education in the 
short-term, development, and long-term phases. 

To ensure the sustainability of the community garden and its continuity, a body within 
the VU will take ownership of the garden, overseeing education, research, volunteer 
coordination, and maintenance in collaboration with relevant departments.
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Several summaries of various research studies conducted within the project highlight 
the transformative potential of community gardens in fostering resilience, social 
cohesion and a stronger connection with the natural world. 

To conclude, creating an inclusive community garden on the VU campus addresses 
various environmental, social and educational objectives. The garden has the potential 
for functioning as a hub for sustainability, biodiversity and students' engagement while 
aligning with the VU’s overarching goals. The project’s phases and research findings 
provide a solid foundation for its implementation.

With this report we aim to communicate this plan to relevant parties within the VU to 
get the support needed to translate it into action.
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2. INTRODUCTION
Over the last few months, a project team consisting of VU personnel & researchers, 
teachers, students and external advisors investigated the opportunities for creating an 
inclusive community garden on the VU campus.

2.1. Project Description

The community garden pilot is part of the Active8-Planet project meant to improve 
(international) collaboration between knowledge institutes, students and industry 
on themes like sustainability, health and human/nature interaction in the built 
environment. 

Active8-Planet is an international project funded by the European Union’s Erasmus+ 
programme. Students, teachers and company partners from four different countries 
participate and collaborate on innovative education initiatives. Each country forms a 
multidisciplinary team that collaborates with industry professionals and tackle its own 
planetary challenge.

2.2. Aim

“How can we bring an inclusive community garden on the VU Campus to life?”

The aim of the Active8-Planet project at the VU is: fostering innovative education 
initiatives as well as enhancing existing education programmes through collaboration 
between university staff and students.

In this plan of action, we focus on creating an inclusive community garden that 
improves human/nature connection, biodiversity, climate adaptation and provides an 
experimental ‘science in practice’ ground. 

This is done by translating multi-disciplinary research into an organization for setting 
up a community garden on campus and delivering a plan of action for VU-facilities.

The end result is a plan of action for VU decision makers, facilities and the Community 
Garden Board (see chapter 7.3).

2.3. Scope

Through the Active8-Planet project at the VU, we want to investigate the community 
garden potential in a qualitative manner. In many other places in the city, and on other 
campuses, this concept has already been implemented and researched. The concept is 
in line with many of the VU’s objectives, including setting up a living lab. 

FCO sees the added value and success factors of a Community Garden for a university 
campus. This is exactly what we will investigate with Active8-Planet.

"In Amsterdam, there is more need than supply."
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To be able to cultivate a piece of land in Amsterdam, you have to have a lot of patience 
and/or luck. An allotment plot normally has a waiting period of 15 years. Particularly 
among (international) students, securing an allotment plot is often not possible.

"Through this research, implementing a Community Garden on the VU Cam-
pus can become a priority."

A community garden is not something the VU has brought to fruition before. Other 
gardens on the VU campus have struggled with a lack of engagement. They started 
with a surge of motivated participants but ended with a neglected green space. That’s 
why we have focused on harnessing the VU’s specialty: research. This report combines 
qualitative field research and stakeholder insights to jump start a successful community 
garden that will last.

2.4. Problem definition

The following phenomena make this research relevant:

 » Increased feelings of loneliness due to decreasing human interaction
 » Decreasing knowledge of ecology due to a disconnection between humans and nature 
in urban area’s

 » Heat stress, droughts and flooding due to climate change
 » Increased demand for locally produced food. 

2.4.1. Greening - "The VU strives to become the greenest urban 
campus in the world."
Greening refers to the process of transforming paved areas into green spaces. A 
community garden is an active form of greening, while intriguingly, the prevailing 
design leans towards passive greenery, characterized by lawns and trees. 

A community garden is an active application of greenery, which incites engagement. 

Related questions:

 » What is a community garden’s added value of space for agriculture compared to a 
green park? 

 » What elements does the garden need to encompass to make it successful?

2.4.2. Social Cohesion - "If people are mesmerized by it, it will stay 
with them."
A community garden requires maintenance. Maintenance is usually carried out by 
volunteers from the local area. These people come together with a common goal. In 
doing so, in addition to greening, a community garden also fulfills a role in facilitating 
encounters. 

This social interaction, often between different layers of society, can also play a role in 
promoting student welfare, and provide a space for mindfulness and social cohesion. 
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Related questions:

 » But what aspects of a community garden are crucial to promoting social cohesion? 
 » How can we apply them to the VU?

2.4.3. Education - "You only learn to appreciate a green space when 
you can touch it."
In an urban environment there is often a great distance between where food is produced 
and where residents consume that food. There is not only a physical distance but also 
a distance in understanding. 

Growing food in a community garden can reduce this distance. Bringing food production 
closer reduces the environmental footprint, but also provides a space for expanding 
awareness around food production.

Related questions:

 » What (life) lessons can people involved in a Community Garden learn? 
 » What opportunities are there to link VU education to a Community Garden?

2.5. Reading Guide

This report is structured as follows: 

 » Chapter 3 and 4 are about the project organization and approach
 » Chapter 5, 6 and 7 summarize the research results
 » The recommendations follow in chapter 8, including preferred scenario and next 
steps. 
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3. PROJECT ORGANIZATION 
The project team consists of a number of representatives of internal and external 
stakeholders (paragraph 3.1) united in the organogram presented in paragraph 3.2.

3.1. Stakeholders

These are the parties who can engage with the community garden, during the building 
phase but also after it is built.

3.1.1. Internal stakeholders

All people and organizations that directly or indirectly influence the implementation of 
an inclusive community garden. Such as:

 » Decision makers within the VU organization
 » VU personnel involved in the project
 » The Active8-Planet VU project team

3.1.2. External stakeholders

All people and organizations that are directly or indirectly influenced by an inclusive 
community garden. 

Such as:

 » VU students
 » VU personnel that are not involved in the project
 » Neighbors
 » Plants and animals

VU Student Wellbeing Point 
(Kimberley van den Oudsten)

VU Campus (Patrick 
van Oostvoorn)

Green Business Club 
(Margje Polman)

VU Academics: Karen Verduijn, 
Jorim Tielbeek, Eduardo Muniz 
Pereira Urias, Marisa Carbo, 
Wiebe de Jong, Neele van 
den Bongardt, Pierre Chopin, 
Harry Wels, Tobia Jones

Green Office (Saskia Stark-Ewing)

Green Action Lab (Paula Quijano)

Botanical Garden (Gijs Prast)

external 
advisors

Ellen Bal, Thijs 
Schut (education)

Baiba Pruse 
(Ethno Botany)

Koen Post (business 
case, project 
management)

internal
advisors

Master Thesis: Ellie 
Thomas, Bibiana Cepeda

64 bachelor students 
Anthropology and 
Organization course

Thijs Schut - Visions of 
VU’s Green Campus (ASI)

operational
research

team

Soesja van Wijgerdenfacilitator

Hans Cox, Jan 
van der Velde

strategic
decision-
making

Organogram Project Team

6



3.2. Existing initiatives

3.2.1. Internal
 » Bee hives, worm hotel
 » Roof garden and retention roof on Main Building
 » Energy transition ambition

 – Gas free in 2035 and CO2 neutral in 2050
 – Purchase 100% green electricity now

 » Campus as living lab

 – Polder roof research Ralph Lasagne

 » Waste reduction, waste separation and 'higher' on the circular ladder (10-R’s)
 » Circular maintenance of buildings  
 » Water saving measures
 » Join the Pipe (35+ taps on campus square and in buildings)
 » VU restaurant: increasing vegan offerings 

3.2.2. External
 » Community Garden Green Business Club   (Lara Jongejans)
 » Botanical Garden Zuid-As     (Gijs Prast)

3.3. Partners 

These organizations have been approached by Soesja van Wijgerden and have agreed 
to participate in the Community Garden once it is up and running. Each has seen 
synergies to their own organisations’ aims that can be met through the Community 
Garden.

3.3.1. Internal
 » Student Wellbeing Point      (Kimberly van den Ouden)
 » CO2 Assistenten       (Eva van der Heide)
 » Green Office       (Paula Quijano)
 » Sustainability Office      (Manon Swart)
 » VU Campus       (Patrick Oostvoorn)
 » USR        (Galib Gedik)

3.3.2. External
 » Green Business Club (Lara Jongejans)
 » Botanical Garden Zuid-As (Gijs Prast)
 » bbn adviseurs (Koen Post)
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3.4. Ownership

To sustain the community garden and facilitate continuity, it is imperative to have 
a body at the VU claim ownership of the garden. This body will be responsible for 
coordinating education, research and volunteers, as well as organizing garden 
maintenance in collaboration with FCO. See chapter 7.3 for our proposal.
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4. APPROACH
Within this project we worked in multidisciplinary teams involving students and staff 
including different programs, courses and students etc. (see Chapter 6 for project 
outcomes). In this chapter we briefly share more on the approach of Active8-Planet, 
the umbrella project behind this initiative and report. For more information on this 
project, see their website.

Active8-Planet Model

In the Active8-Planet model, we integrate 4 planet-centered development principles: 

1) Interdisciplinary & Intergenerational Co-Creation; 

2) People-Centered Design, 

3) University-Business Collaboration, 

4) Environmental Ambition and Action.

Interdisciplinary, cross-sectoral and intergenerational 7+1 co-creation

The collaboration and co-creation activities take place in the “7+1 team projects” in 
which the groups of students, academic staff, industry professionals and other relevant 
stakeholders collaborate and jointly develop concepts and interventions for challenging 
issues and opening possibilities for sustainable futures. 

Servant 
Leader

Student

Company 
professional/

Teacher

Student
Company 

professional

Student

Teacher

Student
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The “+1” represents the servant leader who facilitates the collaboration process and 
ensures that members stay focused and connected to each other and to the goal. 

This project’s approach consists of 5 phases:

1) Definition phase: identifying the success factors and boundary conditions for a 
successful inclusive community garden on the VU campus

2) Research phase: studying literature, existing initiatives, possible partners, best 
practices and come up with lesson’s learned

3) Scenario study: describing different scenarios for setting up a successful inclusive 
community 

4) Comparison phase: comparing the different scenario’s, scoring them on the 
success-factors and boundary conditions and identifying the preferred scenario

5) Recommendation phase: make recommendations about the next steps, planning 
and financial aspects for the preferred scenario

4.1. Definition phase

The aim is to define how the community garden creates value for the VU and its 
stakeholders. 

Important aspects to define are:

 » Sustainability; what needs to be the desired outcome with regard to sustainability. 
For example, renewable energy, climate adaptation, biodiversity.

 » Community; what characterizes the ideal community
 » Education; how does the garden need to contribute to education and personnel 
development of students and VU staff.

These success-factors can be used to compare different ways of organizing an inclusive 
community garden on the VU Campus.

4.2. Research phase

A number of different studies were executed within the context of this project. These 
substantiate the added value of having a community garden on campus. A summary of 
the different research outcomes is included in this report. The full articles can be found 
in the appendix.

4.3. Comparison phase

In this phase, the different ways (scenarios) of setting up a community garden on the 
VU campus are described and compared, using the input from the research phase.

Each scenario is assessed by developing a comparison matrix and scoring each 
scenario’s compliance with the success-factors and boundary conditions. 
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5. DEFINE 
This chapter contains the success-factors and boundary conditions that are used 
to compare different ways of organizing an inclusive community garden on the VU 
Campus.

5.1. Success-factors

The garden must contribute to the VU’s ambitions with regard to education, inclusivity 
and sustainability.  This chapter describes the ambitions for the garden for the short 
term, during its development and the long term:  

 » Short term:   first 2 years after completion  
 » Development:   between 2 – 5 years after completion  
 » Long term:   5 years or longer after completion  

5.1.1. Sustainability 

For this research, sustainability is defined by three themes:  

 » Energy – the way (renewable) energy is used to provide the garden with electricity.  
 » Biodiversity – the way the garden improves the ecological biodiversity on campus.  
 » Resources – the way (building) materials, water, soil, plants, furniture, machines 
etc. are (re)used.  

The following paragraph summarizes the garden’s ambitions on these themes.  

Short term  

In the first instance, the garden will have to be made in a way that it can work with 
the temperatures and conditions of each season. This way, the garden does not need 
climate controlling structures such as greenhouses. This means that, besides small 
appliances, no electricity is needed. 

An insect hotel constructed of garden waste and a sandbox will improve biodiversity on 
site. Rainwater is collected to be used in the garden. On site as well as in other places 
on campus.  

Development  

During its development, a non-heated greenhouse is added. Making use of 
thermodynamics to optimize plant growth in colder seasons. Thereby also ensuring 
more year-round activity.

A bee hotel with wild-flowers, compost heap, worm hotel and a (mobile) native fruit 
tree orchard help to further improve biodiversity.  
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The aim is to have no waste production during the use-phase. Loss or degrading of 
materials due to moving or upgrading the garden is not considered part of the typical 
use-phase operations since it is seen as a ‘redevelopment’.  

Long term  

In the long term, the garden is equipped with ways of generating renewable energy. For 
example, by adding window solar panels on the greenhouse. It will be a fully circular 
garden regarding (construction)-materials and plants.  

If materials cannot be used in the garden itself, they will be repurposed. Collaboration 
with like-minded initiatives in the neighborhood ensures the exchange of seeds, plants, 
soils and other materials. 

5.1.2. Community

Typically, successful community-based initiatives are characterized by their 
participants, location and its common goal. 

To ensure success, the garden must be university based and must be considered 
as an intrinsic part of the university. So that if movement is necessary, a new spot 
is guaranteed. This is important to provide a sense of safety and attachment for the 
community participants.  

Short term  

After opening, a small core team of students and teachers run the garden. People come 
in ad hoc to contribute to the garden. The garden is semi-permanent but can be moved 
to new places while the organization and garden is able to continue without too many 
resources wasted. The garden does not yet produce food and is mostly designed as a 
social project.  

Development  

Over time, the core team develops to a well-functioning organization with a committed/ 
accommodating/ responsive coordinator. Its focus is now also more on biodiversity, 
with some food production which is shared among volunteers.

Long term  

The garden is in the long term also open to non-students. The garden is part of a 
larger network (Amsterdam/ Netherlands/ European Union). It is becoming a node 
of knowledge due to its shift towards sharing & acquiring knowledge regarding 
sustainability and social experiments.  

The organization is self-sustaining and organic. With: 

 » Trust among volunteers 
 » Feelings of commitment 
 » Pride and responsibility 
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 » Shared joy 
 » Collaboration.  

We aim for a food producing garden, and harvests are being shared with volunteers. 
Any excess is sold in the garden shop at low prices - there is ample demand for the 
produce. Food production follows biodiversity, but we focus on local edible plants and 
herbs. 

5.1.3. Education

An important aspect of effective education is bringing teaching subjects and target 
audiences together. The garden offers a unique opportunity since there is currently no 
outside space for education on the VU Campus. 

Short Term

After its realization, the garden can be used for learning opportunities for bachelor 
or master students because it is bottom-up governed and provides examples of good 
practices. Mostly sustainability oriented.  One such learning program includes courses 
from Community Service Learning (CSL). As part of CSL courses, the students address 
real-world challenges together with different actors across society e.g., policymakers. 
Interdisciplinary Community Service Learning (iCSL) module is well suited for 
approaching the garden through learning perspective. 

Development  

While improving the concept, it further develops to functions as an experimental 
ground for all disciplines to explore: 

 » Social factors on why people even want to be part of a community;
 » Collection of local ecological knowledge; 
 » Discussion ground on old recipes, use of plants and soil;
 » A case study on how to include/integrate gardening in urban space;
 » Study the influence of being outside and having a sense of community on wellbeing;
 » Experiment with tools to measure different impacts of seasons on plants; 
 » Dialogues regarding what is green, what is nature and its role at University; 
 » How to include more nature in super urban space;
 » Learning and gaining experience with seeds, soil, plants; 
 » A place for creative/design thinking.  

Long term  

In the long term, the garden functions as a testing ground where natural and social 
sciences can test their theories. It is a space for fostering business case ideas and social 
innovation.
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6. RESEARCH
This chapter contains a summary of the research that was done in the context of this 
project. Functioning as a substantiation for setting up an urban garden on the VU 
campus. Full articles can be found in the appendices.

The first research we will share is done by Ellie Thomas, a Master student at the VU 
studying Social and Cultural Anthropology. She used ethnography, a qualitative research 
method, visiting and volunteering at different community gardens in Amsterdam to 
gain insight into the underlying social mechanisms.

The second research we share is done by Bibiana Cepeda, a Master student at the 
VU studying Environmental Research Management. Her research focuses on the 
Solidarity Network of Community Food Gardens (SoNeBuTu) in Amsterdam, aiming 
to understand the transformative potential of food commons in the city region. She 
also used qualitative methodology, including interviews and a literature review.

6.1. Summary Master Thesis Ellie Thomas

‘Cultivating Resilient and Connected Communities: Exploring the Harmonious 
Relationship Between Social Resilience and Social Cohesion in Amsterdam’s 
Community Gardens’

This research has shown Amsterdam’s community gardens to be powerful facilitators 
of resilience and cohesion for individuals and communities. These spaces foster 
personal growth, social support, and a sense of belonging, while promoting sustainable 
practices and promoting a stronger connection between individuals, communities, and 
the natural world. 

It is through the recognition of the transformative potential of community gardens 
that we can work towards creating more inclusive, resilient, and sustainable urban 
environments for all. By prioritizing the preservation and protection of these green 
spaces, we can ensure the well-being of individuals, foster community cohesion, and 
contribute to a more sustainable future. 

By creating this balance within the community, community gardens become more 
than just spaces for growing plants; they become nurturing environments that foster 
resilient communities capable of facing challenges and thriving together. However, the 
significance of balance extends beyond personal growth; it also transforms the gardens 
into environments that foster resilient communities capable of confronting challenge 
and change. 

By upholding equilibrium within the community, these gardens transcend their role as 
spaces for cultivating plants, as they also foster resilience. 

In summary, the research findings highlight the transformative potential of Amsterdam's 
community gardens in fostering resilience, social cohesion, and a stronger connection 
with the natural world. 
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By recognizing the significance of these spaces, developing inclusive strategies, and 
preserving green areas, we can work towards creating more resilient and sustainable 
urban environments that prioritize the well-being and unity of individuals and 
communities.

6.2. Summary Master Thesis Bibiana Cepeda

‘The transformational power of the Solidarity Network of Community Food 
Gardens in Amsterdam’

Although the research focused on community food gardens in Amsterdam, insights 
were discovered that are applicable to our plan for a campus community garden. 

Community gardens serve as multipurpose spaces that enable individuals to reconnect 
not only with nature but also with the campus community, fostering self-discovery, 
cultural reconciliation, and learning opportunities. 

By integrating a community garden on campus, we can amplify these benefits and 
provide all campus members with a sustainable and greener environment that instills 
pride. Additionally, the garden can play a crucial role in enhancing campus circularity 
by collaborating with partners, such as the cafeteria provider, to compost organic waste 
instead of discarding it. 

Furthermore, the garden supports biodiversity, ecological sustainability, and attracts 
pollinators. It also serves as a shared space that fosters social connections, cultural 
exchange, and a sense of belonging among individuals from diverse backgrounds. 

Moreover, connecting the campus community garden to the broader network of 
community gardens in Amsterdam facilitates exchanges, community building, 
and knowledge sharing among students, faculty, and staff. This connection fosters 
meaningful relationships with the surrounding community and promotes community 
engagement. 

In summary, a community food garden on campus offers numerous advantages, 
including environmental sustainability, social connections, knowledge sharing, 
integration with Amsterdam's wider community garden network, and serves as a 
valuable educational tool that offers hands-on learning experiences across various 
disciplines.

6.3. Summary student research within the course 
‘Organizations & Anthropology’ (O&A) 
Ongoing processes of urbanization in anthropogenic times pose questions about the 
future of sustainable cities (e.g., SDG 11). Growing cities globally face a host of issues, 
including increased poverty and inequalities, pollution, heat stress, decreased water 
retention, declining biodiversity, and questions on how to feed rapidly increasing 
numbers of urban dwellers. 
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Greening cities (e.g., Hammelman 2022) might provide solutions for these problems and 
issues. Community gardens (also called urban gardening), for example, is recognized 
to promote (mental) health benefits to urbanites and stimulate social cohesion, while 
providing educational and economic opportunities, and ecological benefits (e.g., SDGs 
3, 4, 15) (e.g., Wadumestrige Dona, Mohan, and Fukushi 2021; Orsini et al. 2013; 
Petrovic et al. 2019). 

It can also contribute to urban food systems (e.g., SDGs 2 and 12), particularly as 
small-scale alternatives to agro-industrial food production systems (e.g., Eigenbrod 
and Gruda 2015). Related, urban gardening has gained traction in light of disturbed 
food value chains and rising food prices (e.g., due to COVID, and the war in Ukraine), 
but also as (multi-species) nodes of resistance against capitalist ruination (Rival 2017). 

Here, we connect these findings to VU’s campus – making concrete how ‘greening’ can 
be done. This is important because:   

 » Amsterdam wishes to be a ‘doughnut economy’ and strategizes for a circular economy. 
The VU similarly has the ambition to be a sustainable university. It sees itself as 
pathfinding and trail blazing sustainable solutions for contemporary problems. Its 
campus is an ideal node to pursue these ambitions, making visible the role VU can 
have in modern cities. 

 » Students’ research (O&A) shows that students wish to be part of VU’s sustainability 
ambitions. Students feel committed to VU’s ideals. They feel, however, that it is 
difficult to connect to VU’s sustainability goals. This is partly because the campus 
does not ‘feel’ sustainable or green due to its mostly concrete furnishings. Moreover, 
students mention it is difficult to partake effectively in VU’s efforts to be the most 
sustainable university of the Netherlands. They argue this is partly an issue of 
communication: students want to feel inspired and give shape to their ideals, yet 
do not know how to do so on campus, and they do not know what ongoing activities 
there are. Their research thus shows that a vast potential – i.e., student participation 
– remains untapped in VU’s sustainability efforts.  

Processes of ‘greening the campus’ – by means of a community garden – can be 
modelled to tap into this potential; students from the course O&A have come with 
concrete suggestions to appeal to students, and beyond, to make sustainability at VU 
visible and tangible. 

Their suggestions are related to the following key themes:

Biodiversity

VU’s campus can act as biodiverse hotspot in a larger network, functioning as a species 
gateway to other biodiverse nodes (e.g., connecting the Amsterdamse Bos with city 
center green spots including Vondelpark and Beatrix Park). Creating a biodiverse 
hotspot is based on deliberate decisions (i.e., planting native plant species), yet in itself 
not particularly hard to achieve. 

It is mostly a process of non-intervention (i.e.  accepting ‘messiness’). Biodiversity is 
therefore not only low maintenance, but also low-cost. It does not need to be large 
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– but with regards to the points above (wellbeing, social cohesion and inclusivity) it 
needs to be central on campus and accessible (the current rooftop garden provides an 
example of a relatively inaccessible place). A biodiverse spot can function next to green 
spaces designed for leisure/food production.  

Food production

It is increasingly recognized that food systems are too complex and contribute to 
anthropogenic climate change and biodiversity loss. This could be addressed if urban 
centers start to produce their own food (sustainably), shortening commodity chains. 

Community gardens can act as urban productive land. Community gardens, however, 
often have a limited capacity. That is not only because they are relatively small, but also 
because they are not intended solely as intensive productive land (i.e., they have other 
functions, too – see the points above). 

Still, food production on campus is possible. Though production might be low, and 
because of that, there might be a limited selection of produce only (e.g., herbs for tea), 
the impact of such production might be larger one might think. 

 » It has a social and inclusivity value. (i.e., food production invites students to 
participate in the garden);

 » It has pedagogic value (i.e., people learn about the connections of soil and plants); 
 » It has research value (researchers can take an interest in the garden, and use it as a 
living lab); 

 » and as a result, it can have an exemplifying value (i.e., it shows how ‘greening’ can 
be done). 

Food production on campus is thus important yet should not be considered as a goal 
in itself.    

Research and education

As a community garden on campus can function as living lab and has pedagogical 
value, the presence of a community garden can accelerate VU’s efforts in sustainability. 
It can inspire and strengthen research into food systems (i.e. as is done by the Athena 
Institute), foster intra-student connections (e.g. through the Green Office), and in 
general feelings of earth stewardship among the student body. Greening the campus 
might even provide an opportunity to introduce ‘sustainability’ as corner stone of 
curriculum development. 

Technology

Greening the campus requires technological interventions. Such interventions include 
vertical gardens, solar panels, water retention systems, green roofs, and modular 
gardens. Social media can be used for communication and transparency with regard to 
initiatives related to the garden. 
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7. SCENARIOS 
Below, the different ways of setting up a community garden on VU Campus are outlined. 

7.1. Location

The location of the garden plays a key role in its potential. Student research shows 
that modular elements (see research Traveling Gardens) don’t sound appealing but in 
actuality can be experienced as a pleasant green environment. Also, similar values with 
regard to sustainability and community-building can be achieved when well-designed.

Visibility also plays a key role. Students want to know what’s happening on campus. By 
choosing a visible and accessible location, or creating visibility towards the location on 
campus, you are more likely to engage with the community.

Another important aspect of the location we’ve taken into account is feasibility. Using 
the momentum of current plans and anticipating the need for flexibility has led to these 
three scenarios.
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Option 1

Modular garden on top of the parking garage next to the NU building.

Option 2

Green roof at the main building which is already a green space but not connected to a 
community. A new point of access from the main campus square is required. 

Option 3

One of the grass fields in the new campus design, reallocated as community garden. 

7.2. Community

From the beginning the goal we set for this garden was for it to be inclusive. This is 
ambitious and about creating the right conditions for engagement. But research has 
shown the impressive potential (e.g., social cohesion, wellbeing, resilient, fruitful 
collaboration and innovation) of a successful community garden (Ellie Thomas). 

Key findings show that having an engaged and sympathetic garden coordinator is key. 
But also linking to other local initiatives (Bibiana Cepeda) can give the community a 
solid foundation. 

However, bigger communities can also be less manageable, especially in the beginning. 
That’s why we feel it’s important to make a conscious choice for the level of inclusivity 
of this campus garden. 

Option 1

The community consists solely of VU students/staff and internal partners (see 
paragraph 3.4). 

Option 2

Next to VU students/personnel and internal partners, the community is joined by 
existing external partners (see paragraph 3.4). 

Option 3

Besides VU students/personnel and internal and existing external partners, 
the community is also open to individuals or non-VU related citizen initiatives/
communities. Thereby becoming new external partners. 
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7.3. Organization & Ownership

The third key variable that we’ve discovered in our research is governance. Creating 
trust within a community requires clarity and transparency. Who oversees what, how 
do the funds flow, and how roles are divided.  

Answering these questions requires strategic oversight that comes with experience. 
Therefore, it’s essential to set up a strong organization that is embedded within the 
VU organization and strongly connected to relevant institutes to take ownership in 
fostering the community.

Ownership consists of a 3-tiered board: 

 » Budget and Maintenance – FCO (represented by Jan van de Velde)

 – Investment budget needs be found within the university, this is not the sole 
responsibility of FCO. However, FCO is willing and able to manage the budget on 
an operational basis.  Furthermore, FCO would oversee finding and embedding 
existing university resources. For example, it might be possible to work with 
gardeners that currently maintain Campus outdoor property to develop the 
garden. 

 » Research & Education – Community Service Learning (represented by Dr Baiba 
Prūse, Athena Institute VU on behalf of CSL team) 

 – Taking the challenges and opportunities the community garden entitles as part 
of the CSL academic courses. For example, students exploring the volunteering 
aspect for community garden among their peers through interviews and/or 
focus groups. 

 » Community Building – Green Business Club (represented by Lara Jongejans)

 – Originally, the VU’s own Green Office was the preferred owner for community 
building. However, they are currently dealing with a high workload due to 
the short term that students are part of the Green Office (the team changes 
every academic year – VU policy). Consequently, the Green Office declined the 
position as community building owner. Thankfully, the Green Business Club 
Zuidas, consisting of experienced professionals within the field of community 
building and management, are very motivated to be part of the community 
garden and take up this ownership role. They are currently managing an existing 
community garden near the VU campus. Despite a successful community that 
operates the garden, it is due to be relocated soon. This means that they are 
looking for a new location and already have (building) materials available. They 
will be working intensively with the Green Office to connect with VU students, 
and further train the Green Office in the art of community building. 

 – Conditions for participation of the Green Business Club (GBC):

 ▷ Continued funding from the Municipality of Amsterdam to uphold the 
community, or access to new funding.

 ▷ Connecting the GBC partners to the community garden. Providing positions 
for volunteering and other initiatives.
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 ▷ If the municipality provides a new location or extends the current community 
garden of GBC, connecting the 3-tiered board to both locations to facilitate 
optimal collaboration.

This board will be in charge of setting up the organizational structure of the community 
garden. They come together at quarterly meetings to discuss each tier and integrate the 
garden in their day-to-day work for their specific responsibility. With this division, 
the garden is not an additional burden but an extension of each organization’s 
primary goals. By sticking to this intrinsic role-division and collaborating from each 
of the organization’s strengths, the chances of success and sustainability will increase 
significantly.

Depending on the type of community, there are internal as well as external partners 
that will join the community garden’s organization. This also will be coordinated by the 
3-tiered board. 
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8. RECOMMENDATION

8.1. Preferred scenario

Option 1 Option 2 Option 3

Location X

Community

We recommend a modular garden on top of the parking garage next to the NU building. 
Based on the following substantiations regarding the success factors presented in 
chapter 5:

8.1.1. Potential of the location:
 » Sustainability:

 – The modular set up makes it future-proof and gives many options for sustainable 
material use. There are multiple options for setting up a modular garden. As 
described in paragraph 5.1.1; circularity is an important aspect of this garden.  
After formally deciding on setting up this garden, based on this plan of action, a 
concrete plan and design must be developed during the project plan phase. See 
paragraph 8.1.1. for more information regarding costs.

 » Community:

 – The visibility and accessibility of this location tackles one of the biggest 
challenges for community building: being found. The modular set up gives 
room for growth and can start on short term in a small capacity while allowing 
for evolving over time. This flexibility allows for a high community participation 
in its development which is shown to increase loyalty and engagement of the 
community.

 » Education: 

 – The modular set up also gives room for many different uses of the community 
garden. Being able to easily set up specific (isolated) areas for education and 
research. Meaning it can also function as an experimental research ground for 
social sciences as well as ecological studies. 

8.1.2. Community building

Regarding the potential for community building, we recommend the broadest 
option: besides VU students/personnel and internal and existing external partners, 
the community is also open to individuals or non-VU related citizen initiatives/
communities.
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 » Sustainability: 

 – Since knowledge and awareness is at the base of sustainable action, this broad 
community is more likely to not only gather relevant sustainable insights to put 
into practice, but also allow for sustainable practice from the garden to spread 
throughout the broad community.

 » Community: 

 – To facilitate an inclusive community, it is essential to allow any interested 
parties to join. By setting up a practice where interested parties can join the 
community and become external parties, you facilitate a VU wide collaboration 
and expansion of the VU community.

 – Although community participation stretching over the boundaries of the VU is 
the end goal, it is important to develop the community over time. As described 
in paragraph 5.1.2. Meaning; start with a small core team of VU-staff - and 
teachers, VU-partners and students. Developing this team to a well-functioning 
organization before considering opening up the garden to a broader audience 
range. 

 » Education: 

 – The proposition of CSL, taking on the ownership of education and research in 
this community garden, is to collaborate with society. By opening up avenues 
through the garden of this broad collaboration, other educational collaborations 
can be facilitated with external partners.

8.2. Costs and benefits

Naturally, costs are an important aspect when determining the garden’s set up and 
making a well-substantiated decision with regard to the desirability of having a 
community garden on Campus. 

To make sure VU money is well spent, it is essential that the community garden has 
high value for education as well as marketing value. As mentioned before, the garden 
must enhance existing education and research practices as well as open opportunities 
for creating new innovative ways of providing education. 

The garden’s physical infrastructure can be developed over time in a pragmatic manner 
by using existing resources and finding materials that can be re-used. In this way, costs 
can be kept low, and it ensures that no resources are wasted by making choices with 
regard to fixed infrastructure that later turn out to be unnecessary. 

During the project planning process an initial investment budget as well as a 
maintenance/operational budget must be set and well monitored during the design 
and planning process. 

It is recommended to do this on a Life Cycle Costing basis. Hereby considering the 
benefits that the garden brings for the VU’s quality of research as well as its collaboration 
with partners and ‘face’ to the world outside the university. 
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8.3. Next steps

When agreement on the desired community garden is achieved, this plan of action 
needs to be translated into a practical project-plan. Meaning that it gets a formal status 
with VU policy and budget and personnel are allocated to the project. In this way, it 
becomes embedded in the organization, to ensure implementation. 

To do so, the following must be defined during the meeting on November 30th 
(organized by Soesja van Wijgerden and Koen Post) where the new 3-tiered board and 
community garden partners will collaborate to start the following processes:

Assign a quartermaster

Formalizing (through contracts) role-divisions and ownership among the community’s 
partners. 

Planning

Develop a design and realization planning as well as a phasing plan for moving locations.

Finances

Allocate a budget for realization, maintenance, re-locating and communication.

Design 

First collect information regarding existing below-ground infrastructure at the location 
(e.g., power and- water supply) and limitation about municipal policies. Thereafter, 
develop a Programme of Requirements and assemble a design team. 

8.4. Evaluation

The Active8-Planet is an EU-funded project where four other universities are 
experimenting with similar challenges with their Active8-Planet project teams. This 
project is extensively evaluated by Active8-Planet and the findings of the evaluation 
process, and all project outcomes will be published on the website active8-planet.eu.

The goals of interdisciplinary collaboration and organizational integration have 
been met, as shown by the diversity in the research connected to this project and the 
integration of the proposed board in current organizational structures. Our hope is 
that this will provide a sound base for the future development of the garden.
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Please click here to get access to the digital folder with the appendices. 

Appendix 1 – Vision Board

Appendix 2 - Relevant projects at the VU 

Appendix 3 - Master Thesis Ellie Thomas

Appendix 4 – Master Thesis Bibiana Cepeda

Appendix 5 – Course Manual ‘Organisations and Anthropology 2022 -2023

Appendix 6 – Research Results ‘Organisations and Anthropology’ 

Appendix 7 – Draft ownership contract

Appendix 8 – Volunteer recruitment strategy and draft contract

Appendix 9 – Draft Community Garden Coordinator Job Listing
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