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This handbook is a result of an EIT Community New 
European Bauhaus project - Bring Nature Home. For 
the last six months, the project leader, UrbanizeHub 
Romania, has worked to re-connect residents from 

nature, while regaining a sense of community and 
belonging. Thus, the NEB values have been translated 
into practice through the implementation of biophilic 
design principles which improved the design and 
functionality of the area and fostered inclusive activities. 

As the topic of participatory, inclusive and sustainable 
urban design has attained increased attention in recent 
years, the project team wanted to share its experience 
and knowledge gained during the various stages, with 
the hope to help or inspire others trying to tackle similar 
issues. Whether you are an NGO, public administration or 
an active citizen looking for guidance and tools to enhance 
your participatory strategies, this handbook is for you. 

This handbook draws upon the experience gained by 
UrbanizeHub during the implementation of the Bring 
Nature Home project and makes reference to numer-
ous activities conducted within the scope of the proj-
ect. It describes the essential steps for a successful 
participatory urban design process. Starting with the 
importance of citizen engagement in urban develop-
ment practices and the need to expand green spaces 
in between residential blocks, it then moves forward 
and presents various participatory activities and meth-
ods that can bring people closer and foster collabora-
tion across generations. Highlighting the challenges 
and opportunities encountered by the project team, the 
handbook provides transparent and step-by-step guid-
ance on how biophilic design can be integrated into ur-
ban development. 

1
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About UrbanizeHub.

Urbanize Hub is a community of people committed and pas-
sionate about the future of cities, a platform for innovation 
and collaboration, bringing together different stakeholders, 
including public institutions, companies, non-governmental 

solutions and ideas for smarter and more sustainable urban 
development.

UrbanizeHub is a pioneering organisation dedicated to ad-
vancing sustainability and combating global warming within 
the urban context through its comprehensive projects and ini-
tiatives. UrbanizeHub is deeply committed to education and 

project portfolio. Leading innovation labs focused on facilitat-
ing transitions in sustainable urban mobility, the organisation 
consistently advocates for sustainable urban development. 
Additionally, UrbanizeHub organises a variety of events and 
conferences under the UrbanTalks umbrella, making substan-
tial contributions to the promotion of sustainability in urban 
contexts. Noteworthy contributions include leading the initial 
phase of the visionary Line Park Project in Bucharest’s 6th 
district and driving the formulation of city-wide green trans-
formation strategies and climate action plans in various cities 
across Romania. In a recent milestone, UrbanizeHub facili-
tated the creation of the Green Cities Alliance, a pact signed 
by mayors from nine municipalities in Romania, marking a 
groundbreaking step towards fostering sustainable local de-
velopment. 

over the last years in impactful projects, campaigns and 
events, which inspire change and provide practical guidance 
towards a more sustainable future in Romanian urban com-
munities.

2
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Purpose of the handbook.

This Handbook stands as a beacon of empowerment, charting a transformative journey for com-
munities and local authorities alike. Its core purpose is to guide the replication of the processes 
used in the pilot project and catalyse active engagement in the metamorphosis of urban spaces. 
It should be used for guiding stakeholders toward the creation of dynamic, sustainable, and 
nature-integrated environments using the values and principles of the New European Bauhaus.

At its heart, the handbook is a tool designed to empower vibrant communities based on the ex-

June and October 2023 and funded by EIT Urban Mobility. It seeks to instil a sense of ownership 
and agency within residents, transcending passive observer roles to active contributors in the 
reshaping of their urban surroundings. By equipping individuals with knowledge and practical 
insights, the handbook becomes a catalyst for community-driven change.

Simultaneously, the handbook serves as a practical guide, offering valuable insights for de-
cision-makers dealing with the intricate balance between development and preservation. Its 
primary aim is to facilitate collaboration between local authorities and community members, 
providing essential guidance for creating a cohesive and inclusive dialogue that embraces di-
verse perspectives within the community.

Central to its purpose is the revitalization of underutilised urban spaces. The handbook envi-
sions these spaces not merely as physical landscapes but as canvases for transformation. It 
advocates for the integration of biophilic design principles, breathing life into neglected areas 
and establishing connections between urban environments and nature.

In line with the New European Bauhaus values, the handbook embraces sustainability at its 
core. It guides users in adopting climate-adapted plants, environmentally friendly tools, and 
recycled materials, aligning urban design efforts with broader sustainability goals.

The handbook goes beyond a singular project; it is a repository of knowledge exchange. Its 
purpose extends to facilitating collaboration between local authorities, landscape architects, 
NGOs, and civil society, creating a network of shared wisdom. Furthermore, it aims to be a rep-
licable model, offering insights and methodologies that can be adapted and scaled, not just 
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In essence, the Participatory Urban Design Handbook for BNH is a visionary catalyst for change. 
It envisions a future where urban spaces are not just functional but thrive as vibrant, sustain-
able, and nature-embraced havens. Through empowerment, collaboration, and a commitment 
to sustainable urban living, the handbook ignites a shared vision of urban spaces that echo the 
harmonious coexistence of communities and nature.

Objectives and goals of the project:

1. To empower
of their local urban spaces. Foster a sense of ownership and responsibility among 
community members, encouraging them to actively participate in the urban design 
process.

2. Facilitate meaningful intergenerational dialogue among children, teenagers, adults, 
and pensioners. Bridge the generational gap by providing a platform for knowledge 
exchange, ensuring that the design reflects the diverse needs and perspectives of all 
age groups.

3. Integrate biophilic design principles into the urban fabric to enhance the quality of 
the environment. Showcase the benefits of incorporating natural elements, fostering 
biodiversity, and improving overall well-being.

4. Develop an inclusive co-design framework accessible to all stakeholders involved in 
urban development. Create a handbook that is user-friendly, providing practical guid-
ance for implementing participatory and inclusive urban design processes.

5. Develop a replicable framework that can be scaled and adapted to different urban 
contexts. Enable other municipalities and communities to utilise the handbook as a 
model for implementing participatory and nature-centric urban design initiatives.

6. Align urban design efforts with sustainability goals at the local, national, and EU 
levels. Demonstrate how the BNH initiative contributes to broader sustainability ob-
jectives, emphasising the use of climate-adapted plants and environmentally friendly 
tools.

7. Facilitate knowledge exchange between different stakeholders, including local au-
thorities, landscape architects, NGOs, and civil society. Encourage collaboration and 
collective efforts toward creating sustainable and resilient urban spaces.

8. Strengthen community identity by involving residents in the design and regeneration 
of their public spaces. Establish a shared sense of belonging and pride in the trans-
formed urban environment.
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The importance of urban design & landscaping in creating sustainable and 
livable cities.

Urban design and landscaping play pivotal roles in shaping cities into sustain-

the overall well-being of their inhabitants. The strategic arrangement of build-
ings, public spaces, and green areas contributes to the creation of a harmoni-
ous urban fabric. Thoughtful urban design integrates sustainability principles, 
fostering environmental resilience by incorporating green infrastructure, opti-

the ecological impact, well-designed urban landscapes enhance the quality of 
life for residents. Accessible parks, green corridors, and intelligently planned 
public spaces offer recreational opportunities, promoting physical and men-
tal health. Furthermore, a carefully crafted urban design considers walkabil-
ity, public transportation, and mixed-use zoning, reducing reliance on private 
vehicles and fostering community connectivity. In essence, the importance of 
urban design and landscaping lies in their ability to transform cities into sus-
tainable, vibrant, and people-centric environments that stand as testaments to 
the harmonious coexistence of nature and urban life.

The importance of community participation in urban design & landscaping.

Community participation in urban design is paramount for creating inclusive, 
responsive, and vibrant cities. Engaging the community in the urban design 
process ensures that diverse voices, needs, and aspirations are considered, 
fostering a sense of ownership and belonging. When residents actively partici-
pate in shaping their urban environment, it leads to more contextually relevant 
and culturally sensitive designs. Beyond this, community involvement promotes 
transparency, trust, and social cohesion among residents and stakeholders. 
People become not just recipients but active contributors to the development 
of their neighbourhoods, enhancing a collective sense of responsibility. This 
participatory approach often results in innovative solutions and sustainable 

community. Ultimately, the importance of community participation in urban de-
sign lies in its capacity to empower individuals, strengthen social bonds, and 
contribute to the creation of resilient, people-centred urban spaces.
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the handbook.

Situated in the northeastern region of Roma-

-
tural legacy. Recognized as the cultural cap-

medieval allure with a lively contemporary 
atmosphere. However, similar to many urban 
centres, it faces the challenge of transform-
ing overlooked spaces to meet the evolving 
needs of its residents, all while struggling 
to foster sustainability. With a growing pop-
ulation of over 300.000 inhabitants, the city 
struggles to ensure the 26 sqm/inhabitant 
value of green space per capita imposed by 
both national legislation and the EU. 

Having the second highest population densi-
-

hood is characterised by crowded housing 
units while only 11% of its surface is covered 
by green spaces. Thus, choosing an underuti-
lised space from this neighbourhood for the 
proposed transformation was thought to be 

with children and pensioners. As residents’ 
accessibility to green spaces is limited and 
the connectivity to other parks or recreational 
areas in the city is low, the transformation of 
existing urban infrastructure offered a solu-
tion to these challenges.
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Location of the intervention.

Alexandru cel Bun neighbourhood, in the city 
-

tion was deliberately not chosen as in order 
to achieve our aim - to make everything par-
ticipatory and to create a community - we had 

Thus, we considered two areas: the study 
area, i.e. the macro area where all the project 
activities took place, which measured about 
400 sqm and was represented by the space 

actual space set up in the Bring Nature Home 
project, which measured about 40 sqm, i.e. 
about 10% of the macro area.

for the micro-intervention was determined 
through interactive workshops with the com-
munity and informal interviews involving 
children, parents, and grandparents. These 
qualitative engagements yielded valuable in-
sights that guided the selection of the appro-
priate site for the intervention. During these 
interactions, we discovered that the play-
ground situated behind the blocks is com-
monly referred to as the “Hidden Park” due 
to its previous concealment by nearby ga-
rages. Over time, multiple generations have 
enjoyed this space, making it a cherished 
landmark in the collective memory. However, 

the demolition of garages, have altered the 
intimate and familiar character of the area.
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The New European Bauhaus constitutes a creative and 
interdisciplinary initiative that establishes a nexus be-
tween the European Green Deal and our living spaces. It 
manifests as a transdisciplinary movement that bridges 
science, technology, art, and culture. The initiative’s ob-
jective is to leverage the challenges presented by the 
green and digital transitions to effect positive transfor-
mations in our lives. It extends an invitation for collab-
orative endeavours to address intricate societal issues 
through co-creation. 

The New European Bauhaus inspires a movement 
grounded in three fundamental values: sustainabili-
ty, aesthetics, and inclusion. These values encompass 
climate goals, circularity, zero pollution, biodiversity, 
quality of experience, style, diversity appreciation, ac-
cessibility, and affordability. Functioning as a platform 
for citizens, experts, businesses, and institutions, the 
New European Bauhaus collectively envisions sustain-
able living in Europe and beyond. Beyond fostering ex-
perimentation and connections, the initiative facilitates 
positive change by offering access to EU funding for 
projects aligned with the principles of beauty, sustain-
ability, and inclusivity.

In aligning with the New European Bauhaus, the Bring 
Nature Home project sought to address the challenges 
posed by the green transition, particularly in transform-
ing urban landscapes. The emphasis on co-creation and 
collaboration within the New European Bauhaus frame-
work encouraged community engagement, echoing the 
participatory design principles that underpinned the 
Bring Nature Home project.

Furthermore, the New European Bauhaus’s commitment 
to connecting diverse stakeholders, including citizens, 

3
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collaborative nature of the Bring Nature 
Home initiative. The shared values of 
both initiatives, such as the importance 
of biodiversity, accessibility, and afford-
ability, contributed to a cohesive vision 
for enhancing the quality of urban living.

Overall, the New European Bauhaus 
served as a guiding compass, shaping 
the approach and values of the ”Bring 
Nature Home” project, developed in the 

aesthetically pleasing, and inclusive ur-
ban environments. This handbook draws 
inspiration from the principles of the New 
European Bauhaus, shaping its approach, 
values, and strategies to foster the de-
velopment of a more comprehensive and 
community-driven approach to urban de-
velopment.

The “Bring Nature Home” project is a 
concrete manifestation of New European 
Bauhaus (NEB) values and principles, ad-
dressing innovative ways of urban regen-
eration through community involvement 
and the adoption of biophilic design. We 
will explore how the project integrated 
the three core NEB values of Sustainabil-
ity (Sustainable), Aesthetics (Beautiful) 
and Inclusion (Together), as well as the 
application of the three key NEB princi-
ples of Participatory Process, Multi-level 
Engagement and Transdisciplinary Ap-
proach.
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Sustainability through biophilic design.

The Bring Nature Home project addressed sustainability through biophilic design, using princi-
ples that support the restoration and revitalization of the relationship between community and 
environment. Through the use of climate-adapted plants, recyclable materials, and environmen-
tally friendly tools, the project contributes to sustainability goals while having a positive impact 
on the environment and society.

Integrated aesthetics and enhanced functionality.

-
grated into the improved functionality of the area. By applying the principles of biophilic design, 
the area is clearly demarcated, regaining its function in the neighbourhood and giving it the 
quality necessary to be considered a public green space. In addition, the study of the context 
and the careful choice of all elements, plants and materials used in the design contributed to 
an aesthetically pleasing solution. In this way, aesthetics become an essential part of the proj-
ect, contributing to the creation of a collective identity and connecting people to the beauty of 
untouched nature. 

Inclusion through inter-generational participation.

children and teenagers to adults and retirees. Children contributed creative ideas through 
drawings, teenagers used their writing and photography skills to identify problems and solu-
tions, and adults and retirees provided qualitative feedback based on their experience of the 
evolution of the space over the years.

Participatory process and multi-level approach.

The participatory process was the foundation of the project, where all participants were in-
volved in identifying problems, proposing solutions and co-creating the transformation con-
cept. By organising a co-design workshop, the project brought together over 60 participants, 
ensuring that residents felt empowered and that there was an exchange of knowledge between 

-
ment, landscape architects, NGOs and civil society, ensuring a collective and transdisciplinary 
approach.
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The “Bring Nature Home” project in Iasi is not only an example of urban regeneration but also 

sustainability, aesthetics and inclusiveness at every stage of the project, it demonstrates how 
the New European Bauhaus approach can transform urban spaces into living, nature-connected 
and future-oriented communities.
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IWhy Participatory 
Processes?
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Co-creation processes, integral to emotional and affective development, 
offer a platform for individuals to express feelings and enhance social 
skills. Particularly for children engaged in reshaping cities, co-creation 
fosters teamwork, empathy, and a deeper understanding of emotions. It 

-
ticipants feel valued for their contributions.

Encouraging co-creation processes and participatory initiatives is cru-
cial for fostering creativity and critical thinking. Participatory urbanism, 
a global movement advocating a social and cooperative model of city 
management, involves collective leadership from community members, 

The trend towards introducing participatory approaches to urban sys-
-

ning. The evolving perspective on the relationship between individuals 
and the built environment empowers communities and individuals to 
shape cities to align with their well-being.

Research on ensuring urban life quality through planning is limited. Eco-
nomic aspects often dominate studies, overshadowing interconnected 
factors that ensure overall quality of life. The concept of quality of life 
gained attention only recently, facing integration challenges into the ex-
isting urban framework.

Participatory urbanism has roots in the Situationist movement, shaped 
by Guy Debord’s and Jane Jacobs’s discourses. Emerging in the 1970s, 
participatory movements, spurred by cultural liberation trends, led to 

-
orities.

Participatory urbanism trends, such as DIY urbanism, informal urbanism, 
tactical urbanism, and temporary urbanism, involve citizen-led interven-
tions. These approaches contribute to social cohesion, addressing so-
cial, cultural, spatial, and environmental concerns, promoting sustain-
ability, and creating affordable alternatives for public spaces.

4
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Participatory processes vary in 
occurrence (organic or planned) 
and evolution (linear or cycli-
cal). They aim to improve public 
spaces, contributing to social 
cohesion. Though context-de-

-
ologies support participatory 
practices. Identifying real com-
munity needs is vital for con-
structing effective participato-
ry processes at the urban level.

The application of participato-
ry methods in urban planning 
thrives when the community’s 
value is perceived as a resource, 
leading to effective commu-

needs of citizens. Participatory 
interventions actively contrib-
ute to managing urban land-
scapes, anchoring functional-
ity, culture, and aesthetics more 

projects.

Overcoming limitations re-
quires acknowledging the tri-
ad of information, consultation, 
and involvement in participa-
tory processes. Mediation, im-
proved communication, and 
deep democracy principles en-

development processes.
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Case Studies 
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The aim of selecting these case studies is to pinpoint urban scenarios that hold broad relevance 
-

tory processes at the urban level, whether positively or negatively. The objective is to scrutinise 
each situation, discerning best practices in participatory urbanism. This analysis seeks to estab-
lish guidelines for formulating a strategy conducive to implementing participatory processes. 
Additionally, one can view this through the lens of participatory landscaping, an emerging term 
that, with our assistance, may gain wider recognition as an exemplar of good practice.

This research delves into various factors shaping the execution of participatory urban action, 
encompassing:

 Identifying opportunities or driving forces;
 Examining initiators, be they internal or external entities;
 
 Evaluating alignment with genuine community needs versus spontaneous generation;
 Analysing community reaction and organisation;
 Assessing the local government’s stance and its impact on the process;
 Considering the nature of the process, accounting for different degrees of freedom of ex-

pression among community members;
 Examining the level of rigidity in administering the participatory process.

Despite considerations of location and the characteristics of host cities, it proved challenging 

of similar size or population, ranking high in smart city indices or quality of life rankings, exhibit 
few instances of participatory urbanism. This scarcity may stem from urban conditions that do 
not provoke such reactions, a phenomenon more necessary in cities with a lower quality of life.

-
tors—spatial, demographic, social, economic, and cultural. Recognizing that participatory ur-
ban planning projects operate at the community level rather than the scale of the entire city, the 

of such a project. Starting with the premise of equality between communities, the selected case 
studies focus on analysing diverse strategies and typologies of interventions in participatory 
urbanism, disregarding location and preserving local qualities as a reality to be addressed later.
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Madrid, Spain:  El campo de Cebada - creating a public space on the 
site of a former market

Background.

In the 1970s, part of Madrid’s food markets were covered with metal 
structures and transformed into municipal markets. La Cebada Mar-
ket, one of the oldest markets in Madrid, also suffered the same fate, 
becoming a meeting and social centre for the inhabitants of the work-
ing-class neighbourhood of La Latina. In the middle of the 20th century, 
due to the hygienic conditions imposed by the legislature, the elegant 
metal structures of the previous century were replaced by massive con-
crete volumes that enclosed the space.

a municipal sports centre, at which point the square completely lost its 
character as an open public space. In the 21st century, the City Council 
presents a plan to reclassify the two public facilities (the new market 
and the sports centre) and privatise them. The sports centre was demol-
ished in 2009, and although it was the only sports venue in the district, 
due to the economic crisis, no investor has been willing to build another 
one. Thus, in the heart of the historic city centre, there is now only a der-
elict site of about 5500 square metres, surrounded by an opaque fence.

Night” initiative, which periodically proposes the temporary occupation 
of a public space with the aim of improving the relationship between 
the city and its inhabitants. A rainforest and an open swimming pool 
were set up here, attracting enthusiasm from residents about the po-
tential of this space.

Purpose.

With the removal of the ‘installation’, residents felt disenfranchised. 
They did not want to give up the space that was theirs and in which they 
felt comfortable, especially as the City Council did not keep its prom-

5
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ise to offer again the facilities that once existed there. People of all ages and young architects 

the space in the community’s use until the eventual construction site could begin.

To this end, they launched a website for information and discussion and held several meetings 
in a nearby bar so they could agree on the demands they wanted to make of the council. Al-
though they did not want permanent intervention to prevent the construction of future facili-

arguing that the group was not an association and that the transfer of a public area to which a 
project had already been assigned required the presence of a legal entity to negotiate with the 
public administration. 

In addition, a host of administrative issues were also raised: who would hold the keys, how ex-
actly the space would be used and between what hours, who would be responsible for insur-

However, all those involved insisted, showing themselves willing to experiment a new way of 
collaboration with the City Council, so that the space in question could be used as a support 
for various social activities, and they themselves would be directly responsible for proposals, 
decision making and administration. It was only in 2011, after the neighbourhood associations 
had been legally established, that they received permission from the Council for temporary use 
of the space.

Process description.

formed to propose and approve activities to be carried out there. Proposals from internet users 
and other interested people, as well as information about planned events, were posted on the 
website and on boards at the entrance to the site. Soon the site was cleaned up and provid-
ed with water and electricity, the sports areas were painted and football goals and basketball 
hoops were installed.

area where children can skate or ride their bikes, safe from cars. The street furniture was cre-
ated from recycled materials in “temporary urban design - handmade” workshops. The objects 

-
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ground.

The success of the local basketball team led to the need for tiered seating mounted on the ramp 
that gave access to the court. Large boxes on wheels were planted with plants that could be 
moved around so they could enjoy enough sun. Moreover, the residents regularly organise bot-
any and horticulture courses. To avoid the summer heat, a shelter has been built from a metal 
structure with recycled textiles covering the entire site. A container for storing tools and some 
street furniture was placed on top, forming a terrace that functions as a grandstand during 
public events.

There is indeed a wide variety of public events and the programme of plays, open-air cinema, 
conferences and concerts is dynamic and constant. One of the most popular programme ele-

are organised. Local festivities, traditional dance events or open-air celebrations, etc. are also 
organised here.

In addition to all this, there are also spaces for private social initiatives such as debates, com-

Evaluation.

With regard to the genesis of this project, it is interesting to identify the generating character-
istics of the urban focus, i.e. to observe the reactive character of the project, as a response to a 
national-critical situation: Spain is today one of the countries with most participatory interven-
tions at urban level. Apart from the revolutionary nature of the Spanish population, an addition-
al reason for this boom in participation and involvement of both the population and specialists 
is the economic crisis.

The development of the economy since the 2000s has also had a positive impact on the archi-
tectural profession, which is seeking new ways of shaping the urban environment together with 
the community. In a sense, El Campo de Cebada began as a spontaneous response by citizens to 
an unusual situation resulting from the collapse of the country’s construction industry.

“El Campo de Cebada” is a telling experiment for local administrations, specialists and citizens 
alike. Administrators should consider the spontaneity of this project, which has challenged the 
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inclusion. Fully aware of its provisional status, the project originated in a dispute with the ad-

precedent that could be repeated anywhere, given the frequency of abandoned spaces today.

As far as the architects and engineers are concerned, the project becomes interesting because 
of its temporary nature and the fact that it is the result of a consensus, not the orders of an 
external entity. Unlike the fate of most public spaces, in this case function precedes form. The 
space is constantly reshaped through an open and dynamic process led by people with the nec-
essary technical knowledge. They are in partnership with the users, whom they train, sharing 
skills and goals.

For the locals, “El Campo de Cebada” is proof that together they can improve the city, that there 
is more than just top-down urban planning. After living as a volume for several decades, the 
space has returned to being perceived as a market, as there is now once again an open-air area 

-
nitely, but a public space in the true sense of the word, enjoyed by the whole community, all the 
more so as it is used by many members of the community.

Conclusions.

The interaction between groups of young architects over time is to be appreciated in this ex-
ample. The architects from Exyzt proposed the island intervention with a swimming pool, those 
from Todo Por La Praxis came up with the structure for the terraces and the suspended contain-
er, Paisaje Transversal proposed street furniture and provided the necessary infrastructure for 
meetings and debates or other social activities, etc. On the other hand, the interlinked non-gov-
ernmental organisations and residents’ associations also functioned as a support facility for the 
smooth running of the space, ensuring dynamism and continuity in use until today.

Since its creation, El Campo de Cebada has become a process dedicated to participation, trans-
parency and sociability, an example of place-making through cooperation between citizens and 
local authorities, proposing new perspectives for the image of the city in the 21st century. As 

-
mately their identity.

This has been made possible through the concept of non-authorship, whereby people work to-
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gether to take care of their urban space and, by making decisions together and through partic-
ipation, they are able to reverse the top-down urban planning model. 

Nevertheless, El Campo de Cebada remains a unique model for exploiting the possibilities of 
-

which will indeed constitute a precedent for any future urban interventions.
New ideas in economics and urbanism, such as co-creation - the creation of solutions together 

between people, supported by constant, transparent and interactive communication, allow the 

and the city, as well as between members of a community.

is to discover and correctly interpret the needs and expectations of the inhabitants, and then, 
as a result of a real dialogue between them, the authorities and specialists, to be able to partic-

Learning key points.

-

-

with their creative contributions.

• 
community is crucial. Surveys were conducted to prompt the community to identify the po-
tential for a green space in an area initially intended for parking.

• 
support and enlisted the skills of local artists to infuse the site with their creative contribu-
tions.
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Ljublijana, Slovenia: Beyond a Construction Site - building community gardens on an 
abandoned site

The project presents the transformation of a derelict area of land into a community space by 
a group of young architects working with the residents of the neighbourhood to create urban 
gardens, provide a space for socialising, develop environmental projects, education and culture. 
The aim of the project is to examine and reveal the potential of neglected urban areas and the 
possibility of their valorisation through temporary use and interventions involving the commu-
nity.

Background.

The land, located not far from the main railway station and the old town, was in a state of ne-
glect, becoming over time overgrown with weeds and rubbish. In 2010, the ‘Beyond a Construc-
tion Site’ project began as part of a larger Bunker Institute programme called ‘Garden By the 
Way’. This programme proposed a series of events (pre- and anticipatory actions) in the Tabor 
neighbourhood, with the aim of raising awareness/attention to green spaces in the city and en-
couraging urban gardening, providing support for the creation of social urban spaces 

An oversized building site in the middle of a residential neighbourhood, a result of real estate 
speculation, was considered to be an ideal place for such initiatives, because of the area of need 

foremost, or rather becomes again the support for social actions.

Purpose.

The development of an urban community garden on a site in the city centre, in the ownership of 
the state, is also a critique of the new local policy of organising and renting small parks for gar-
dening - a rigid, standardised and formalistic approach. Many of the public gardens maintained 
by citizens have been destroyed by the municipality on the grounds that they are unsightly or 
should not occupy land in the central part of the city, and as there are currently no public funds 
to provide state-maintained garden plots, there is virtually no discussion in Ljubljana about the 
impossibility of urban gardening.

The authors of this initiative considered it essential that the local government review its position 
on urban gardening by systematically supporting community environmental initiatives. Involv-
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ing the public in an active way in the planning and management of abandoned spaces was vital 
to transfer this project to other areas of the city.

Process description.

the Tabor district were invited to take part in the process of planning, design and use of the site. 
Through informal conversations with the residents but also with those who work in the area, it 

was agreed upon and desired and also data collection was carried out on the wishes, needs and 

spaces, gardens and places to socialise, and the presentation of the survey results to the mu-
nicipality led to its agreement to give the land to people for use.

With the permission of the Municipality of Ljubljana, the site was opened for temporary use 
for the duration of the “Garden By the Way” programme, but the City of Ljubljana was asked 
to extend the land use permit - free of charge - until the opening of the construction site of the 
proposed building on the plot.

to preserve the existing trees and wild plants. Planning for the organisation of the space started 
with the active engagement of residents and other interested residents. During the summer, au-
tumn and winter, there was a low number of participants, especially in terms of organising and 
clearing the site. At the end of December, the municipality showed its support for the citizens’ 
initiative to maintain a space belonging to the city by offering them a contract of use for the 
whole of the following year. In the spring, residents’ enthusiasm began to grow with the launch 
of the “Make your own garden” project. The invitation to take part in the project anticipated res-
idents’ desire to cultivate small areas of land, building on a local tradition. Recycled materials or 
materials found on the site were used to design the planting plots.

site: each person is responsible for setting up their own seedling area; chemicals are forbidden; 
the common area will be cared for by all participants in the project. Community members re-
ceived, after signing a declaration, keys to the main gate and to the common tool shed.
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Evaluation.

The role of the public and their active inclusion in decision-making on the development and or-

architectural and urban planning allowed the limits of neo-liberal urban policies, whose only 
aim was economic growth, to be overcome.

and urban planning practice in this case as well. At a time of exponential development of the 
market-oriented society, architects became critical of the acceptance of architecture as a dis-
cipline centred on itself, on architecture as an object, considering it necessary for this notion to 
undergo a semantic expansion so as to include the processes and relationships achieved as a 
result of the creation of a space.

This project started from the idea that participation should not become a standardised norm 
or technique, as this would imply standardised participants, and since communities are not ab-
stract entities of participants, there cannot be one general method of participation. Precisely 
in this sense, the initiators chose to leave the area of methods and methodologies and to refer 
to the space through intuition and questionnaires, proposition and invitation, informal attitudes 

The assessment of the process, the outcome and the possible future effects converge, in this 
case, in a series of guidelines on the relationship to the city of both the community, the special-
ists and the public administration. The implementation of the project today constitutes a prec-
edent that on the one hand allows the relaxation of rigid policies in favour of the needs of the 
community and on the other stimulates its interest in public space and the possibilities it offers.

Conclusions.

Unlike the previous example, in this case, the real needs of the community were speculated, 

the steps for the occupation of the land began. Thus, although this process was also initiated 
by a group of architects, they were anchored more in the stated needs of the community than in 
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as problematic facilitated the relationship with the municipality, which assimilated the public 
desire despite the context given by local policies on urban gardening. All the more so, in this 
example, the support of the municipality was seen as a positive thing by the community, even 

used as a precedent to generate more urban gardens in the city, with the community already 
taking a new position in the negotiation dialogue with the authorities.

Learning key points.

While communication between communities and local authorities may sometimes be lacking, a 
collaborative approach could involve initiating a temporary project. This allows the assessment 
of its impact, and if the community responds positively, the City Hall can then explore ways to 

-

envisioning the space as a parking lot while the authorities aimed to convert it into a green 
space. Therefore, our implementation approach involved occupying a space closer to the exist-
ing playground and transforming it into a small garden.

• Collaborative approach to address potential communication challenges - Utilise temporary 

decisions on permanent interventions.

• 
as most people envision the space as a parking lot while the authorities aimed to convert it 

existing playground and transforming it into a small garden.
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37Source of the images: https://onkrajgradbisca.wordpress.com/gallery/
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Tools and Methods
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An essential aspect of participatory processes lies in their inherent-
ly playful nature. Play serves as a vital source of energy, fostering 
optimism, boosting the immune system, nurturing empathy, and in-
stilling a sense of community belonging. The study of play encom-
passes various perspectives, including its impact on the brain, its 

play behaviour of individuals of all ages. Children’s reduced expo-
sure to nature, both in terms of time spent outdoors and the scale of 
accessible outdoor spaces, has been noted by parents, families, and 
education professionals. This shift is increasingly linked to physi-
cal and emotional health issues in young children. Limited access 
to nature hampers various aspects of children’s development, while 
active outdoor learning stimulates physical, cognitive, and social di-
mensions more effectively than indoor environments. Furthermore, 
it helps maintain a harmonious balance between seriousness and 
playfulness, crucial in today’s turbulent world.

The importance of play extends beyond children to encompass 
adults, particularly in outdoor environments. Unlike indoor play ar-
eas, outdoor spaces offer distinctive advantages that cater to the 
needs of both age groups. Playfulness in adulthood serves as a 
valuable outlet for stress relief, fostering creativity, and promoting 
overall well-being. It provides a break from the demands of daily 
life, allowing individuals to relax and rejuvenate. Moreover, incorpo-
rating play into adult routines encourages a sense of joy and spon-
taneity, contributing to improved mental health. Whether through 
sports, games, or creative endeavors, engaging in play enhances 
social connections, stimulates cognitive functions, and adds a re-
freshing element to the often hectic adult lifestyle. In the realm of 
place-making, these spaces become crucial elements in shaping 
social and cultural identity. For children, outdoor play establishes 

6
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connections with the broader world, granting them opportunities to actively contribute to its 
formation. Moreover, the psychological advantages of green spaces empower children to ex-
plore, take risks, and interact with their surroundings on various scales, fostering holistic devel-
opment.

The Attention Restoration Theory suggests that exposure to nature enhances attention and fo-
cus, allowing individuals to “rest” their directed attention. Play serves as a generator and trans-
mitter of culture, tapping into creativity by revealing new worlds and rules. Society has readily 
embraced the idea of designated play areas for children in public spaces, such as playgrounds 
and kindergartens, particularly in urban settings. The evolution of urban movements, starting 
with the Situationist movement, has deepened the exploration of cities and communities’ play-
ful capacities, emphasising the subjective and emotional dimensions. There is a growing inter-
est in playful landscapes and exploring their roles and advantages in urban environments. This 
presents an opportunity to perceive the city as a collective playground for both children and 
adults.

-
tivities designed to relax and uplift the community’s mood, we aimed to encourage playfulness. 
Games played with children, parents and even grandparents during the workshops were later 

Ecopedagogy - a tool for empowering biophilic design.

-

aspects like gratitude for our natural resources, taking them for granted. The current climate 
crisis signals nature’s subtle warning that our relationship with it needs reevaluation.

The initial step is for each of us to monitor and restore our authentic connection with nature, 
fostering a keen desire to protect it. However, this necessitates increased and equitable acces-
sibility to the natural environment. Unfortunately, our current situation isn’t ideal, as psycholog-
ical and emotional recovery often occurs in clinics rather than amid the soothing embrace of a 
forest. Trees and greenery, in addition to providing emotional solace, also contribute to cooling 
the air, combating the urban heat island effect.

-
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lic spaces and the pedestrian areas serving as mere appendages to roads. This mirrored the 
situation in the designated green space on Bistrita Street, utilised predominantly for parking 
instead of its intended purpose. Solutions to address this issue involve creating free public car 

reducing the number of cars in central areas.

The urban heat we experience is exacerbated by materials used in pavements and structures 
absorbing solar heat. By incorporating planted surfaces and natural materials, such as wood, 
we can create a protective urban blanket. Afforestation of available land is another solution, 
fostering a cooler urban environment.
Public administrations can learn from successful initiatives worldwide. For instance, Paris es-
tablished ‘cold’ islands connected by tree-lined walkways to combat heat-related issues. Seville 
implemented shading policies and extensive tree planting, while Rotterdam plans substantial 
rooftop greenery. Athens is renovating a historic aqueduct to reintroduce water into the city.

nature as part of our living space empowers us to become proactive, from organising balcony 
gardens to participating in community green projects. Studies highlight the positive impact of 
nature on emotional and mental well-being, emphasising the need to address issues like Nature 

role in fostering a sustainable and responsible attitude toward the environment. Integrating 
eco-pedagogical principles into community actions, such as nature study, environmental con-
servation projects, and sustainable development education, is essential for creating a more har-
monious relationship between humanity and nature.
 
Biophilic design and communities.

When considering the principles of biophilic design, various perspectives come into play, en-
compassing general principles such as the incorporation of environmental features, utilisation 
of natural shapes and forms, integration of natural patterns and processes, manipulation of light 
and space, establishment of place-based relationships, and recognition of evolved human-na-
ture relationships.

In our view, all nature-based interventions inherently lean towards being biophilic. However, 
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-
tween blocks. Our emphasis was on incorporating personal experiences and community in-
sights. Rather than solely focusing on crafting organic shapes and involving natural materials, 
we sought to foster a connection through the communal understanding and personal experi-
ences of the individuals involved. The true essence of biophilia, in our conception, emerged as 

-
cance and share their feelings with one another.

The design featured organic shapes and incorporated natural materials, with structures de-
signed to cater to the diverse population, enhancing the biodiversity of the area. Thoughtful 
consideration went into the selection of plant species, opting for those compatible with the spe-

maintenance. While the community established a maintenance schedule and responsibilities 

as possible for them.

Additionally, the plant selection aimed to create a sense of familiarity by choosing species na-
tive to rural areas. This deliberate choice was intended to forge a connection with the residents 
who had previously lived in the countryside before relocating to the city.
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Implementation
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Site location - presentation of relevant aspects of the site study.

The chosen micro area was not being fully utilised. Even though it was 
right in front of a playground, people were parking cars there, making 

of packed earth, gravel, and broken stones, and because of the slope, 
puddles often formed when it rained. There was also a neglected and 
vandalised district heating point nearby. The playground itself had old 
and poorly maintained furniture and equipment. Given all these fac-
tors, we came to the realisation that the location had essentially trans-
formed into an ideal testing ground for biophilic design.

The transformation of the space is vividly evident in the tangible re-
sults of our collaborative efforts. The once-neglected area now boasts 

residents and visitors alike. The introduction of benches and seating 
areas offers places for social interaction and relaxation. 

Our community mobilisation strategy played a pivotal role in this 
metamorphosis. We engaged residents through workshops, events, 
and open dialogues, encouraging them to actively participate in the 
decision-making process. The Wishing Tree, an emblem of collective 
dreams, facilitated a deeper connection among community members, 
fostering a sense of ownership and shared responsibility for the trans-
formed space.

Looking ahead, the future of this revitalised area is promising. We en-
vision ongoing collaborations with local stakeholders, including city 

creating a maintenance plan and implementing rules for the utilisa-
tion of green space, actively involving the community in the care of the 
greenery to guarantee its long-term sustainability. Regular workshops 
and events will continue to encourage a sense of pride and belonging 
among residents, fostering a dynamic relationship between the com-
munity and the transformed space. Through these measures, we aim 
to cultivate a lasting impact on the well-being of our community.

7
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Methodology of intervention in the public space by creating a community.

In the pursuit of revitalising public spaces as dynamic community hubs, a comprehensive and 
inclusive methodology is essential. Our approach pivots on the active engagement of the com-
munity throughout the entire intervention - from preliminary needs assessments to collaborative 
design, seamless implementation and sustained maintenance. By fostering partnerships with 
stakeholders, embracing creative expression and conducting iterative design processes, the 
aim is not only to enhance the physical aspects of public spaces but also to cultivate a strong 
sense of community ownership and pride. This section outlines a comprehensive methodology 
that prioritises community empowerment, inclusivity and sustainable practices to create public 
spaces that resonate with the unique identity and aspirations of the people they serve.

Project Partnerships and Stakeholder Engagement.

At the project’s inception, our primary focus was on forming essential partnerships with local 
entities such as kindergartens, schools, elderly homes, and community organizations. Concur-
rently, we introduced the project to both the community and stakeholders, seeking initial input 
to shape the project’s trajectory.

Community Workshops and Peer Learning Activities.

Diverse workshops were conducted to gather insights and feedback from community members 
spanning various age groups. A unique feature, “The Wishing Tree” panel, was erected, provid-
ing children with a platform to contribute creative solutions and ideas for the envisioned urban 
garden.

Design and Planning Phase.

This phase revolved around the concept of The Wishing Tree. The Wishing Tree is a symbolic 
and participatory activity that involves individuals expressing their hopes, dreams, or wishes by 
writing them down on pieces of paper and attaching them to a designated tree. The tree serves 
as a visual representation of collective aspirations within a community or group.

and then write them on tags, ribbons, or pieces of paper. These wishes are then attached to the 
branches of the Wishing Tree. The tree, adorned with these collective aspirations, becomes a 
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powerful and tangible embodiment of shared dreams.

The Wishing Tree concept is often used in community events, workshops, or public spaces to 
promote unity, positivity, and a sense of belonging. It fosters a connection among individuals 
who contribute their wishes, creating a shared experience and a visual reminder of collective 
optimism.

The solutions and ideas curated from “The Wishing Tree” panel were entrusted to a dedicated 
team of teenagers. Under the guidance of the project team, these teenagers translated these 
concepts into a tangible garden design plan, ensuring the inclusion of the community’s collec-
tive vision.

Implementation Phase.

The tangible realisation of the urban garden involved collaborative efforts between teenagers 
and the elderly. Together, they engaged in planting and maintaining the garden, not only bring-
ing the design to life but also nurturing intergenerational learning and fostering meaningful 
bonds within the community.

Post-establishment of the urban garden, our commitment extended to ongoing monitoring of its 
progress and its impact on the community. Integral to this process was the collection of feed-
back from community members and stakeholders, providing valuable insights to gauge project 
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Achieving various objectives through this approach includes:

• Community empowerment: Empowering the community by providing a platform for express-
ing their wishes and discovering their identity through the creation of a wish tree.

• Youth involvement: Promoting children’s active participation and leveraging their ideas 
through initiatives like a garden design competition for young people.

• Intergenerational 

• Collaboration: Involving adults and older individuals in the selection of winning ideas, fosters 
intergenerational collaboration.

• Inclusiveness: Realising the project with active involvement from all age groups, ensuring a 
collective effort in its implementation.

Considering the current state of the site, originally functioning as a parking lot, we formulated 

• Seating and gathering spaces: Incorporating wooden garden furniture with four seats and a 
small table to facilitate social interaction and communal activities.

• Paving design: Introducing wooden roundels and boulders in designated areas, providing 
contrast to the existing dirt and dust, while simultaneously delineating spaces for play, sit-
ting, and relaxation.

• Environmental enhancements: Integrating birdhouses and an insect hotel crafted in   collab-
oration with kindergarten children, fostering environmental awareness and interaction.

• Playground expansion: Installing a net in the existing playground, expanding the range of 
activities and enhancing the overall functionality of the space.

• Indicating access: Incorporating an access apparatus to the playground, symbolizing an in-
vitation for the gradual transformation of the space from its previous usage as a car park.
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Participatory activities in urban design and landscaping - a method of intervention in the com-
munity.

We will outline a series of outdoor activities that we used in our pilot project centred around the 
-

by participants. The objective of engaging community members is to infuse positive affective 
memories into the space, enhancing its appeal and fostering a desire within the community to 
replicate such playful events. Three community meetings were planned, each serving distinct 
purposes while maintaining a biophilic theme in activity selection. A fourth meeting involved the 
actual place-making event.

Workshop 1: Building community

The initial meeting focuses on community building. It commences with informal welcome talks, 
potentially including questionnaires for those who missed the online survey to gauge the com-
munity pulse. Facilitators introduce themselves and initiate an interactive activity using a ball of 
string. Participants, while introducing themselves, pass the string randomly, creating a network 
symbolising community connections. Each participant then presents their totem, an object with 

-
ising community desires and space potential.

To evoke empathetic responses, participants create portraits of their neighbours based on 
shared information. The pivotal “Wish Tree” exercise follows, where participants write wishes 
and fears on coloured post-it notes, placing them on a tree drawing. This activity guides co-cre-
ation processes. Ideally, a pre-made mood board is displayed, showcasing ideas. Participants 
vote on preferred ideas, initiating discussions. The workshop concludes with the announcement 
of a photo and prose competition, encouraging participants to highlight aspects they appreci-

The outcomes of the competition play a pivotal role in understanding the community’s senti-
ments towards their neighbourhood. Through the expressions shared by participants, a nuanced 
comprehension emerges regarding their appreciations and concerns. These insights contribute 
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This workshop was all about exploring the fascinating connection between people and the 
space around them. With a keen focus on spatial perception, diverse activities were crafted 
to elicit insightful discussions and understanding among participants. From strolling through 
the space at varying speeds to engaging in unique exercises like walking backward and nav-
igating with closed eyes, the aim was to explore distinct perspectives on the given area. The 
results from these dynamic activities became the foundation for subsequent exercises, such as 
fear-based games, role-playing, and creative design endeavours. The thoughtful integration of 
community feedback and emotional expressions throughout the workshop not only shaped the 

creative potential within the community for the project’s further enhancement.

Activities

In this session, our focus shifts from the creation of a community to understanding the intricate 
relationship between individuals and their surroundings.

Participants commence the workshop by strolling through the space, delving into its various 
nooks and crannies. Facilitators introduce 10 speed levels, ranging from very slow (1) to very 
fast (10). Random numbers between 1 and 10 are recited, allowing participants to experience 
distinct perceptions of space.

Throughout the exercises—such as walking backwards, walking with eyes closed, and dwarf 
walking—participants engage in discussions about differences in spatial perception. The fun-
damental rule is to avoid physical contact.

To invigorate participants after these activities, a game is proposed where each person mentally 
selects a fear and manoeuvres through the space, always keeping a shield (another participant) 
between them and that fear. This dynamic game adds an energetic and lively dimension to the 
workshop.

The subsequent exercise involves role-playing based on goals assigned in a previous meeting. 
-
-

tion and creativity, ideally complemented by aerial photography using a drone.
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Scaffolding follows, prompting participants to choose a place in the space that resonates with 
them. Armed with a ball of thicker, beautifully colored string, they build itineraries based on 
their preferences and experiences. Anchors provided before the walk create routes that may be 

Participants are then presented with two design options derived from the Wishing Tree, initiat-

with a pre-made model, allowing participants to focus solely on layout creation. Various materi-
als are provided for this hands-on experience.

As the workshop concludes, facilitators seek feedback from the community, opening discus-
sions about the emotions and feelings that surfaced during the activities. This provides a plat-
form for all participants to express themselves.

To cap off the session, the announcement of a garden ideas competition, for example, encour-
ages participants to contribute creative solutions to the project.
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In organising workshop no. 3, our primary goal was to deepen the connection between chil-
dren and their natural surroundings. This workshop serves as a practical micro-guide, offering 
hands-on activities and collaborative exercises to foster a meaningful understanding of the in-
tricate relationship between community members and the space they inhabit. Participants can 
explore diverse perspectives on spatial perception, engage in expressive movements inspired 
by nature, and contribute to the creation of an ideal garden through collaborative drawings and 
co-creation workshops. 

Activities

Activity 0 / Intro: We initiate the session by introducing ourselves and seeking permission from 
the children to record the biophilic workshop for wider participation. Emphasising the voluntary 
nature of participation, we reassure them that alternative activities are available for those who 
might not feel comfortable with the proposed activities.

Activity 1:  Getting to know each other - Forming a circle, all children share their names, accom-
panied by a word starting with the initial letter of their name and a friendly gesture. Mutual 
greetings follow each introduction, fostering a sense of community.

Activity 2:
and music is played for expressive activities such as mirroring and dancing with continuous con-
tact between partners. A nature-inspired movement exploration ensues, encouraging children 

are discussed.

 2.1. Mirror: One child has total freedom of expression and the other has to make the same 
gestures as their partner, as if they were their mirror. Then we switch roles. 

 2.2. Contact: Still in teams of two they must now dance, but the dance has one condition, 
the two forming the pair must always have a point of contact. It can be head-head, hand+foot, 
elbow-knee, etc.

 2.3. Metamorphosis: Children are asked to spread out and walk around the surrounding 
area. In time, they will be asked to change their gait so that they walk like a frog, then like a but-
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each other. At the end they are asked how they felt and if they feel more connected to nature 
now. 

Feedback: children are asked which activity they liked best and why, they are asked how they 
feel, if they feel ready for the next challenge.

Activity 3:
draw an ideal garden. Each team member contributes a drawing, creating a collaborative rep-
resentation.

Activity 4: Getting to know nature together - Several aspects of nature are explored, starting 
with tree leaves. Children learn to differentiate between them and select trees for their ideal 

Understanding pollinators is emphasised, connecting the workshop’s purpose to bringing joy to 
garden inhabitants.

Activity 5: 

and gardens, setting up birdhouses, insect hotels, and painting stones. Each group engages in 
hands-on, creative endeavours, contributing to the overall garden vision.

their experience with the activities. The session concludes by inviting feedback on the per-

other. The children are thanked, and an invitation is extended to join the workshop the next day.
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Workshop 4: Place-making

building bird and insect houses, painting them, engaging in a stone painting workshop, and 
participating in a recycling workshop. The second day involved assembling planters, organis-
ing plants, and planting them, as well as workshops on paving with painted stones or wooden 
roundels and crafting wooden seats. Discussion points revolve around comparing the game to 
real-life ecosystems, exploring participants’ feelings during simulated natural disasters, and 
contemplating the fragility of nature in reality. These discussions add depth to the experiential 
learning of ecological dynamics.

Activities

Day 1: On the initial day, participants engaged in constructing bird and insect houses, followed 
by painting these structures. Additionally, a stone painting workshop and a recycling workshop 
were conducted.

Day 2: The second day involved the assembly of planters, the organization of plants, and plant-
ing in the planters. Workshops on paving, using either painted stones or wooden roundels, and 
crafting wooden seats were also held. The day concluded with a sustainability game.

FOOD, WATER & SHELTER (OH DEER)

Goal: Learn about nature
Materials: None
Time: 15 min +
Age: All
Participants: 10 +
Preparation: None

In this interactive game, participants divide into two groups – one representing the environment 
and the other, the deer. The environment team offers resources crucial for deer survival, includ-
ing food, water, and shelter. Each team stands opposite each other with bags against each other.

The environment team decides what they want to provide (water, food, or shelter), and the deer 
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Shelter = Form a roof over the head with hands
Food = Both hands on the stomach
Water = Both hands form a cup at the mouth

Upon a signal, both teams turn and reveal their chosen resources. The deer team runs towards 

reaches an environment member with the corresponding resource, the deer retrieves it for their 
team. The resource then transforms into a deer in the next round.
If there isn’t enough of a resource, such as food, for hungry deer, they “die” and transform into 
the environment. The cycle continues, with occasional natural disasters forcing changes in the 
available resources.

Discussion Points:

Can this game be compared to real-life ecosystems?
How did participants feel during the simulated natural disaster?
How fragile is nature in reality? and other related discussions.
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the preceding creative sessions, embark on a transformative journey into the theoretical land-
scape of co-creation. Each individual, granted a personal canvas of 30 minutes, shares a song 
that resonates with their understanding of creativity, freedom, and expression. This melodic ex-
change sets the tone for the workshop’s exploration of three pivotal design concepts—creative 
design, participatory design, and biophilic design. Through interactive stations, teams weave 
intricate mind maps in response to probing questions, laying bare the essence of each concept. 
As the session unfolds, a collective discussion becomes the nexus for the amalgamation of 

-
sequent activities draw inspiration from strategic games, fostering lively debates and insightful 
discussions. The workshop ends in an engaging activity called “Yellow and Blue”, sparking a 

their co-creative journey.

Activities

Participants are organised into teams based on their engagement in the previous creative work-
shop. The focus of this session revolves around the theoretical aspects of co-creation. Each 
participant is allocated 30 minutes to share a song with their team that evokes thoughts about 

for them.

Three stations, each displaying an A1 sheet labelled with one of the three concepts—creative 
design, participatory design, and biophilic design—are set up. Teams rotate through these sta-

-

can we connect with to achieve our goals? The exercise concludes with a collective discussion 

on the experience.

The subsequent activity is based on the prisoner’s dilemma, emphasising the idea that cooper-
ation leads to collective success. Following the game, a debate ensues, allowing participants 
to express their feelings. The facilitation of the generalisation phase is based on this game, 
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chosen for the workshop.

YELLOW AND BLUE

Objective: Discussion about competition and cooperation
Materials: Yellow and blue tickets, envelope, and pens
Time: 1 hour
Age: 11 years and over
Participants:
Preparation: Yes, writing the provided text on paper.

Activity: -
er assigned to a room. Communication between groups is prohibited. Each group receives 10 
yellow and 10 blue slips along with a piece of paper containing game instructions. The aim is to 
accumulate points through collaborative efforts with the other group.

After ten rounds of sending notes, the scores of all participants are tallied. A discussion follows, 
exploring the scores submitted, decision-making within the groups, the learning derived from 
the game, its real-world implications, and the prevalence of competition versus cooperation.

It is essential to ensure a clear understanding of the game’s objectives, requiring the translation 
and documentation of rules for participants before starting. The conclusion of the session may 
vary based on factors such as time constraints and group dynamics, with options including a 

Information, integration and implication of the community - the story of a pop-up garden or 
how to handle uncertainty

where having a clear goal is essential. Our initial intent in the Bring Nature Home project was to 
plant, but we also aspired to organise diverse competitions involving photography, community 
feedback, and garden design. However, these ideas faced challenges in aligning with the com-
munity dynamic. It’s crucial not to abandon your processes entirely when faced with challeng-
es; rather, adapt and ensure alignment with community desires. In Iasi, survey results revealed 
community openness to more green space. Despite not initially considering lawn areas, we or-
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ganised an exhibition to showcase potential green space designs, allowing the community to 
vote for their preferences.

In response to the community’s wishes, particularly from the Wishing Tree, we adjusted our con-
-

tion involved turning a small building into an artistic statement about the collaboration between 
humans and nature. The act of painting the building went beyond aesthetic considerations or 

visitors. It wasn’t necessarily intended to draw more attention to the place. Instead, it served as 

artist for this unique intervention. This endeavour aimed to foster a sense of ownership, extend-
ing not only to those living nearby but reaching out to the larger community, attracting partic-
ipation from individuals residing in other parts of the city who also engaged in the workshops

While our expectations from the City Hall were hopeful, the proposal emphasised the removal 
of hedges to enhance access to existing green spaces. Recognizing potential inequity, we an-
nounced plans for seven meditation gardens in the remaining land after hedge removal. Each 

distinct pavements for a sensorial experience.

Initially envisioning multiple paths within an interactive space, we adjusted our approach based 
on community preferences, with a focus on functional parking areas. Recognizing the lack of 

suggesting the intervention area based on existing access to the playground. This approach 
proved fruitful as participants enthusiastically engaged in the implementation, working with 
various materials to prepare beds and walking areas.

Our impromptu actions during the workshop brought forth a surge of enthusiasm and joy among 
participants. The unscripted nature of the event, particularly during the preparation of plant 
beds and walking areas, involved collaborative work with diverse materials, including sand, soil, 

quantity of materials at our disposal, the types of plants available, their quantity, and consider-
ations for light and shade. Our plant selection prioritised low-maintenance species, drawing in-
spiration from the charm of rural landscapes where grandparents dedicated time to cultivating 
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The participatory process unfolded organically, with responsibilities delegated to participants 
and guidance provided by the organising team. Upon completion, the project not only attracted 
more participants but also culminated in a celebratory event where we had champagne, music 
and cake but also an exhibition of photos with the participants during the workshops, which 
facilitated a discussion about the wishing tree and current feelings about the entire time spent 
together. The achievements included a planted area mitigating the heating island effect, sup-
port for pollinators through blooming plants, birdhouses and insect hotels fostering biodiversi-
ty, innovative walking areas, playful Japanese stone steps, and the enhancement of an existing 
building. As the project neared its end, we realised that the entire journey could serve as a 

-
formations.

Design concept evolution.

the objectives. At the beginning we planned to launch a contest where teams would compete 

with the winning teams. Taking into consideration the scale of the place, we thought that cre-
ating a group of gardens will have a better impact on the landscape, so even when we got to 
make some possible versions for the community to start giving feedback and start narrowing 
the number of options, we still had in mind a space with multiple, smaller garden areas. 

Objectives like self-sustainable planted areas, biodiversity incentives and sitting areas were 
kept as anchors in all the versions. As the community mentioned that teenagers come in the 
evening, sending away the younger kids, and having a negative impact on the playground, we 
noticed that there was no place for the teenagers to gather so we came to an agreement that 
there is an imminent need for a place where teenagers could gather and where people could 
also sit during the day. 

Here, we showcase several iterations that were conceived and deliberated upon, in collabora-

-
ment of parking areas within the space and proposing the relocation of hedges to facilitate the 
creation of acupuncture-inspired meditation areas. As part of their assumed responsibility for 
redevelopment of the larger area, they will reassess and modify accordingly this proposal when 
intervening in the neighbourhood.
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Concept sketch

The initial concept sketch, introduced 

encompassed key elements deemed 
crucial for the design. Serving as a 
foundation, this sketch initiated dis-
cussions with the community regard-
ing the envisioned future of the space.
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First workshop

Third workshop

Second workshop

The initial draft plan aimed to 
integrate the community’s ex-

workshop to the fullest extent. 
Its primary emphasis was on aug-
menting green spaces and es-
tablishing accessible pathways.

In contrast to the preceding plan, 
which was crafted based on the 
conceptual sketch, the second 

derived from community feed-
back in the second meeting 
but also incorporated the pre-
cise dimensions of the space.

-
nal drawn plan prioritized land-
scaping the entire area, serving 
as a guideline for the local gov-
ernment in planning future proj-
ects that incorporate this space.



66

Implemented plan
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Concrete transformation.

The project took the form of a temporary landscaping of a 36 sqm area, involving the placement 
of two raised plant beds perpendicular to the direction of travel (according to the access point), 
the placement of wooden roundels and boulders at ground level to delineate play/sitting/re-
laxing areas, as well as wooden garden furniture, bird and insect houses. The appearance of 
the space was also improved by rehabilitating the thermal point and painting it with the help of 
local artists, keeping the nature-inspired design direction.

In order to help interested communities implement and replicate our transformation concept, 
the Bring Nature Home lists the unavoidable expenses and resources invested in the achieve-
ment of the desired transformation outcomes (both physical transformation of space as well as 
engagement of community): 

Item Cost (EUR)

Perennial Plants (30) 600,00

Furniture (table + 2 benches) 260,00

Stone, Sand & gravel 520,00

Wooden roundels & pavement stones 720,00

Other garden decorations 170,00

Gardening equipment 50,00

Mural Painting 1000,00

Workshop Supplies

Total 4120,00

The costs mentioned above incurred for the setup of a 36 sqm garden, the painting of a service 

•  2120,00 EUR covered by an EIT Urban Mobility sub-grant

•  2000,00 EUR covered by a private company sponsorship
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Please note this estimate does not include personnel costs, as this cost category can vary quite 
a bit from community to community and the Bring Nature Home anyway provides a blueprint 
and an exact description of the activities to be implemented, thus facilitating the implementa-
tion of a transformation project through volunteering. 

However, the Bring Nature Home team believes it is important to estimate the time commitment 
of the various members of its team for the planning and implementation of the transformation 
concept (workshops and gardening), as described below:

Position Commitment

Project Manager 150

Landscape Architect 150

Urban Planner 115

Volunteers 30

Total 445

Community feedback.

The interviews with participants in the Bring Nature Home project offer valuable insights into 

project’s success, emphasising the need to protect the transformed space. Robert, an 11-year-
old, joined the effort to create a more nature-friendly environment for children of various ages. 
His enthusiasm stems from a lack of recent activities and a genuine interest in contributing to 

-
ing the workshop as an opportunity to beautify their living space discreetly. These testimonials 
underscore the diverse motivations and positive impacts of community involvement in the proj-
ect. Full interviews are included in the annex.
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THE REPLICABLE 
FRAMEWORK
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One thing if not all, then most of the people have in common nowadays 
is an even deeper need to connect: with their own selves, with others 
and with nature. But there is another thing that also affects most of us: 
global warming, which can lead to symptoms of anxiety or even depres-
sion, because it seems to be such a big thing that can’t be tackled by 
normal people with normal lives.

We consider that this guide is indispensable in every household, not just 
for narrating the inspiring story of a pop-up garden but for imparting the 
knowledge to transform mineral areas into verdant spaces. This empow-

heat islands.

The primary objective is to achieve real impact. Increasing green spaces 
within neighbourhoods directly correlates with reduced temperatures 
during summer, as plants serve as natural shields against heat absorp-

transforming an ordinary person into a leader is challenging, communi-
ty leaders can naturally emerge. Utilize our designs for branding your 
event, especially if graphic design isn’t your forte. Begin by crafting your 
message and disseminating it to potential community members, a pow-
erful tool not only for collaboration but also for forging new friendships.

For instance, if there’s a vacant piece of land, extend invitations to local 
residents, activists, NGOs, and institutions working with children and 
students. This multi-generational approach can foster a richer commu-
nity dynamic. Communication is paramount. Clearly articulate the pur-
pose of the meeting and, equally importantly, listen to the community’s 
insights.

Prepare a survey to gather measurable feedback. The template can be 
printed for distribution during community meetings or emailed for digi-

8
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tal responses. This aids in understanding group dynamics and ensures that everyone is heard in 

Collect contact details such as email addresses or phone numbers to create a communication 
platform, like a WhatsApp group, fostering interaction and enthusiasm leading up to workshops. 
The workshop narratives have been meticulously detailed and can be applied as described, 

To bring the entire process to the very essential steps that need to be done, we would mention 
the next steps as paramount to the long-term collaboration that you intend to have:

1.  Find a suitable plot, e.g. an abandoned area.

2.  Get data about it : who owns it, short history of the place.

3. 

4. 

5.  Decide who do you want to take part to this meeting (local community, design students,  
      older community members who might know better the history of the place).

6.  Have the workshop and gather all necessary information, including contact details and           

7.  Stay in touch with the community while doing your research or prepare solutions.

 Create multiple design versions, building upon the community feedback.

9.  Address the local administration and share your objectives with them.

10. 

11.  Discuss possible money income from City Hall, Sponsors, European Programs.

12. 
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Limitations and challenges.

Considering the community’s expressed desire to preserve parking lots while incorporating 
more green space, we adjusted our expectations regarding the intervention’s size and appear-
ance. We opted to situate the intervention near the existing playground, viewing it as an ex-
tension and a potential element for integration into a larger project. The City Hall had already 
shown interest in transforming the area into a green oasis.

In response to the strong community opinion and challenges in communication and collabora-
tion with local authorities, we decided to scale down our ambitions and focus on strengthening 
the community’s relationship with the project. Consequently, we reconsidered the idea of invit-
ing other communities to merge with the existing one.

sponsors, and other NGOs optional. While we advise against a similar approach, we emphasise 
the importance of careful consideration when selecting the intervention site. In our case, the 
recommendation from someone at the City Hall highlighted the necessity of involving the com-
munity in the decision-making process.

This experience reinforced the understanding that choosing the intervention location should be 
a collaborative effort with the community. The three steps of participatory design—Information, 
Inclusion, and Implication—must be integrated at all stages.

This guide empowers anyone, whether from the city hall, local NGOs, stakeholders, or a motivat-
ed citizen, to facilitate similar workshops using the provided methodology and strategies. The 
key difference lies in how they engage the community to gather and discuss the issue. While 

ensure broad community awareness and participation.
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CONCLUSION
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In our perspective, biophilia offers expansive opportunities for self-dis-
covery, connection with others, and, most importantly, a profound con-

-
sising its importance as a catalyst for personal and communal growth. By 
shedding our insecurities and actively engaging with others, we trans-
form ourselves into creative beings. The act of dreaming collectively, il-
lustrated through initiatives like the Wishing Trees, binds us together 
in shared aspirations and encourages us to contemplate potential solu-
tions. This seamless transition from individual wishes to collaborative 
co-creation processes allows us to integrate our unique identities into a 
collective outcome. Ultimately, this approach contributes to the fertility 
of urban landscapes, enabling them to authentically mirror the diverse 
identity of the community.

In conclusion, the Bring Nature Home project stands as a remarkable 
journey fueled by community collaboration, creativity, and a commit-
ment to environmental transformation. Participants of all ages, from the 
youngest to the seasoned community members, have not only breathed 
new life into neglected spaces but have also cultivated a stronger sense 
of community identity. The power of collective action, demonstrated 
through workshops, activities, and co-creation processes, serves as a 
testament to the potential for positive change when communities unite 
to enhance their living spaces. Looking ahead, the handbook encapsu-
lates these invaluable lessons, serving as a guide for future endeavours 
dedicated to bringing nature home to communities worldwide. May the 
shared insights within these pages inspire and empower others to em-
bark on their transformative journeys, fostering greener, more vibrant, 
and interconnected urban landscapes.

9
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ANNEX
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Interviews performed with local residents.

Luiza (BNH): Why did you come to help us with this project?

 Because I want it to come out nice here, to know what to do, to take care of those who 
will come and spoil it.

Luiza (BNH): It’s very nice. So you don’t have much faith that the place will last long.

It’ll last as long as we’re here.

Luiza (BNH): Well, you’ll guard it, I mean.

Yes, we’ll guard it.

Luiza (BNH): What did you like most about what you did here?

What did you like most?

Luiza (BNH): 
a nicer road.

 We’ll have the land I promised you, not like I promised you, unfortunately.

Luiza (BNH): It’s good either way. The land is. It’s good that it’s there.

 We’re glad you’re so kind to us.

Luiza (BNH): What else would you like to see happen in this space?

To change the place from the ground itself and put in more greenery.

Luiza (BNH):
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And some trees!

Luiza (BNH): Would you like that?

 Yes, some walnuts would be nice.

Luiza (BNH): Yes.

Yeeees, some walnuts, they make walnuts, and we can eat them. That’s great. Thank you 
very much.

 
Interview with Robert - 12 years old

Luiza (BNH): Why did you come here to help us?

Robert:
place to be suitable for younger children, even those who are older than us or of the same age 
as us.

Luiza (BNH): But you could have stayed home and played, yet you chose to come and stay with 
us and work today. Today you worked hard.

Robert: Yeah, well, I liked it here because I haven’t been doing anything lately. I’ve just been sit-
ting around the house with nothing to do, and I thought I’d come help out. I’ll probably hurt my 
hands, but that’s it.

Luiza (BNH): 

Robert: Cool team.

Luiza (BNH): Thanks a lot.

Robert: Especially with the materials.

Luiza (BNH): In what way?
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Robert: Well, we were able to do a lot more than we could have imagined.

Luiza (BNH): And we imagined we’d do less, and we’ve done a lot, with your help that’s why we 
thank you so much. Is there anything else you’d like other people to know about the park?

Robert: Yes, well I was going to say that they need to be better persons in the future and help 
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Luiza (BNH): Can you tell me a few 
words about attending the workshop? 
You didn’t want to join us when you 

your mind?

Well, I found the team here 
very interesting, very friendly, that 
even if you don’t want to work, they 
make you work in a way....

Luiza (BNH):
either. But what do you mean?

I mean not in a bad way, in a 
very good way. I didn’t necessarily 
feel it was work; it seemed more like 
an activity to beautify the place we 
live in, and I thought it was very nice 
that these things happen in parks that 
are not really seen by everyone, not 
necessarily in public. That’s one thing 
I really liked.
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