
Urban horticulture and local food: identity, 
governance and economy in Bath and Bamberg
CCRI and the Otto-Friedrich University (OFU) 
have been comparing the socio-cultural 
dimensions of urban agriculture (UA) in Bath and 
Bamberg. This is a dynamic period for research 
and practice within UA.

Interest is emerging around, for example:

• technical possibilities for growing and food and processing 
food waste in densely built-up areas;

• challenges in identifying and cultivating spaces earmarked for 
building development, or which have contaminated soil;

• participation in neighbourhood food growing initiatives 
to support social cohesion and  improve household food 
security and nutrition; 

• social and entrepreneurial innovations and the development 
of alternative business models;

• distinctions in functional characteristics of different areas of 
the city such as inner-city or peri-urban areas.

Interest in these issues has emerged from economic, technical 
or political concerns. They are also associated with attempts by 
municipal governments to balance economic development and 
environmental health objectives.

We have identified two important ‘gaps’ in recent interest in UA:

1. research relates to large, often global mega-cities, less 
frequently to mid-sized, provincial cities; and 

2. there are few socio-cultural insights into UA.

If local contexts such as socio-cultural institutions, actors and 
routines, meanings and identities are missed, it can impede 
progress and consensus when trying to develop strategies to 
support UA. The aim of this Anglo-German collaboration has been 
to start to plug gaps in socio-cultural knowledge of UA. 

Comparing Bath and Bamberg

Bath was included in an international research project called 
SUPURBfood (see Research Summary No. 29), which 
investigated land use, short food supply chains and waste cycles 
in European city-regions. Building on project findings, CCRI and 
OFU researchers chose Bath and Bamberg to investigate socio-
cultural issues of UA in mid-scale cities. The level of comparability 
between the two cities is optimal in terms of similarities and 
learning opportunities linked to differences. In Bath, research 
was influenced by the development and implementation of the 
council’s Local Food Strategy 2014-2017, and by the dynamism 

of community food organisations (such as Transition Bath). In 
Bamberg, much effort has gone into developing collaboration 
between urban growers who, for centuries, have made their 
living in the gardeners’ quarter, or Gärtnerstadt. Research 
coincided with the review of the World Heritage Management 
Plans in both cities.

Data Collection

Reciprocal visits were carried out in September 2015 with over 
30 individuals including commercial and community gardeners, 
municipal officials and elected councillors, brewers, tourism 
experts and historians. Anonymous interviews were structured 
within five main concerns, namely:

1. The importance of production and consumption of local food 
to each city’s heritage/identity.

2. The distribution of food production spaces within each city.

3. Ways which local food quality is communicated, and by whom.

4. Perceptions around the benefits of eating local food.

5. Roles of the different levels of ‘the state’ promoting sustainability.

Findings were presented at the Annual International Conference 
of the Royal Geographic Society in London in August 2016, and 
in October 2016 at a workshop attended by gardeners, council 
officials and community organisations hosted by the World 
Heritage office in Bamberg. 

Brief synopsis of research findings

There is a notable distinction in interpretations of what local food 
is across the two cities. In Bamberg, local signifies food produced 
within the city limits or drawn from its immediate hinterland. This 



contrasts to Bath’s positioning of local food within the wider region 
of South West England. 

Local food is associated with quality in both cities but for different 
reasons. Local (artisan and niche) products are tied to narratives 
of Bath as a destination of exceptional gastronomic quality, 
particularly in pubs and restaurants owned by local brewers 
(currently experiencing rising export demand for local beer). In 
Bamberg, local food is associated with familiarity, affordability 
and consistency in quality. This ensures a solid customer base 
supported by a long-established supply chain, although the profit 
margins are low. On the other hand, the premium price of local 
food in Bath can be prohibitive to some. 

In both cities, the main 
signifiers of quality are 
origin, price and taste. 
The need to draw food 
from further afield in 
Bath is linked to the 
structure of agriculture 
around the city: mainly 
commodity livestock or 
grain production. While 
consumers in Bamberg 
implicitly know about, and 
take for granted, the link 
between local producers 
and local dining, their 
principal concern is 
the taste of familiar 
and traditional dishes, 
reasonably priced.

Co-operation and 
competition appear in 
different ways in each city. 
Bamberg gardeners are 
traditionally divided into 
fraternities, and have relied on the shopping routines of habitual 
local customers. The Gärtnerstadt is a neighbourhood of narrow 
streets with low buildings and wide entrance gates behind which 
a yard-shop, glass houses and cultivated plots are found. The 
independence of the gardeners has raised concerns that they are 
not adapting to changes in shopping and eating habits. In 2011 
a gardeners association (www.gaertnerstadt-bamberg.de) was 
established to encourage co-operation.

In Bath, co-operation is evident between community networks that 
have secured land from the city council and other quasi-public 
land owners, reinventing a lost commercial tradition. The council 
has entrusted aspects of its strategic food objectives to community 
organisations, such as the drafting of the allotment strategy. The 
council also sources food for its public meals contracts through an 
alliance of local farmers.

Aspects of culture and tradition play a significant role in impeding 
co-operation in Bamberg, while in Bath the large-scale loss of 
urban horticulture has required new collaborations to reviving UA as 
part of the city’s strategic interest in sustainability and public health.

Conclusions

Bath and Bamberg present interesting contrasts in relation to 
UA. Bamberg retains about 20 hectares of inner city commercial 
gardening with medieval origins, while Bath’s distinguished 
horticultural sector, which started in a similar period and expanded 
substantially until the early 1900s, now mainly survives in street 
names and museum archives. Despite this, we suggest that Bath’s 

renewed interest UA 
indicates an openness to 
expand the way the city’s 
heritage is valued.

In Bamberg, the 
Gärtnerstadt forms 
a discreet part of the 
city’s World Heritage 
designation. Yet it is 
geographically and 
commercially separate 
from the ‘doll’s parlour’ 
of baroque and medieval 
structure of the city that 
attract most tourists. 
UA is taken for granted 
by locals yet not fully 
explored by tourists.

Our research indicates that 
the multiple environmental, 
social and cultural 
functions of UA should 

be more carefully examined and articulated within processes of 
strategic city planning and cultural heritage management.
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