Almere: Is your neighbors’ grass green enough?
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Thursday 30 October Stichting RUW organized an excu  rsion
to two innovative places in Almere, one of the youn gest cities
in the Netherlands. 22 People, most of them student s, saw,
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walked, felt, talked and discussed about sustainabi lity, future gg
possibilities and the other sides of a green suburb and a e
future city-farm. In this article a summary of the most ==

important and striking points.

Ecological suburb: expensive

Despite the low temperature we got a warm welcome of three female inhabitants of
the suburb De Buitenkans, which literally means ‘ultimate opportunity’. These three
women showed us the suburb and told us everything we needed and wanted to know,
unto the price of the houses. The financial point is a big weakness of the whole idea
of ecological housing. There was no (financial or legal) help of the government,
neither national nor local. The inhabitants were struggling with them for twelve years.
It seems quite strange that they did not get any subsidies at all, because they
implemented and tested new concepts and ideas, which can also be interesting for
other parties/purposes. The high prices also had to do with the fact that very
specialized organizations and architects had to be used. This goes for example for
the company that suited the ‘grassroofs’.

Ecological principles

The ecological principles that were used for the construction of the suburb were very
diverse. For example they are about the colors and the shapes of the houses and
sheds, the structure and the layout of the pavement. More ‘hard’ principles were
about the materials that were used, the diversity of the housing, the guarantee of
sight by appointments over the limited use of fences, the way the houses are heated,
the positioning to the south, the materials used for the pavement, the roads, which
are not suited for cars and the parking place outside the suburb.

Communication

It is striking that there is
no legal base for the
cooperation in the
suburb. Therefore
communication is the
key word and the golden
rule is to talk about
everything. This can be
the management of
roads and the pond, but
also the color of your
neighbor's new roof or
fence. Once a month
there is a meeting in
which all kinds of issues
like these are discussed
and decided on.




City-farm ‘De Stadsboerderij’

The name of the city-farm we visited is Stadsboerderij, which literally means city-farm.
The farm is part of a broader network of innovative projects, most of them related to
research of Wageningen UR. The city-farm uses around 100 hectare of land all
around Almere. This fact makes transport very expensive and time consuming.

The same goes for investments in social capital. The contact with the citizens of
Almere is getting more and more intensive. The farm is visited by around 100 school
classes a year and a lot of excursions by all kinds of people from all over the
Netherlands. The owners of the city-farm describe their farm as ‘biological dynamic'.
They combine agriculture and livestock-farming and have a care function.

Developments

In the present situation the farm is a few kilometers outside the build environment of
Almere. In 2030 it will be in the middle of a whole new suburb, part of the planned
extension of Almere from 160,000 to 320,000 inhabitants. This means that some of
the land which is used by the farm now will no longer be available and new space
has to be found and created. In this process the contacts and relationships with
citizens and the (local) government are extremely important. Another development is
the start of new city-farms in and around Almere and also in other regions, for
example in Hoogeveen.

Discussion

During the excursion and the drink afterwards in Wageningen some critical points
were mentioned. These are for example about the offer of products and services. On
this moment only some of the food needed to feed the citizens is produced. Maybe it
is better to offer a complete assortment. However, more knowledge and skills are
needed, which are not available now.

More fundamental is the discussion about the concept of farming. Can a farm and a
city simply be combined without damaging each other? How will people react when
they not only taste the ‘products’, but also smell and feel them? What infrastructure is
needed for all kinds of users?

Also the educational value of city-farms is questioned. Of course this value is very
important, but maybe this value is related to the uniqueness and authenticity of the
city-farm. The temporality of a concept like this may be underestimated. These
questions doubt if it is a wise decision to make more city-farms, especially close to
each other.

More info:
www.debuitenkans.nl
www.stadsboerderijalmere.nl
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