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ABSTRACT

Although densification is generally seen to contribute to more sustainable urban development, it is often linked
to market-oriented and for-profit development, contributing to the enclosure of urban space. We analyse how
densification can take a different path through processes of commoning. We particularly aim to understand how
commoning initiatives can contribute to new institutional arrangements that counteract enclosure and
commodification in densification. We furthermore aim to contribute to conceptual clarity in the debate on urban
commons by emphasizing the different roles of so-called ‘old” and ‘new’ commons in urban development. Our
analytical framework builds on a new institutionalist approach which stresses the analysis of localized and
temporary institutional arrangements negotiated among actors in a given situation. We rely on a detailed case-
study of a densification project in the city of Bern (Switzerland), where publicly-owned land was redeveloped
into cooperative housing and urban green space. Our findings show how densification leads to a transition phase
in which institutional arrangements defining land uses and allocating access and use rights are renegotiated.
These are crucial moments where processes of commoning can shape the outcome of densification, although not
independently from the supportive action of the public actor. We underline the potential of new commons, even
when typically transitional, unstable, and temporary. Contrary to old commons, their potential lies not so much
in the ability for long-lasting resource management, but rather in the capacity to change the conditions of
governance during the transition between land uses, advancing more socially-sustainable outcomes in a key
moment of the urban redevelopment process.

1. Introduction

et al., 2020; Giezen et al., 2018). At the same time, however, densifi-
cation can lead to new green space production as part of urban trans-

Urban densification is a main policy goal of many city governments,
as it is considered to improve the efficiency of urban land use, reduce
resource consumption, and therefore contribute to sustainable urban
development. However, densification changes not only the environ-
mental performance of a city, but also its social dynamics (Burton, 2000;
Dempsey et al., 2012). Among others, densification processes affect the
social composition of neighbourhoods, often favouring specific types of
households over others (Gotze & Jehling, 2022). Densification can result
in an increase in housing prices for new housing units (Gotze et al.,
2023; Rosol, 2015) as well as for the surrounding area (Cavicchia,
2022). As housing becomes less affordable, existing residents are
sometimes displaced at the expense of wealthier households (Cavicchia,
2022; Debrunner et al., 2020). Densification can furthermore cause the
decline or overcrowding of green spaces (Arnberger, 2012; Colding

* Corresponding author.

formation (Verheij et al., 2023). Indeed, the policy agenda on
densification is closely linked to growth-oriented and neoliberal ur-
banism, through which eco-efficiency has become a powerful argument
of city branding, promoting densification and urban greening at the
expense of housing affordability (Angelo & Wachsmuth, 2020; Garcia-
Lamarca et al., 2019). Here, green space production is subjected to
for-profit strategies by developers who tend to prioritize aesthetic
quality and ‘green image production’ to boost real-estate sales, rather
than its everyday use by a diversity of users (Kumnig, 2017; Tappert
et al., 2018). Through this “commodification of urban life” (Bresnihan &
Byrne, 2015), urban resources necessary for everyday life, including
housing and urban green spaces, become co-opted by the logics of profit
and financial markets. Hodkinson (2012) has referred to these processes
as “the new urban enclosures”, stressing how through transformation
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and redevelopment urban resources increasingly become appropriated
by market forces.

This article aims to explore institutional alternatives to enclosure and
commodification. It relies on the premise that commons can play an
essential role to this end. Indeed, urban commoning initiatives may have
the potential to contribute to distributional justice in the context of
densification by providing institutional forms of organization beyond
state and market (Haarstad et al., 2022). Commons are collectively-used
resources, produced and organized through forms of self-governance by
resource users, who promote social practices leading to a sense of
community (e.g., sense of belonging, commitment, identity), as pre-
requisites for resisting processes of commodification and enclosure
(Caffentzis & Federici, 2014; Foster, 2011; Huron, 2015). Commoning
practices can thus play a transformative role in counteracting the loss of
access to urban space as a result of urban regeneration and densification
(Bresnihan & Byrne, 2015). As commoners emphasize non-profit col-
lective social infrastructures, they promote forms of organization that
allow for shifting away from the market-oriented and for-profit logics
that typically shape inner-city development (Haarstad et al., 2022).

Recognizing the risks of enclosure and commodification in densi-
fying cities, we ask: How can commoning initiatives counteract these
processes? More specifically, how can commoning initiatives contribute
to the emergence of new institutional arrangements guaranteeing an
inclusive and not-for-profit management of urban resources in densi-
fying cities? The literature on urban commons does not provide an im-
mediate answer to these questions because of the fundamental tensions
between the understanding of commons as, on the one hand, vehicles for
transformative change and, on the other hand, a way to ensure long-
term stable management of shared resources. While the former
approach emphasizes openness and inclusiveness of the commoners’
community to ensure access to resources necessary for everyday life (the
so-called ‘new commons’; see Hess, 2008; Huron, 2017), the latter
approach, in line with the Ostrom school, argues for a clearly-defined
and bounded community based on self-governance, whose exclusive
nature enables sustainable management of a resource system, within
existing institutions and capitalist economies (Ostrom, 1990). These
tensions demand for increased conceptual clarity in the discussion of
urban commons. To make a step in this direction, we build on the
concept of Localized Regulatory Arrangement (LRA) such as introduced
by scholars working with the Institutional Resource Regime (IRR)
framework (Gerber et al., 2020; Knoepfel et al., 2007; Viallon et al.,
2019).

The urban environment is dense not only in physical terms, but also
in terms of rules and regulations. Densification projects thus take place
in a tight mesh of rights and duties originating from property rights,
public policy stipulations, contracts, technical norms or decision-making
procedures. Localized Regulatory Arrangements refer to the rules in use
that users of a given resource agree upon. More precisely, they are
context-specific institutional arrangements that define the rules
(formalized or not) for the use and management of a given resource
(Gerber et al., 2020). Each intervention in the urban fabric leads to the
(partial) redefinition of these rules, as new arrangements are crafted and
agreed upon by the actors involved, resulting in a new LRA. In this
article, we build on the analytical concept of the LRA to hypothesize that
commoning initiatives have a role to play during this transformation, by
contributing to more inclusive institutional arrangements and by counter-
acting the tendency towards enclosure and commodification. By examining
these new institutional arrangements resulting from densification, we
aim to understand the role of urban commons in densifying cities. To do
so, however, we need to address the theoretical — and normative —
challenges resulting from the above outlined tensions within the liter-
ature on the urban commons. Bringing together literature on both the
‘old’ and the ‘new’ commons, we examine the creation of a new LRA in a
densification project in the city of Bern (Switzerland). Our case-study
integrates two parallel processes of transformation, one related to
housing development, the other to urban greening. Our in-depth
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analysis of both processes over time, as densification objectives were
defined and implemented, allows us to draw conclusions on the role of
commons in urban development.

This article proceeds by introducing the concept of LRA as a key
analytical element of the IRR framework. We highlight the central
importance of this stage where new formal and informal rules are
defined to manage an urban resource, that is itself redefined based on a
new set of land-use regulations. We proceed by defining the urban
commons, at the meeting point between the so-called ‘old’” commons
(Ostrom, 1990) and ‘new’ commons (Hess, 2008). We then present our
case-study, distinguishing between three different phases of urban
development. Our findings show how densification leads to multiple
steps in the renegotiation of the LRA. These are crucial moments where
commoning initiatives can support more inclusive outcomes, although
not independently from the supportive action of the public actor. We
show how the role of new commons in urban development is inherently
distinct from the one of old commons, as new commons are typically
transitional, unstable, and therefore temporary. Their potential lies not
so much in the ability for long-lasting resource management, but rather
in the capacity to change the conditions of governance during the
transition between land uses, advancing more socially-sustainable out-
comes in a key moment of the urban redevelopment process, where
private actors are otherwise striving to implement profit-maximizing
strategies. In a nutshell, our case study shows how new urban com-
mons can advance social sustainability in densification processes.

2. Densification as a process of redefining localized regulatory
arrangements

The Institutional Resource Regime (IRR) framework allows for ana-
lysing the institutional arrangements that regulate resource uses and
contribute to sustainable resource management (Gerber et al., 2009,
2020; Knoepfel et al., 2007). The framework has previously been used to
understand the implementation of land use changes based on the
interplay between public policy and property titles (Bouwmeester et al.,
2023; Varone & Nahrath, 2014; Viallon et al., 2019). Accordingly, the
regulation of resource uses depends on the interaction between public
policy, providing regulations based on public interests, and property
rights, protecting the private interest of the resource owner. In the case
of urban development, property rights exist over land and protect the
private interest of landowners. However, land uses are regulated and
restricted by public policy, for example through zoning plans that limit
land uses and define building restrictions. The institutional regime thus
integrates both public policy and property rights. Yet due to incoherence
within the regime — aiming to limit the freedom of landowners while
simultaneously protecting their private interests — public policy ob-
jectives are rarely implemented on a one-to-one basis. Instead, imple-
mentation is negotiated among actors and adapted to context-specific
circumstances based on uneven power relations.

A third variable is therefore proposed by the IRR framework: the
Localized Regulatory Arrangement (LRA), which entails all case-specific
regulations for a given resource negotiated through either formal or
informal agreements (Blake et al., 2020; Gerber et al., 2020; Viallon
et al., 2019). An LRA requires adapting the institutional regime to local
time-specific situations, through (often temporary) arrangements that
aim to implement policy goals, mitigate the incoherence between public
policy and property titles, or fill regulatory gaps (Viallon et al., 2019).
These arrangements can deviate from or circumvent policy goals, or
prioritize one goal over another, for which they constitute a crucial
analytical step in understanding resource use regulation. In the case of
urban development, LRAs are, for example, project-based land-use plans
which, although based on the overall zoning policies in place, are
negotiated with landowners and other involved actors for a specific
development project. These land-use plans are critical as they (re)define
the type of land use and, by doing so, change access and use rights over
land. Importantly, through these case-based negotiations, power games
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are played out among actors who seek to defend their often-competing
interests, making the transition from general policy stipulations to
localized implementation rules a highly political process. In this article,
we hypothesize that densification, as a process of development or
transformation, inevitably leads to a redefinition or renegotiation of the
LRA, by changing land uses and rules of use and access. Given current
neoliberal trends in urban development, these new LRA’s tend to be
shaped by privatization and enclosure. We however argue that it is
precisely in these phases of transition and changing institutional ar-
rangements that commoning initiatives can shape the new rules of the
game and, by so doing, contribute to more inclusive and socially-
balanced outcomes of densification (see Fig. 1).

3. The role of commons in urban development

Based on different approaches, tensions exist in how we define and
think about the commons. In this article, we distinguish between so-
called ‘old’ and ‘new’ commons, where old commons relate by and
large to the approach developed by the Ostrom school while new com-
mons refer to neo-Marxist understandings of commons as existing
outside of capitalist markets (Enright & Rossi, 2018). For the former,
commons are conceptualized as common-pool resources (CPRs). Ac-
cording to this stream of literature, commons are (mostly natural) re-
sources managed by common-pool institutions (CPRI) (Ostrom, 1990).
They are neither managed through private property and market mech-
anisms, nor top-down by public actors, but instead through a common
property regime defining use, access, and management rights among a
group of resource users based on self-governance. This institutionalist
approach has mostly been concerned with understanding the in-
stitutions and ‘design principles’ of CPRIs that allow for long-term sus-
tainable resource management, focusing on the distribution of rights
among resource users (Schlager & Ostrom, 1992). It furthermore
explicitly recognizes a close-knit and bounded community as a necessary
condition for sustainable resource use, arguing that without clear rights
of use and access, including a clear definition of who is excluded from
these rights, the sustainability of the resource cannot be guaranteed over
time (Foster & Iaione, 2019; Ostrom, 1990). Thus, this more historic
‘old’ type of commons is characterized by: 1) a clear and often formal-
ized institutional framework defining the rules for resource use; 2) a
clearly-defined group of resource users with high barriers to participa-
tion; and 3) a prioritization of stable long-term maintenance and sus-
tainable resource use for members of the commons.

A more recent stream of literature conceptualizes the commons
mainly by emphasizing their political meaning and potential for trans-
formative change (Caffentzis & Federici, 2014; Fournier, 2013; Hardt &
Negri, 2009). More than a decade ago, Hess (2008) recognized that,
increasingly, processes of commoning were emerging that did not fall
into the characterization of commons as outlined by the Ostrom school.
Instead, these ‘new’ commons — including many urban commons —
emerged without clear institutional arrangements, rather deriving from
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the desire to share ‘what is to be held in common’ and to protect these
resources from capitalist markets or state intervention (Caffentzis &
Federici, 2014; Hess, 2008). Thus, a shift occurred from understanding
commons as a resource to be managed as efficiently as possible, to
commons as commoning — a process of building community and devel-
oping alternative forms of resource management, acting against the
influence of capitalist markets and for-profit development over local
resources (Hodkinson, 2012; Huron, 2015). Commoning, then, is a
process that enables communities to produce and govern the resources
they need for everyday life (Foster & laione, 2016), while implying a
certain level of transformative and emancipatory change (Bergame
et al., 2022; Caffentzis & Federici, 2014). Whereas the ‘old’ commons
are defined in the first place by collective management through self-
governance embedded in existing institutions and capitalist econo-
mies, the ‘new’ commons aim for transformative change beyond the
group of commoners. These new commons favour inclusive commu-
nities over a rigid definition of rights (Nightingale, 2019). Hence, the
‘new’ commons are characterized by: 1) a loosely-defined or rather
flexible institutional framework defining rules of use and access of the
resource; 2) an open and inclusive group of resource users with low
barriers to participation; and 3) a prioritization of transformative and
emancipatory change, aiming for spillover effects beyond the group of
commoners.

Though both approaches to the commons emphasize collective
management and self-governance in relation to shared resources, they
present fundamental differences that demand for conceptual clarity
when discussing the commons. As Foster & laione (2019) have argued,
the design principles put forward by the Ostrom-school cannot do justice
to the inherent complexity of urban environments and are therefore not
always helpful to understand commons in cities. Being mostly human-
made, urban commons provide the possibility to produce new com-
mons through acts of commoning, which relate to collective struggles
and political claims rather than the need to manage resource scarcity
(Enright & Rossi, 2018; Hardt & Negri, 2009). Moreover, in the case of
anti-capitalist commons that aim for transforming social relations, in-
clusion and equal access to the commons for all becomes a requirement
to prevent the reproduction of social inequalities (Caffentzis & Federici,
2014). Yet it is precisely due to its inclusive and flexible nature that new
commons are often transitory and unstable (Nightingale, 2019). Cities
bring together highly heterogeneous groups of potential resource users.
For urban commons that are dependent on the collective action of a
heterogeneous group of ‘strangers’ (Huron, 2015), maintaining the
commons over longer periods becomes challenging. Here, the close-knit
community and boundedness as proposed by Ostrom can prevent the
potential disengagement of commoners over time, supporting long-term
maintenance and stable management.

There is thus a fundamental tension between the ‘old’” and the ‘new’
commons. While the ‘old’ commons can ensure sustainable use and
management of commons resources, the underlying institutional ar-
rangements often reproduce social inequalities through a clear

Creation of new LRA

Fig. 1. Schematic visualization of the causal relations between densification as public policy, the implementation phase, and the resulting LRAs. We hypothesize that
when commoning processes have a role to play during implementation, densification can lead to more inclusive institutional arrangements. Own visualization.
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distinction between commoners and non-commoners, transforming
common-pool resources into club goods. The ‘new’ commons, however,
appear rather provisional and unstable, and therefore inapt to ensure the
long-term perpetuation of the resource. Yet they constitute significant
forms of political resistance. In this article, we recognize this multifac-
eted nature of the commons and the implications for our analytical
approach. Although the distinction between ‘old’ and ‘new’ is by no
means exhaustive of the full and rich body of literature on the commons,
we argue that these two types are critical to understand the different
roles of commons in urban development. We apply the concept of LRA to
analyse what role different commoning processes have in our case study.
By so doing, we hope to contribute to conceptual clarity in the discussion
on the potential roles of commons in urban development.

4. Research design and methodology

We rely on a detailed case-study of a densification project in the city
of Bern (Switzerland) to analyse how institutional arrangements allo-
cating use and access rights over land changed over time and to un-
derstand the role of urban commons in shaping these outcomes. The city
of Bern is a so-called secondary capital city (Kaufmann et al., 2016),
being Switzerland’s de facto capital without being its primary economic
centre. With a population of 134.000 within the municipality and
420.000 in the agglomeration (as of 2022), it is the fifth largest city in
the country and capital city of the canton of Bern. Switzerland is a
federal state where cantonal and municipal authorities have relatively
high autonomy and decision-making powers. For instance, spatial
planning is mostly a municipal competence where the federal state
provides a framework law while planning regulations and instruments
vary from canton to canton (Ingold & Nahrath, 2023). Switzerland is
furthermore known for its multilingualism with four official languages
being used by the administration. The city of Bern as well as most of the
canton of Bern are German-speaking. Switzerland has traditionally been
a right-wing country; however, the large cities including Bern are mostly
dominated by progressive left-wing politics similar to many other Eu-
ropean cities (Antoniazza et al., 2023). Left-wing parties have domi-
nated Bern’s city council over the last century, unlike its neighbouring
municipalities and cantonal government (Antoniazza et al., 2023;
Kaufmann et al., 2016).

Although at a slower rate than cities like Zurich and Geneva, Bern’s
population has been growing over the last decades mainly due to pro-
cesses of reurbanization and economic growth (Rérat, 2019). This has
led to increased pressure on the local housing market resulting in a
general increase in housing prices and a lack of suitable inner-city
housing mainly for families. The city of Bern therefore prioritizes
inner-city development in its spatial strategies (Stadt Bern, 2016). This
goal was reinforced by the 2014 review of the Swiss Spatial Planning Act
which stresses inner-city development as main planning goal and min-
imizes the possibility of urban expansion (RPG 2014; Art. 1). As the
population of Bern is predicted to continue growing (Stadt Bern, 2022b)
and with limited possibility for spatial expansion, densification is at the
core of Bern’s spatial development. At the same time, the left-wing
municipal government actively pursues affordable housing policies,
mostly by supporting housing development by non-profit cooperatives.
It furthermore seeks to secure and enhance its public spaces, including
urban green spaces, based on a ‘careful consideration’ of interests to-
wards urban spaces (Stadt Bern, 2022a). This, however, has gone at the
expense of some traditional allotment gardens, which need to give way
to more efficient, multifunctional, and accessible green spaces (Stadt
Bern, 2018; see also Tappert et al., 2018). The city’s growth-oriented
strategies and densification policies have thus resulted in increased
pressure over urban land, requiring a continuous renegotiation of land
uses and distribution of resources.

Given the complexity of our research aims, a single case-study is best
suited as we expect our in-depth and context-dependent knowledge to
contribute to a nuanced understanding of how our theoretical
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propositions work in practice (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Our case-study is
located in the neighbourhood of Holligen, Bern’s fastest growing
neighbourhood undergoing several processes of densification. We focus
on one of them, namely a project on publicly-owned land developed
between 2007 and 2021. We selected this case study as the project not
only resulted in 103 new housing units but also included a process of
green space production, hence presenting multiple processes of land use
transformation. Based on our research aims, we analysed the case by
examining changing land uses as densification happened, recognizing
densification as a process containing different phases, each leading to a
new LRA. Our data is based on the analysis of relevant policy- and
planning documents of the project and 12 semi-structured interviews
with involved actors, including people working in different municipal
departments, the developer, residents of the housing project, as well as
neighbourhood residents involved in the green space project, the allot-
ment garden association, and local neighbourhood organizations (some
interviewees have overlapping roles; see overview in appendix A). The
interviews were crucial to understand not only how the densification
process unfolded, but also the motivations and interests of each actor as
well as their roles in the related negotiation processes. All interviews
except one were conducted in-person, and recorded with permission of
the interviewees. Following transcription, we coded the interviews
deductively based on our analytical framework. All quotes from the
interviews were translated from German to English and translations
were verified by the interviewees. We furthermore conducted several
rounds of field observations between 2020 and 2022 with the aim of
understanding how use of and access to the spaces has been changing
over time. These observations partly happened as part of our interviews,
as we visited the project site with our interviewees. In addition, the first
author visited the site on a regular basis during 2020 and 2021 both as
user of green space and as researcher. Throughout data collection, our
position was one of independent researcher linked to the university and
resident of the city of Bern, not having any personal ties to the project or
related initiatives.

5. Case description

The Huebergass project is a densification project on publicly-owned
land, used for allotment gardens since the 1950s (Fig. 2). It is located in
Holligen, a residential neighbourhood built mostly in the 1940s and
1950s. It is a middle-income neighbourhood with mainly rental housing
owned by institutional investors, private individuals, and non-profit
organizations. The share of population with a migrant background
(30 %) is slightly above average in comparison to the overall city (25 %)
(Stadt Bern, 2022b). In 2007, the city of Bern started to develop plans for
housing development on the plot, responding to growing demands for
the provision of family-oriented housing within city boundaries. To pave
the way for densification, the municipal planning department initiated a
procedure to change the zoning regulations from non-buildable to
buildable land. The new land-use plan was approved by the munici-
pality’s voting population in 2011. As a result, the allotment gardens
were removed. After a motion for housing affordability was approved by
the city council in 2016 (Gemeinderat Bern, 2016), the supply of
affordable housing became a main goal of the project. Housing was
developed by a non-profit developer based on a long-term ground-lease.
In many Swiss cities, non-profit developers play a significant role in
housing affordability policies, with municipalities such as Basel, Zurich,
and Lausanne giving out public land in long-term ground-leases to non-
profit developers who supply housing based on cost rent (Balmer &
Gerber, 2018). The developer was selected after a public competition
launched by the city of Bern. The land being owned by the city, it was in
a powerful position to control development, both through the public
competition and through the succeeding ground-lease contract.

The winner of the competition was a newly-founded cooperative
(‘Wir Sind Stadtgarten’; henceforth WSS) closely linked to one of Swit-
zerland’s largest for-profit developers. Recognizing a market gap for



J. Verheij et al.

Geoforum 152 (2024) 104019

Fig. 2. Aerial photos showing land-use changes of the plot in Holligen: allotment gardens in 2009 (left), gradual removal of the gardens in 2018 (centre), and

completion of the housing in 2021 (right). Source: Swisstopo (2022).

affordable cooperative housing, the for-profit developer invested human
resources and financial capital in the WSS cooperative and participated
as such in the Huebergass competition. Although the WSS cooperative
did not make any profit (as it was legally not allowed to do so), the for-
profit developer did earn the right to develop the housing and made a
profit as any other contractor would have made (developer, interview
[15.06.22]). In 2018, WSS selected the first round of residents for the
Huebergass project based on pre-defined criteria. The selected residents
were required to buy shares of the cooperative, by which ownership of
the cooperative was transferred to the actual residents. The total of
shares corresponded to the total of building costs. The residents, now co-
owning the housing, changed the name of the cooperative to ‘Wohn-
baugenossenschaft Huebergass’ (henceforth WBG Huebergass). The
housing was completed in 2021 after which residents moved in. Besides
103 housing units, the project includes several shared spaces, a café, an
externally operated kindergarten, some vegetable gardens, and an
openly accessible inner yard (Fig. 3).

Simultaneously, the other half of the land was developed into public
green space (Figs. 4 and 5). The initial landscape project was designed as
part of the public competition, after which the project was further

Fig. 4. Overview of the Huebergass plot with green space (front) and housing
(back). Source: own photo (2022).

Fig. 3. The housing project Huebergass completed in 2021. Source: own photo (2021).
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Fig. 5. The green space adjacent to the housing project developed by the VorPark. Source: own photo (2021).

developed by the city’s greening department. The city’s main goal was
to develop a neighbourhood-oriented public green space. To ensure
active involvement of the local population in the design of the park and
to go beyond the typical top-down planning approach, temporary use of
the land was given to a local association during the development phase.
In exchange for management rights, this association, called VorPark, was
tasked with testing out different uses of the space in order to collect
feedback from residents, and to develop a new place identity for the land
that had been used as allotment gardens for almost seven decades. The
VorPark managed the green space from 2019 to 2022, after which the
land was developed into a municipal park by the city’s greening
department.

6. Results
6.1. Phase 1: Allotment gardens (1950s-2016)

During the 1940s and 1950s, Holligen transformed from a predom-
inantly low-density neighbourhood on the fringe of the city to a resi-
dential area with urban character. New residents coming mostly from
rural areas took up gardening on the vacant land surrounding the Hol-
ligen castle. In Switzerland, as in many other European countries,
allotment gardens emerged throughout the 20th century as rural pop-
ulations migrated to cities. Gardening was a subsistence activity that
supported household incomes for rural populations living in cities. Until
today, the composition of gardeners mostly reflects this history, with
Swiss nationals above 50 years old making up the largest share, followed
by immigrants from southern- and eastern European countries (Tappert
et al., 2018). Over the years, the allotment gardens in Holligen were
institutionalized through lease contracts with the city as landowner, and
through membership to the respective association of allotment gardens.
Based on these institutional arrangements, gardeners were given the
right to garden their respective allotments in exchange for a yearly fee
paid to the city. Each allotment is allocated to an individual gardener.
Hence, although certain tools and infrastructures are shared, gardening

activities are mostly organized on an individual basis. However, each
gardener is member of the respective association, which collectively
governs the allotment gardens and makes collective rules — for example
in relation to watering or waste disposal. Many allotment and commu-
nity gardens therefore present a highly varied degree of collectivity,
where — despite collective management — most gardening practices
happen on individual level (Rogge & Theesfeld, 2018) (see Table 1).

Bern’s urban development strategy of 1995 recognized allotment
gardens as “important green connections to be maintained and pre-
served” (Stadt Bern, 1995). However, the following decades, as the city’s
population started growing and densification became a planning prior-
ity, these gardens became increasingly seen by planners as inefficient
and undesirable land uses (Tappert et al., 2018). Being typically fenced-
off and closed to the general public, the classic allotment gardens no
longer fitted policy goals related to green space accessibility and mul-
tifunctionality (Stadtgriin Bern, 2020). Moreover, the land being pub-
licly owned, the city of Bern understood the potential for the gardens to
be transformed into more desirable land uses. As a landscape architect
from the municipal greening department stated:

“the allotment gardens, they are of course a monofunctional space, and
somehow they are closed off. It’s a very specific group of people who has
access and they are actually not public. And so we had to remove the
allotment gardens in this area.” (landscape architect 2, interview
[17.06.22]).

Table 1
Characteristics of first LRA related to phase 1.

Type of land use Allotment gardens

Formal framework based on lease contracts and collective
membership rules; rights of use and access defined by
membership

Closed group of commoners; exclusion of non-members

Institutional
framework

Community of
commoners

Objective Maintenance of resource over time
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The transformation of the allotment gardens was a direct result of the
city’s densification strategy. In 2011, 65 % of the municipal voting
population approved the new detailed land-use plan of Holligen allow-
ing housing development and implying the removal of the allotment
gardens.

6.2. Phase 2: Densification (2017-2021)

After a first round of public participation organized already before
the approval of the detailed land-use plan, the municipal planning
department decided to develop only half of the Huebergass plot into
housing, leaving the other half open for green space. Hence, the land was
developed through two parallel processes of transformation: one related
to housing, the other to greening. Still, in 2017, the city launched a
single competition for the entire plot, including both housing and green
space development. The city of Bern being a stronghold of left-wing and
progressive politics, in 2016 the municipal assembly had approved a
motion for housing affordability demanding the city council to proac-
tively promote the development of “very affordable housing”
(Gemeinderat Bern, 2016). Subsequently the planning department
decided to make the Huebergass an example of “affordable densifica-
tion” (planner 2, interview [21.10.22]). The competition imposed re-
quirements to ensure the non-profit nature of participants as well as a
rent cap. Once the winner was selected, a ground-lease contract was
celebrated between the city and the selected developer, which provided
an additional instrument for regulation. The contract, celebrated for a
period of 80 years, is also an instrument for decommodification, as it
prevents housing stock to be sold and speculated on (planner real-estate,
interview [11.07.22]). The selected developer, however, was not a
typical housing cooperative, having been founded by the employees of a
for-profit developer. The underlying interest of the cooperative Wir Sind
Stadtgarten (WSS) was linked to its parent company, as it gained the
building contract for the project and made a profit as any other
contractor would have made.

Among others, the WSS cooperative was responsible for selecting the
first round of residents for the newly-built housing. The city itself did not
impose any selection criteria beyond the need to take demographic
mixing into account when selecting new tenants. One municipal worker
explained this as follows:

“They [the cooperatives] also need their freedom when allocating
[housing]. And when we as city determine everything, then we should do
it ourselves. Yes, I think it’s a balance and I mean, the life there also needs
to function. When we tell them whom they have to rent the apartments to,
and then the community doesn’t function well, then we didn’t win any-
thing” (planner 2, interview [21.10.22]).

Subsequently, selection criteria were mostly defined by the WSS
cooperative after having collected feedback from different local stake-
holders, including the local district office. Criteria included maximum
household wealth and minimum occupation rate of the units, while also
ensuring diversity in age groups. Nevertheless several of our in-
terviewees stated that the selected residents for the Huebergass project
presented a rather homogenous group: residents were mostly Swiss and
German-speaking and, as recognized by one interviewee, most house-
holds could not be considered low income. While no official statistics on

Table 2
Characteristics of second LRA related to phase 2.

Type of land use Non-profit cooperative housing (WSS cooperative)

Institutional Rigid and formal framework based on detailed land-use
framework plan, competition program, and ground-lease contract

Community of Closed community; exclusion of non-members, selection
commoners criteria defined by cooperative founders

Objective Increasing supply of affordable and decommodified housing;

increasing market share of parent company
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project-level are available, neighbourhood-level statistics indicate that
from the 433 new residents moving in Holligen in 2021, 80 % was Swiss
— above the neighbourhood’s average of 70 % (Stadt Bern, 2022b) (see
Table 2).

The initiative for the VorPark was led by the city’s greening
department in collaboration with the local district office, based on the
idea that temporary management of the space by an association of local
residents would, first, allow for testing out different uses and functions
of the space and, second, allow for developing a bottom-up place iden-
tity (Stadtgriin Bern, 2018). Although a project had been developed as
part of the competition in 2017, the city sought to develop it in an
organic and flexible way. As stated by a municipal landscape architect:

“When we build the park, then don’t build it completely. Instead, it should
still have some areas that can still be developed together with people on
site. People should look at the space, bring ideas on what can be done, and
then develop the ideas there” (landscape architect 2, interview
[17.06.22])

Those who became actively involved in the VorPark had been
engaged in neighbourhood initiatives before (VorPark, interview
[20.09.22]; district office, interview [29.06.22]). They developed the
green space based on ideas of citizen engagement and self-
determination, aiming to improve the social function of the park for
the surrounding neighbourhood. Being so, the VorPark organized many
activities over the years, targeting many different age groups. Based on a
contract with the city, the VorPark had the right to develop the park and
to add different functions and uses of the space; however, it was also
responsible for maintaining the space, including tasks such as mowing
the grass. This proved to be hard work for those involved. As stated by
our interviewee of the VorPark, despite the park being open to everyone,
it was difficult to find people willing to get involved on a regular basis
(VorPark, interview [20.09.22]). In 2021, as residents moved into the
newly-completed Huebergass project, many started to make regular use
of the VorPark and some also became actively involved. This as well as
the spatial proximity between the park and the housing increasingly
contributed to a sense that the VorPark was an extension of the Hue-
bergass housing rather than a neighbourhood park. As stated by one
interviewee, “we did get feedback from people living further up, that yes, this
is the park for the Huebergass. Indeed, right now it’s the case, because it’s
built right next to it” (district office, interview [29.06.22]). Our in-
terviewees from the neighbourhood association furthermore suggested
that for their members, being mostly elderly people, active participation
in the development and management of the VorPark was not feasible as
it required physical work. Given the lack of heterogeneity among Hue-
bergass residents, one municipal landscape architect argued:

“the problem is that these people [the VorPark] are not representative for
the whole neighbourhood. These are no elderly people, no people with
disability, also no, I'll say, bourgeois [biirgerlich] people — hence they
represent just one group of park users” (landscape architect 2, interview
[17.06.22]).

Importantly, this reality developed despite the open and flexible
nature of the VorPark. The space being publicly accessible, those
involved in the association were responsible for maintaining the land
but did not impose any explicit rules of use or access. Residents from the
Huebergass stated they did not see the park as ‘theirs’ as it was open to
all. Mainly, the VorPark aimed to provide a free and open space to
counteract the typical high level of regulation of public space. It was,
however, still perceived as an exclusionary space by some neighbour-
hood residents (see Table 3).

6.3. Phase 3: Cooperative housing and public green space (2021-...)
Residents moved in as the housing project was completed in 2021.

After having been selected by the WSS cooperative, the residents became
members of this cooperative themselves and bought the cooperative
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Table 3
Characteristics of third LRA related to phase 2.

Type of land use Community green space (VorPark)

Institutional Loose framework based on contract between city and
framework association, but without pre-defined rules of use and access
Community of Open community with low barriers to participation; access
commoners and use rights for non-members; implicit mechanisms of
exclusion
Objective Self-determination and self-governance of neighbourhood

spaces; resident engagement; development of place identity

shares. A transition process started by which the mostly top-down or-
ganization of the initial WSS cooperative was replaced by new, more
horizontal forms of governance. However, given the origins of the
cooperative, founded by the developer rather than its residents, this
process proved exceptionally challenging. As stated by one resident of
the Huebergass, information and know-how on the operation of the
cooperative was lacking (resident 1, interview [10.10.22]). The new
residents were faced with many decisions that had been taken by WSS
without their involvement. Instead of building their cooperative from
the ground up, they were given an already-established structure. The
challenging transition process contributed, among others, to the deci-
sion to change the name to Wohnbaugenossenschaft Huebergass to
distinguish the ‘new’ cooperative from the original one. Processes in
relation to allocating housing, use of shared spaces, and financing were
developed anew by the residents. Among others, a working group was
created to redefine the selection criteria when allocating housing units
to ensure more social mixing, as residents not only recognized the ho-
mogeneity of their group but also acknowledged the social function of
the cooperative housing. As one resident explained, “now we have
developed a concept on how to aim for this social mixing. And how we would
like it to be. And now there’s a working group that really explicitly takes care
of selecting who takes over when a unit becomes available” (resident 1,
interview [10.10.22]). Nevertheless, the same resident also recognized
that “at the moment we think many of us are academics and we want a bit
less of that. But these are also the ones that do a lot of voluntary work in
commissions and the board”. As several residents described, managing a
housing cooperative requires time and energy, and not everyone is
willing or able to be an active member. Furthermore, use and access
rights to shared spaces, including the outdoor spaces and inner yard,
were reconsidered. Today, the cooperative includes several
neighbourhood-oriented functions, including a non-profit café, a coop-
erative food store, and a space for cultural activities (see Table 4).

The VorPark was closed in 2022 as the municipal greening depart-
ment proceeded with developing the final and definitive version of the
green space. The closure of the VorPark was not without conflict, as
some people resisted the city’s decision to ‘take back control’. For the
city, it became increasingly important to clearly distinguish the green
space from the Huebergass project:

“It [the VorPark] will just be changed as it’s now very provisional. It will
become more definitive and comply to common standards for public
space, so that also people in wheelchairs can access and everyone rec-
ognizes the purpose of the space. At the moment it doesn’t meet these

Table 4
Characteristics of fourth LRA related to phase 3.

Type of land use Non-profit cooperative housing (WBG Huebergass)

Institutional Rigid and formal framework based on ground-lease contract
framework and statutes of the cooperative
Community of Closed community based on clear divide between members
commoners and non-members; high barriers to participation based on
selection criteria; access and use rights to some spaces for
non-members
Objective Provision of affordable housing to cooperative members;

maintenance of the resource over time; social mixing
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standards, but it has character, an informal character which is certainly
very attractive to some people. But other people stay away precisely
because of this character” (landscape architect 2, interview
[17.06.22]).

Hence, the city started to redevelop the park according to its own
standards, aiming to make the space more welcoming for the neigh-
bourhood. Nevertheless, as our interviewees as well as own field ob-
servations confirmed, the VorPark did play an important role in creating
a new place identity and in transforming the land from allotment gar-
dens to a neighbourhood-oriented and community-based space. Despite
its temporary character, it allowed for developing contact between old
and new resident in a neighbourhood undergoing several densification
processes (VorPark, interview [20.09.22]). Some of the features of the
VorPark, such as the public fireplace and the youth shed, were inte-
grated into the final plan of the park. Hence, the community space
contributed to the development of a new place identity after the removal
of the allotment gardens, outside the dynamics of market- or profit-
oriented development. Still, some interviewees showed disappoint-
ment at the fact that the space was completely redeveloped; as one
interviewee suggested, the city could have used the momentum of the
VorPark while simultaneously improving its physical accessibility
(resident 2, interview [09.10.22]) (see Table 5).

7. Discussion

Analysing three different phases of a densification project in the city
of Bern, our results show how the same plot of land, in municipal
ownership, underwent several transformations. Each phase resulted in
new Localized Regulatory Arrangements. First, the rules governing the
allotment gardens were rather formal and made a clear distinction be-
tween members and non-members, gardeners and non-gardeners.
Despite collective governance of the shared spaces, each gardener was
responsible for cultivating an individual allotment. Because of these
diversified practices of green space management and different degrees of
collectivity, allotment gardens are considered to enhance the bio- and
cultural diversity of cities (Colding & Barthel, 2013; Rogge & Theesfeld,
2018). Yet at the same time, these gardens involve high barriers to
participation and clearly distinguish between members and non-
members (Murphy et al., 2022). Providing access to land to some at
the expense of others, allotment gardens are typically enclosed spaces
(Bergame, 2023). The formal and exclusionary character as well as the
clear delimitation of individual allotments make the allotment gardens
in phase 1 resemble the old commons, as conceptualized by the Ostrom
school. They constitute a stable, formalized form of governance, in
which rights and duties are clearly distributed among gardeners,
allowing for maintaining the resource over a long period of time; the
allotment gardens in our case-study persisted for many decades until the
city decided to develop the land.

In Bern as well as in other Swiss cities, allotment gardens are more
and more transformed or even removed to make space for more efficient
and multifunctional uses, including housing and publicly-accessible
green space (Jahrl et al.,, 2022; Tappert et al., 2018). For the Hue-
bergass plot, this shift in public policy objectives resulted in a trans-
formation process, starting with the approval of a detailed land-use plan
in 2011. Throughout this process, new land uses and new rules of use

Table 5
Characteristics of fifth LRA related to phase 3.

Type of land use Public park

Institutional
framework

Rigid and formal framework based on detailed land-use
plan, project plans, and building permits determining green
space uses and functions

Public access; decision-making by public authorities based
on participatory processes and democratic procedures
Provision of urban green space as public resource

Community of
commoners
Objective
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and access were negotiated, creating space for different actors to rede-
fine the regulatory arrangements in line with their interests. The city had
a powerful role as both regulator and landowner. Its decision to give out
land to a non-profit housing developer and a bottom-up greening
initiative was significant, as it created the conditions for commoning
initiatives to play a role in the renegotiation of the new LRA’s. Consid-
ered in light of the left-wing progressive political context of the city of
Bern, the supportive action of the state appears crucial. Nevertheless,
while this commoning approach allowed for more inclusive arrange-
ments, the evolution of the VorPark also indicates a strategy of using
commoning to ‘test the waters’ before committing to a final solution.

The involvement of the housing cooperative was highly regulated
through the detailed land-use plan, the competition, and, subsequently,
through the ground-lease contract, setting rules regarding land uses and
building regulations, but also regarding the type of housing to be pro-
vided and the maximum rental fee. These rules constituted the basis for
the project developed by the WSS cooperative. The non-profit nature of
the cooperative as well as the ground-lease contract contributed to a
logic of decommodification, creating housing stock outside of the mar-
ket and allocating it based on its use rather than exchange value (Balmer
& Gerber, 2018; Ruiz Cayuela & Garcia-Lamarca, 2023). Still, the
cooperative was founded by the employees of a for-profit company who
did not intend to live in the housing themselves. Despite the political
claims behind new commons, many urban commons do not aim to
overthrow capitalist systems, but instead exist alongside and sometimes
within the system (Amin & Howell, 2016; DeVerteuil et al., 2022). This
is certainly true for housing cooperatives, which are embedded in
existing institutions. Barriers to participation are high, as the “cement-
ing” of property relations (Nightingale, 2019) - even if collective — is
inevitable to govern the housing stock. Like the allotment gardens, the
housing cooperative therefore resembles the old commons.

The selection criteria of the actual residents were mostly not defined
in the regulatory framework, apart from aiming for “social mixing”. The
first group of residents appeared rather homogeneous, being mostly
Swiss, German-speaking and working in academia or related areas. Our
interviewees recognized the lack of heterogeneity among residents, but
also recognized the need for a certain commonality among members
given the need to successfully work together over a long period of time
(Huron, 2015). Once this first group of residents took over the owner-
ship of the cooperative, the nature of it changed. While still operating
within the same legal framework, the residents aimed to change and
redefine some of the organizational processes, for example in relation to
the allocation of housing to new residents. Besides maintaining the
housing stock for its residents, the reinvented WBG Huebergass coop-
erative also aimed for integration and more inclusive arrangements,
among others through a more inclusive selection procedure. While still
being governed through a rigid and formal framework with high barriers
to participation, the new cooperative intended to strengthen its role in
producing spillover effects beyond its own members; resembling char-
acteristics of both old and new commons.

At the same time, management rights over the other half of the plot
were allocated to the VorPark association. Here, the process of defining
land uses and creating new rules was rather flexible. Instead of formally
defining what types of uses are to be developed by whom, the VorPark
allowed for an organic transformation process based on the needs and
desires of those willing — or able — to participate in the co-production
of the resource. Except some formal rules defined by the land-use plan
and the contract celebrated with the city, the green space was governed
through informal arrangements between those involved. The VorPark
constituted a rather open and loose form of governance, not imposing a
distinction between members and non-members and with barriers to
participate and join the co-production being fairly low. This commoning
process counteracted the top-down decision processes that typically
shape urban development and provided a space for resident engagement
and self-determination. Still, while not imposing any restrictions in
terms of access and use to others, the active involvement of Huebergass
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residents in the development of the green space seems to have cultivated
a sense of ownership among those involved (Blomley, 2004). Although
collective and not necessarily exclusionary, this sense of ownership was
also signalled to ‘outsiders’, for which some neighbourhood residents
did not perceive the new green space as a publicly-accessible space (see
also Bergame, 2023). At the same time, however, our VorPark inter-
viewee emphasized the high level of work involved in maintaining the
park, and the difficulty of finding people willing to dedicate time and
energy to it. This points towards what we understand as a seemingly
insolvable balancing act in regard to the commons (Bergame et al.,
2022; Huron, 2015; Nightingale, 2019): how to ensure the material
existence and maintenance of the urban commons by a dedicated group
of commoners, while simultaneously ensuring its open and inclusive
character to all?

Our case-study shows how the transformation of urban land involves
different types of commoning initiatives through support by the public
actor. From the allotment gardens to the housing cooperative and the
VorPark, it is the municipality that enables these collective forms of
governance. It does so to ensure public participation, self-governance,
and more inclusive arrangements of urban development. At the same
time, however, the city understands these commoning processes as
instrumental to achieving its public policy goals: more accessible and
multifunctional green spaces, and more affordable housing. The VorPark
was deliberately unregulated and flexible, functioning as a type of new
commons: the objective was not to ensure stable maintenance over de-
cades, but rather to ‘test the waters’ and to shift the logics of urban
development. Those who invested their work in the production of the
space did so based on the enactment of a political claim towards the land
(Caffentzis & Federici, 2014). In the process, as the land was co-
produced by commoners, this group of people seem to have developed
a sense of ownership to it. Still, the land remained publicly accessible.
Although the VorPark was inherently temporary and provisional, it
allowed for promoting a sense of self-determination and self-governance
among those involved, shifting green space development towards the
everyday needs of its users.

The distinction between old and new commons is relevant to our case
study as it brings to light how various commoning initiatives operate
differently in terms of institutional framework, community, and objec-
tive. By making this distinction, we have sought to contribute to some
conceptual clarity, analysing commons as forms of governance that
ensure long-term stable management of shared resources and as vehicles
of transformative change. To be both is a critical challenge of the urban
commons (Huron, 2015; Nightingale, 2019). Many commoning initia-
tives in urban environments, however, are situated somewhere in be-
tween the old and the new commons, being essentially processes rather
than things, something that is done rather than is. The commons are
contested terrains with ambiguous relations to capitalist markets, the
state, as well as to non-commoners (Enright & Rossi, 2018).

Finally, our case-study shows how, through densification, the
Localized Regulatory Arrangement governing a given resource changes
continuously, based on the constant redefinition and renegotiation of
the ‘rules of the game’ by the actors involved. This affects not only the
distribution and allocation of access and use rights over land, but indeed
changes land uses in themselves. Given its role as both landowner and
regulator, the city of Bern was in a powerful position to steer trans-
formation according to its public policy goals, aiming for the removal of
allotment gardens for the sake of housing and green space development.
Nevertheless, the details of this transformation process — who gains the
right to decide how the resource changes and who benefits from this
transformation — are subject to constant negotiation throughout the
three different phases. This not only confirms the importance of ana-
lysing case-specific and local arrangements to understand resource uses
(Viallon et al., 2019) but also the inherent impermanence and temporary
dimension of the LRA.
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8. Conclusion

As cities become denser as a result of compact city policies, new land
uses emerge and use and access rights over land are redistributed. These
transformations bear the risk of promoting a more privatized, enclosed
urban space if shaped solely by market-oriented and for-profit logics.
Our research shows how densification can take a different path: com-
moning processes can steer the outcome towards more inclusive ar-
rangements, by promoting self-governance by users and shifting urban
development towards the everyday needs of those affected. The imple-
mentation of densification leads to a transition phase in which the
institutional arrangements defining who can use urban land for what
purposes are redefined and renegotiated among actors. It is precisely
during this phase that the conditions for commoning can be created. Yet
this process is far from straightforward: while some commons such as
the allotment gardens disappear, others start to thrive. Our findings
confirm the importance of a supportive public actor able to create a
favourable institutional framework for commoning processes to
develop. Importantly, our findings give evidence of the different roles
urban commons play in urban development. The new commons, based
on open and flexible arrangements, are typically transitional, unstable,
and therefore temporary. Contrary to old commons, which emerge from
stabilized and formal arrangements, their potential lies not so much in
the ability for long-lasting resource management, but rather in the ca-
pacity to change the conditions of governance during the transition
between land uses, advancing more socially-sustainable outcomes in a
key moment of the urban redevelopment process, where private actors
are otherwise striving to implement profit-maximizing strategies. In
doing so, new commons prove to be effective ways of anchoring social
sustainability objectives within urban densification processes. Further
research is needed to understand to what extent new urban commons
can endure and thrive over long periods of time without developing into

Appendix A

Overview of interviews

Type of actor Role of interviewee
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closed and exclusive communities of commoners.
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Reference

Public actor Municipal worker
(former project manager)
Municipal worker
(planning department)
Municipal worker

(real-estate department)

Municipal landscape architect (department of public space)
Municipal landscape architect (municipal greening department)

Representative of local district office
Neighbourhood

Housing development

Resident of Huebergass
VorPark

Allotment gardens Allotment gardener and resident of Huebergass

Two members of Holligen’s neighbourhood association

Representative of Wir Sind Stadtgarten / developer
Resident of Huebergass and member of the board WBG Huebergass

Representative of VorPark and resident of Huebergass

(planner 1, interview [16.06.21])"
(planner 2, interview [07.10.22])
(planner real-estate, interview [11.07.22])

(landscape architect 1, interview [21.05.21])
(landscape architect 2, interview [17.06.22])
(district office, interview [29.06.22])
(neighbourhood association, interview [05.10.22])

(developer, interview [15.06.22])
(resident 1, interview [10.10.22])
(resident 2, interview [09.10.22])
(VorPark, interview [20.09.22])

(resident 3, interview [07.10.22])

1 Although not all municipal workers work as planners, I use “planner” as reference to indicate their role representing the municipal planning authority.
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