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The AG Gleisdreieck is a citizens’ initiative 
set up in the ear ly 1990s in Ber lin. Norber t 
Rheinländer is an architect and veteran of  the 
Westtangente movement, a movement created 
in the mid-70s to prevent the construction of  
a new highway by the Wall through WestBer-
lin. 
The group protested against the Westtangen-
te highway essentially on ecological grounds, 
arguing that there would be considerable da-
mage caused to an already suffocating and 
claustrophobic city.
Norber t is motivated basically by urban eco-
logy concerns. The Westtangente project was 
abandoned in the late 1980s as a result of  
the protest.
Matthias Bauer is a landscape planner and 
his involvement in the Gleisdreieck initiative 
stems from his living right next to the area. 
Today, the initiative is made up of  an additio-
nal half  a dozen active members and one or 
two dozen less regular members of  different 
backgrounds. Two other members of  the ac-
tive ‘core’ are architects, others are neigh-
bours and/or ecologically and socially motiva-
ted citizens of  Ber lin.

citizens’ initiative 

urban farming 

urban ecology 

social ecology 

intercultural integration

The Gleisdreieck is a large vacant area in 
the middle of  Ber lin. As proper ty of  the East 
German railway company but lying on the 
West side of  the Wall, it remained a no-go 
area for half  a century and turned into a wild 
landscape harbouring rare vegetation such 
as Siberian species impor ted by transconti-
nental trains. The AG Gleisdreieck is keen to 
preserve this site against developers and has 
successfully convinced the city administration 
to preserve it as a park. The issue today is 
the integration of  the local natural and social 
ecosystems within this future park.

AG gleisdreieck /           Berlin / since 1990 / status NGO, citizen initiative / www.berlin-gleisdreieck.de
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The AG has developed a series of  concepts for the 
future park and actively informed the population 
as well as the administration through public pre-
sentations, public exhibitions as well as through 
direct and permanent lobbying. Our tools include 
professional planning, public information and po-
litical action within the limits of  legality, including 
mobilisation of  the media. Matthias Bauer has de-
veloped and sustains an internet platform with re-
levant material published online. He offers regular 
guided tours through this extensive wild landscape 
and has attracted a large public audience over the 
years.

As a result of  intense lobbying and political, as well 
as media activity, public access to the area was 
granted prior to the creation of  the park, with AG 
developing a number of  projects as experiments 
and ideas workshops for the future of  the park. 
These include urban farming, community garde-
ning, intercultural gardening, an international sum-
mer camp, a children’s playground, bee keeping 
and various art projects, including an international 
arts festival that failed due to lack of  funding. Alex 
Toland from the School of  Arts identified and label-
led over 300 wild species, a project called Gallery 
of  the Wild Herbs, documenting the ecological value 
of  the area. Through these projects, the AG ob-
tained the participation of  the population and of  
organisations such as the migrant’s association 
Südost Kultur (operating an intercultural garden), 
the leading ecological organisation Ökowerk Ber-
lin (operating an experimental cereal and potato 
field on the area), the church community next-door 
(operating the playground), the ecological organi-
sation BUND (using the area for ecological educa-
tion), the Berlin Technical University etc. Seeking 
out allies is one of  the AG’s key strategies. 

The AG meets regularly twice a month in the rooms 
of  the neighbouring community church  to discuss 
current issues and develop new strategies. Mem-
bership is entirely voluntary and informal. The AG 
has no permanent office and no budget. Funds ac-
quired for individual projects are managed on an 
ad-hoc basis, as was the case, for instance, for the 
exhibition of  proposals for the design of  the park a 

few years ago, which was carried out through ad-
hoc fundraising.
Three years ago, the city administration announced 
a public competition for the planning of  the park, 
ignoring the detailed concepts and ideas developed 
by the AG. The AG responded with the creation of  
a legal association that claims planning and deve-
lopment rights over the park. The park association 
(Parkgenossenschaft) Gleisdreieck, now amounts 
to some 100 members.

Under pressure from the AG, the planning autho-
rities called for public participation in the planning 
process and organised consultation and debate 
forums, as well as setting up a working group to 
accompany the planning process, including electing 
citizen representatives. The candidates from the 
AG were elected and are now active in the regular 
meetings of  the working group. They report a sys-
tem of  top-down planning, of  ignoring public input, 
a strategy of  instrumentalising   the conflicts within 
the public, and a tendency for the appropriation by 
the administration of  citizens’ initiatives. In parti-
cular, current planning has been limited to include 
the key ecological and social proposals of  the AG 
(preservation of  the wild ecosystems and integra-
tion of  citizens’ activity in the form of  community 
gardens) in an essentially classical artificial leisure 
park. As a response, the AG has launched direct 
political action at parliamentary level.

Subsistence farming as eco-feminist tool for 
convivality
Elisabeth Meyer-Renschhausen summarised ecolo-
gical and social subsistence farming from a feminist  
perspective in Die Gärten der Frauen, the procee-
dings of  the 2000 Berlin conference on small-scale 
urban and rural farming. Industrial, large-scale far-
ming is aimed at the production of  commercial va-
lue, while small-scale farming aims at subsistence 
(self-consumption) and at social integration in the 
sense of  oikos, of  house and yard. World-wide, wo-
men feed the world and are refused the means to 
do this, namely land property. Small-scale subsis-
tence farming arises spontaneously in post-indus-
trial centres after commercial markets collapse and  
the disappearance of  wage labour and the neo-

liberal dismantling of  social security institutions. 
Community gardens differ from allotment gardens, 
which used to enable workers in the industrial era 
to survive on low wages, through a system where 
social exchange is made central as opposed to 
social isolation. Community gardens restore the 
pre-industrial era institution of  the commons, as 
landscape architect and garden activist Karl Linn 
exclaims: ‘Reclaim the commons!’. Community gar-
dens grow food, rather than flowers – the floral 
symbols of  those decorative royal and middle-class 
gardens that aim at the public representation of  
male power. Garden means fence, girdle, like Slawic 
“grad” for town, as a means for integration as op-
posed to abstract borders as a means of  exclusion. 
Subsistence unlike commercial, industrial farming, 
has a fence that allows the co-existence of  unlimi-
ted varieties instead of  monoculture : a metaphor 
for social integration and a means of  ecological 
regeneration just like wilderness.

In spite of  its ability to transform the city from an 
economic machine into a place in which to live, 
urban farming is not liked by administrations for 
several reasons. First of  all, it does not contribute 
to city finances. This semblance of  no returns is 
not dissimilar to the early debates surrounding 
the exorbitant costs of  space travel, which ended 
up being offset by the more than exorbitant costs 
of  not engaging in space travel. Urban farming 
does not cost a penny, but not to urban farm at 
all is in itself  an unaffordable luxury. Secondly, it 
evokes poverty and social decay, thirdly political 
anarchy. Elisabeth Meyer-Renschhausen has 
described the attempt by the New York City admi-
nistration to cleanse the city of  its many hundreds 
of  spontaneous community gardens. This resulted 
in citizen action, broadening public awareness 
and ultimately to the creation of  a formalised 
status for community  gardens. Her conclusion: 
‘Everywhere, gardens must be defended’, seems 
to be confirmed today in the European situation of  
the Gleisdreieck.
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We have no permanent workspace.
Our meeting space is a community church near 
the vacant Gleisdreieck area, where we meet twice 
a month

About 6 active and 10 less active, all voluntary

Landscape architects, local citizens

The Gleisdreieck is the largest vacant area 
in the centre of Berlin, and the action group 
is committed to developing a citizens’ park 
instead of real estate property. We are the 
garden group within the action group and 
push for citizens’ and inter-ethnic gardens 
within the park, in collaboration with the 
migrant association Südost Kultur e.V. 
We are working practically developing the 
international and community Gardens on 
the Gleisdreieck.

Networking of  community gardens within Berlin; 
(informing people by writing about community 
gardening in Berlin and New York City / the United 
States in informal magazines like ‘Contraste’, 
‘Rabe Ralf’, etc.); working together with artists e.g. 
‘Un-wetter’ e.V. Berlin

Funds acquired for individual projects are 
managed on an ad-hoc basis

AG gleisdreieck / WORKSPACE / ORGANISATION / TOOLS / METHODS         
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The AG -action group- Gleisdreieck can be traced back 
to a grassroots movement of the 1970s, a move-
ment that was trying to prevent the construction of  
a highway along the Berlin Wall right in the middle of  
Berlin. The movement was quite successful in linking 
political and environmental issues. The railway area in 
the middle of Berlin (Gleisdreieck – railway junction) 
is a vacant area of 60 hectares left by the bombing 
the world’s largest railway area. Right next to the Wall, 
it was a strictly no-go area until 1990 and, as such, 
developed a unique type of vegetation, a so-called 
urban landscape of the 4th kind (mixing cultural and 
industrial vestiges with fresh, aboriginal ruderal vege-
tation). The AG was born in the mid-1980s to claim 
the preservation of the site. The issue grew acute in 
the 1990s due to the rocketing real-estate value of  
the land. The AG, then composed mainly of landscape 
architects, obtained the right to create a park as eco-
logical compensation for extensive building in the city 
centre. The park is now under construction.
The issue today is the nature of the park: will it be 
a classical park of the 19th century type, a passive 
zone for the representation of power, or an active 
park reflecting current reality: the need for self-orga-
nised activity in the post-industrial city? Gardens are 
a key issue in this respect, meaning subsistence and 
community-oriented urban micro-farming, as opposed 

Northeast part of  Gleisdreieck area (left), marked 1 on full map of  the future park (right). Rebuilt business and 
commercial centre Potsdamer Platz in the city centre is just North off  the map. Mayor candidate Franz Schulz inaugurating the garden, May 2006

Intercultural garden, Gleisdreieck
The garden is run by about 20 women and 3 men, 
all refugees from the former Yugoslawia, mostly Bos-
nians. Its creation was made possible by opening a 
small part -6000 square meters- of the 100 times 
larger Gleisdreieck area by the municipal authorities  
or temporary use by the public. In a first step, the AG 
created a community garden in the New York style, 
supported by members of the AG Kleinstlandwirts-
chaft in Stadt und Land (Working Group on Urban 
and Rural Small-Scale Farming) who then invited the 
neighbouring Bosnian association Südostkultur e.V. to 
create their own intercultural garden, which grew then 
from 50 square meters in size in 2005 to 400 square 
meters in 2007. The gradual extension of the garden 
using the experimental cereal and potato fields of the 

ecological NGO Ecowerk Berlin e.V., also supporting 
the project, met with the heavy opposition of the eco-
logical faction of the AG Gleisdreieck, who deplored 
the destruction of virgin nature for human activity. The 
conflict threatened to disrupt the entire AG. 
At the time of writing, the garden is being relocated 
by the planners on a reserved, remote area of  
1000 square meters. The garden group of the AG 
welcomes the integration of the garden into the park, 
but deplores its marginalization within the park (‘for 
safety reasons’) as well as its modest size compared 
to the real needs of an urban area showing extre-
mely rapid growth among a large variety of migrant 
groups (Turks, Russians, Africans,…), setting the 
stage for major conflicts in the future.

to decorative and individualised gardens. Community 
gardens in the large US cities -the so-called third world 
within the first- and intercultural gardens of Europe 
and Germany are major tools for the integration of mi-
grants and of neighbourhoods. The AG has developed 
together with Südost Kultur e.V., a local association of  
migrants from Bosnia, an intercultural garden in the 
Gleisdreieck area.
At the time of writing, the intercultural garden has been 
integrated into the planning of the park supervised by 
city authorities. This appears, however, to be a minor 
concession paid for by the replacement of all ruderal 
with artificial vegetation and passive «flaneur» zones 
that will make up most of the park’s 20 hectares. The 
planning authorities appear to instrumentalise the 
purpose of the inherent conflict between participative 
and ecological issues in the interests of top-down 
planning, reclaiming for themselves the initiative of  
the intercultural garden and ignoring the question of  
participation, reducing it to staging public consultation 
without any real effect on the planning itself.
As a response to top-down planning, the AG Gleis-
dreieck created the Parkgenossenschaft (Park As-
sociation) Gleisdreieck, a legal association reclaiming 
citizen planning and management of the park. The 
association now has some 100 members across all 
geographical and social areas of Berlin.

AG gleisdreieck / project BERLIN GLEISDREIECK         / SITE Berlin / TIMING since 2005  / PARTNERSHIP Community gardens network
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One year after Documenta11, Park Fiction’s installation 
returned to Hamburg. Back in its place of origin, the 
work was shown in St.Pauli, on the Reeperbahn. After 
seven years of the ‘production of desires’, Park Fiction 
was finally in the process of being realised. The first palm 
trees, designed by residents, were now standing in the 
Park. Just the right time to make this process, where ‘Art 
and politics made each other more clever’ accessible in 
its model-like state. 
Congress: June 26th - 29th
The congress aimed to open out the view to the globa-
lised horizon – based on the experiences of Park Fiction 
– and create relationships between similar projects in 
different countries. Groups from diverse professional 
backgrounds presented their practices, drew connec-
tions from their discussions, and created links between 
their diverse practices and aims. Not least, the meeting 
was about the exploration of possibilities for an urbanism 
of the multitudes, that is starting to emerge.
Congress issues: Constituent Practices... consti-
tute social relations without being commissioned by 
authorities to do so -this avoids having to address the 
state directly, as much as it avoids trenchant battles 
with power. More so than street level study, constituent 
practices connect arts and social movements, invent new 
games, engage in alternative forms of science, squat 
land, build new settlements and whole cities, redefine 
public space- and thus challenge dominating systems of  
urban planning, and reality description.
Unlikely Encounters:
These groups develop tools, attitudes, courage, practices 
and programs, that make unlikely encounters, meetings 
and connections more likely, deliberately seeking these 
out, leaping over cultural and class barriers, going where 
noone else goes. They do not allow their activities to be 
reduced to symbolic action, mirroring, critique, negation, 
or to an analysis of their powerlessness -nor do they 
muddle along in their designated corner.

Local Knowledge - Global Exchange:
The private living space, the space of everyday life, 
everyday knowledge and everyday poetry -is the level 
that is most devalued, culturally, economically, and in poli-
tical thinking. But it is precisely from here that the urban 
revolution will emerge. It is from here that its direction will 
be found. How can local knowledge develop in tension 
with global forces? How can local forms of knowledge 
and movements exchange with each other and challenge 
global powers?

The conference presented groups from Asia, Europe and 
Latin America : Ala Plastica from Argentina, who work 
on the rhizomatic linking of ecological, social, and artistic 
methods. In early 1991, in the former La Plata zoo, 
the group occupied a former library to reconstruct this 
public space destroyed by the dictatorship. With projects 
at the Rio de La Plata, polluted by Shell, Ala Plastica is 
successful both in intervening directly into ecologic and 
social systems, while exposing at the same time the 
structures that cause the global catastrophes - the diffe-
rence between local and global knowledge. Maclovio 
Rojas started as a squatted settlement in Tijuana, with 
an impressive system of self-organisation, autonomous 
and independent schools, a centre for political theory 
and philosophy. The ejido, led mostly by women from 
southern Mexico, organises a clever networking policy 
with artists and other parts of civil society on both sides 
of the US/Mexican border. Cantieri Isola / OUT- Office 
for Urban Transformation: between car mechanics, 
established metal workers, and young communists, OUT 
organises exhibitions and discussions on art and urba-
nism, in a squatted factory. Isola, an affordable residential 
district, close to the centre of Milan, will, according to 
city government plans, be split by an access road in two 
as a way of directing large amounts of traffic from the 
suburbs right through the district to the ‘City of Fashion’ 
a gigantic investors’ project, designed by Documenta11 
-architect-cum- artist convert Stefano Boeri. Residents, 
artists, and political groups have united to stop this 
project. The ‘Stecca’ factory, located at a strategic point, 
has been occupied, drawing public attention to the threat 
posed to it and the surrounding park. Bert Theis planted 
Milan’s first ‘palma clandestina’ (illegally imported palm 
tree) in the park. Sarai from Delhi, India, is an ‘experi-
mental field for collective digital work, an urban research 
centre, and a media lab’. Sarai is a reader of everyday 
urban life and a publisher of his fantasy-world readers, 
accomplishing the feat of dealing with urban studies, 

academic analyses of the city’s hotbed of rumours, and 
everyday poetry -with dignity and in a ‘horizontal’ way. 
Sarai’s work is limited neither to the Internet nor to the 
art world, rather it conveys open source concepts to 
other social realms- to the city.
In Delhi’s self-organised, informal settlements, which are 
constantly under the threat of being demolished, Sarai 
operates a series of computer labs and urban studies 
centres called Cybermohallah. Young people go on 
to describe cities within the city that remain uncharted 
territory on official maps. With their sensitive accounts of  
improvised settlements, the youngsters not only create 
a fragmentary urban literature of the mega-cities; their 
poetry, which is published in Hindi and English, reinforces 
the settlements on a second level. A medium completely 
remote from power turns into an element of constituent 
power. Already before the congress, Shveta Sarda and 
Joy Chatterjee from Sarai made workshops with youngs-
ters from St.Pauli in collaboration with Park Fiction. Finally, 
the congress is interrupted by Schwabinggrad Ballet. A 
group made up of Hamburg musicians, searching for 
ways to intervene in public spaces in unexpected ways. 
Flexible performance strategies were therefore deve-
loped. Theatrical elements were increasingly included 
and bespoke street musicals were developed for specific 
situations. The Schwabinggrad Ballet operates rhizoma-
tically and is not dependent on permanent members; it 
is expanded by additional artists and activists depending 
on the occasion. The ballet focuses on the fight against 
the ‘racification’ of public space and gentrification, as 
well as on anti-war actions. Schwabinggrad is part of a 
network operating the Buttclub and organising discus-
sions, readings, exhibitions, concerts, reading circles, 
and actions. Schwabinggrad (whose name combines 
the Nazi’s greatest defeat and the Federal Republic’s 
first innocent street-musician riots) developed the Hellas 
Musical for the No Border camps in Forst (2000), Fran-
kfurt (2001) and Strasbourg (2002). Other groups and 
individuals who were involved: Ligna, expertbase, Galerie 
für Landschaftskunst, the Bambule, Jelka Plate und 
Stephan Dillemuth.

Subcurated by Margit Czenki, Christiane Mennicke and Christoph 
Schäfer for Park Fiction, the Unlikely Encounters were prepared 
by a team of  12 people, and it moved through different loca-
tions in the neighbourhood: cellars, clubs, discos, flats, commu-
nity centres, private gardens – including an uninvited visit at 
SAP schooling centre in Hafencity. A new feature was invented 
by Margit, the “heure fixe”, a 1 hour open discussion before the 
start of  the lectures, where talks and thoughts you had the night 
before, could be flow back into the congress.

2PARK FICTION / PROJECT Unlikely Encounters in Urban Space / SITE Hamburg / TIMING June 19 – July 6, 2003 / PARTNERSHIP neighbourhood network / FUNDS Kulturstiftung des Bundes
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The cultural policy in Hamburg, as in many cities, 
has changed. Budgets for art in public space are 
increasingly spent only in connection with urban 
(re-) development projects. In preparation for IBA 
2013 -the international building exhibition- artists 
are asked to develop work to, blandly, gentrify 
former harbour and working class areas close to 
the River Elbe.
In this context we were invited to participate in an 
exhibition called „Wilhelmsburger Freitag“. As we 
like perverted situations, we decided to take part 
-but of  course not with a participatory work, which 
would have done nothing but add to the democratic 
camouflaging of  the event.
We found three places made by inhabitants of  the 
area, which, in our view, featured urban qualities, 
like: an openness to the outside, (mis-)appropria-
tion of  given urban structures, and, most impor-
tantly for us, that had a moment of  resistance 
against an all-too-easy integration into a superfi-
cially multi-cultural consensus culture.
To avoid exposing these spaces -and the people 
who had made them- to the touristic gaze, that 
exoticises and damages what it stares at, we shot 
videos of  these spaces. They were shown in an inti-
mate, private space: the Videotaxi -a car equipped 
with monitors and a sound system.
For a month, the Videotaxi offered regular free 
tours through the neighbourhood. Texts analysed 
the paradigm shift in the urban planning policy 
of  the globalised powers from one that serves 
industry to one that produces images. These texts 
were juxtaposed with the videos and interspersed 
was a secret story of  film, desire and technology.
The Videotaxi is one of  the plug-ins of  maschine 
machen, the first project of  the Park Fiction Institute 
of  Independent Urbanism, that tries to find a more 
sustainable way for local and global knowledges, for 
experiences from the fields of  art and the everyday, 
to feed back into each other.

Concept: Margit Czenki, Christoph Schäfer; Video: Margit 
Czenki; Text: Christoph Schäfer; Music: Ted Gaier; Voices: 
Nikola Duric, Melissa Logan, Christiane Müller-Lobeck; Driver: 
Fernando Diosa Veléz  
www.ganzwiezuhause.de

2PARK FICTION / PROJECT VIDEOTAXI ganz wie zu hause
/ SITE Wilhelmsburg / exhibition participation « Wilhelmsburger Freitag » / TIMING September 2007 / PARTNERSHIP Margit Czenki, Christoph 
Schäfer / FUNDS Cultural board


