SPOTLIGHTS

The Social Importance of Rooftop and Urban Gardening
Dr. Erika Svendsen, Social Researcher and Director of the U.S. Forest Service’s (USFS)
Urban Field Station in Queens, New York, served as the technical expert for the USFS
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Green Cities Study Tour in Cairo.
Here, she shares her thoughts about rooftop and urban gardening in both the USA and
the MENA region, the importance of community, champions and networks, as well as the
special role of urban greenery in times of a global pandemic. Erika has authored and
co-authored many publications about communities and urban gardening and forestry, as
well as on the role of urban green spaces for environmental and public health. She is an
expert on the history of community gardens in New York City. As a social researcher, Erika
loves capturing the stories of individuals and groups who shape lived urban experiences.

As a social researcher, what would you say about the importance of rooftop and urban
gardens during the current pandemic we are experiencing?
In many ways, the importance of rooftop gardens and greening, in general, remains as important
as ever. It is a source of local food, beauty and comfort. During this pandemic, tending to plants
may provide an opportunity for people to regain a sense of control in their lives, even in some small way. Plus, we know that gardening and urban forestry
inspire creativity and innovation.
During this challenging time, we can still find ways to spark our curiosity, adapt and discover through our observations and care for nature. Rooftop
gardens are especially important because they can be viewed at different vantage points. Rooftop greenery provides a visual, outward beauty and provides
a cooling element that is so critical as we move into warmer weather. Green roofs often attract birds that bring the sound of birdsong closer to our living
spaces. At the same time, many people watching from their windows may find comfort in knowing that there is a neighborhood gardener or forester who
is ‘out there’ and caring for the world around us.
What are some of the examples you have witnessed of people trying to “green their quarantine”?
I have been fortunate to be able to walk outdoors during this time and have certainly seen many ‘fellow travelers’ in public parks and open spaces. I’ve
noticed that people have slowed down a bit more to take in the beauty of nature, perhaps in a way they had never so done before in their neighborhood park.
Walking around my own neighborhood [in New York City], I’ve seen people setting up all sorts of containers in front of their homes and tending to street
tree boxes along the sidewalk. In fact, this year, some of my neighbors are now using their front yard spaces to grow vegetables and flowers instead of
green grass. In New York City, the parks department has given city residents a number of virtual ways to appreciate urban nature while staying safe at
home. Staying connected to nature, even if it is from within my apartment, is important to me!
You participated in the USFS MENA Study tour at the beginning of the year. What did you learn about urban farming and agriculture in the Middle
East during your visit to Egypt that is different from what you would see in the US?
Without question, the issue of water scarcity is much more ‘intense’ in this part of the world. Typically, the majority of my work is based in the glaciated
and temperate northeastern United States where we still must manage for water, especially in cities, but it is on a way different scale than in Cairo. Of
course,
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the Nile River Delta is ancient fertile ground for agriculture and great feats of engineering and irrigation designs. While I was in Egypt, my kids were
back home actually learning about the history of the Nile River Valley at the same time. We had some interesting conversations about the past and
present. Of course, today’s population and development pressures should not be understated and seem to require some bold steps forward yet
sustainable practices cannot be achieved without tapping into local community networks and addressing current needs.
When visiting villages and farms outside of Cairo, it was quite moving to learn how local leaders are reconnecting to their historic and honored past by
devising community-based ways to address issues of water conservation in one of the most densely populated regions in the world. In reconnecting
people to their agricultural and riparian roots, so to speak, I learned that it is important to start with small and manageable projects and
continue to build from there. For example, a lot of the work by Urban Greens and the rooftop garden entrepreneurs in Cairo features accessible
materials and designs that take into account the unique conditions in the city’s informal settlements. Still, a key lesson that I learned was that good
design is only part of the solution. Equally important was to encourage residents to see differently, especially to find value in their own communities.
And to find ways to believe in change.
Tell us about one or two very striking experiences you had during the regional study tour in Egypt.
It is nearly impossible for me to choose one experience when the entire study tour was so memorable. The people we met and the parts of the city we
traveled to and beyond all held special meaning for me. But I will say that over our week together we weaved together a singular story and purpose.
Each one of us began the journey with our own areas of expertise and from our own places, but by the end of it, we had entered into an
exchange of cultures, experiences and shared purpose. We were able to communicate on a new level where we could talk about the vulnerabilities
in our work and discuss the challenges without judgement but only constructive concern. And there was a lot of laughter.
I will say that I will always remember visiting a productive green rooftop run by Mish Madrasa, an NGO with a social mission to educate and empower
youth to be critical thinkers in their ‘idea lab’ focused on solving community issues. I believe that the building there has stood for nearly 100 years
and had once been surrounded by agricultural lands as far as the eye could see. Today, when you look out from the roof you see a seemingly endless
expanse of buildings of the informal settlements, with some displaying colorful flags, bird houses and tapestries. If you look off into the horizon from
Mish Madrasa, one can see the pyramids come into view. Such an architectural and cultural marvel. I remember looking back at the smart but simply
designed planter boxes, water pumps, pipes, and children laughing on the green roof and thinking that for our times, this urban green social project
may indeed be the ‘new marvel’ for this special city and its people.

Visiting the rooftop
garden of the NGO Mish
Madrasa in Cairo.
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You have met some of Egypt’s “champions” of rooftop and community gardening. What did you learn from them?
Indeed, I was very fortunate to meet some of the superstars of urban greening in Cairo during the study tour. I was so impressed with the dedication
of the leaders working with Urban Greens, a start-up local business dedicated to adapting agricultural practices to the city, and other amazing people
in their network who are finding ways to innovate and grow productive yields of produce in some of the harshest urban conditions.
Water scarcity is more than a concern here but rather, a way of life. Using a variety of techniques and adaptations, these green entrepreneurs have
found ways to innovate using basic, accessible and often affordable materials. In Cairo, I witnessed such a strong entrepreneurial spirit and desire to
learn from each other about everything—from improving irrigation systems to seed stock to market strategies. But what I observed most especially
in Cairo was that this local technological knowledge was advanced because of the generosity, patience and care that many felt was also part of the
pride of community and culture. In this way, it seemed that Cairo’s green champions cared as much about the relationship between air, sun, water
and soil for the plants as they did about each other learning how to plant, grow and succeed. I found that the path to sustainability in this city may be
paved by reciprocity, joy and determination.
Dr. Erika Svendsen during her visit
to Urban Green Egypt in Cairo

One of the main take away lessons from the Middle East study tour was the importance of networks. How do you see networks playing a
particularly important role in this region?
Social networks are important for any number of reasons but do seem particularly critical in places where everyone might not have the same or
equal access to information, technology or the direct opportunity to see that change is possible. It is through social networks that people can gain
access to new ideas about funding, techniques, potential partners or support. It is important to know that social networks are powered first and
foremost by people. And that social networks function most effectively when there is a meaningful connection, a mutual trust or understanding that
underpins the cooperative nature of a social network. In this way, a network grows and deepens as stories, experiences, and ways of knowing are
woven together, like a trusted friendship.
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During the study tour, the regional participants all presented their approaches and projects related to urban forestry. What are some of
the lessons learnt that could help advance urban forestry in other regions of the world?
Without question, one of the most important lessons from the alliance emerging among many of the urban greeners from Jordan, Lebanon, Egypt,
Palestine and Tunisia is an openness to share and learn from each other. Everyone seemed quite comfortable playing both roles of teacher and
student and this would include sharing as many of their failures and hardships as well as the success stories. As I think about the study tour, I feel
that there are experiences here that are common to other parts of the world to help ‘advance’ urban forestry. First, it seems that there remains
a stigma regarding community or local knowledge vs. technocratic expertise. Of course, both are needed. There are many ways of knowing, and
urban forestry can tend toward a technocratic approach rather than understanding ways to use urban greening as a catalyst to address social and
economic issues.
During our site visits, I was so moved by our hosts as they shared the ultimate purpose or aim that underlies their work. It was not only to green the
streets (and roofs!) but to address equally important social concerns, including unemployment, poverty, or community health. Second, I heard a lot
of the familiar refrain from the urban greening community— and that is when they do grab the attention of funders or policy-makers, the comment
is usually, “What you are doing here is great but it’s only a small-scale project. How can you scale it up?”
Well, one of the ways to do this is to invest in people and support their local organizations. Scaling up requires the purposeful and trusted work
of organizations and supportive social networks. From what I observed, accessing quality seed stock and tree seedlings is a much easier task for
groups than having the organizational capacity for a forester, ecologist, designers or community organizers on-board. I know that this is the same
in many other urban forestry and greening organizations throughout the world.
Erika during her visit to the rooftop garden
of Khalifa the rapper

Several of your research papers touch on the aspect of stewardship and resilience. What are the things that you would like to see in a
post-Coronavirus world that people may have learned during the crisis?
Learning to adapt in a way that includes equitable and humane practices. That we practice the art of direct observation and take the time to really
see what is happening in the world around us. That we take from this a new appreciation of nature – the sounds, sights and beauty, yes, but perhaps
a renewed sense of our role within it. Hopefully, we will have learned how important our park workers, foresters, community organizers and local
volunteers are everyday but also during times of crisis. They are an essential workforce performing an essential service—caring for nature benefits
us all.
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