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SMART CITIES

Inventing new roles for vegetation in 
the city

How do we apply those ideas to design 
tangible projects in cities? For Thierry 
Roche, nature should be introduced 
through open spaces, "capable" spaces 
in which vegetation is not enclosed, but 
still shaped. These spaces are designed 
to be easily used and adopted, allowing 
each person to live and tell his own sto-
ry there. People should be looking for 
places that welcome their singularity 
he says, and that is the role of green, 
interstitial spaces to allow this kind of 
serendipity. Practically, it means that 
every architecture or landscape project 
should integrate from the start environ-
mental dimensions: from paying special 
attention to biodiversity, to managing 
shared gardens on rooftops. 

Roche’s creations are productive in 
terms of imagination and social life, 
while Vitasse’s are literally producing 
food and announcing, "here comes the 

edible city!". To reach this goal, he is 
building a dense network of associations 
to experiment vegetal walls, to design 
aquaponics workshops or to spread the 
word through conferences on the role 
of citizens in sustainable cities. And of 
course, urban farming is a key part of his 
program, working around the four pillars 
of a circular economy: production, trans-
formation, recycling and distribution. 

The most original illustration of his ap-
proach is the "third-garden" project: 
such a third place combines living spaces, 
leisure, work and above all urban farm-
ing to boost users’ well-being and crea-
tivity and to transform our urban socie-
ties as a whole.

Giving more space to nature in cities is a 
key aspiration of citizens all around the 
world. But one could wonder how peo-
ple can actually become involved in dif-
ferent kinds of greening projects. If most 
urban planners consider vegetation as a 
major issue in urban projects, they have 
not the question remains on whether it 
will allow citizens’ appropriation or only 
be a mere pretty picture. 

In this regard, Thierry Roche argues that 
any project should start from the way 
people live and interact: user experi-
ence being a core inspiration, which en-
able later adoption and symbolic own-
ership. He also believes cities should be 
designed to give space to people, and 
this is particularly true for gardens: they 
need to be open so that people can oc-
cupy or modify them; they can even be 
forgotten for a while and maybe rein-
vested later. In fact, when an architect 
designs “capable spaces”, which are 

open to change, they become “possibil-
ity spaces” for inhabitants. Inspiration 
for this approach comes from Alexander 
Stahle’s “sociotopesʺˮmethodology .

“Investors, building companies, land-
lords, they all understand how much 
these new approaches are important to 
people, so they do take interest too." he 
says, and this could lead to a larger place 
given to vegetation in our cities. 

However, it is not always 
easy to bring together 
all these different actors 
and, in Vitasse’s opinion, 
if some land owners are 
very receptive to this veg-
etal city, most inhabitants 
and elected officials only 
see the surface of it. They 
often categorize those 
projects as "alternative" 
and don’t feel concern. 

"This is why a large part of our activities 
has been linked to public information 
and training" he says, even if that is very 
time consuming. Now, he tries to foster 
collective projects, empowering citizens 
to build new skills, share tools and work 
together.

"Living Roof", an open source garden on the roof top of the Cité du design et de la mode in Paris in 2016, 
developed by many associations, including Bruno Vitasse’s (Zone-AH!).

 Thierry Roche’s project of a vegetal rooftop

Thierry Roche’s project of a housing block with plenty of “possibility spaces” opened up by vegetation.

A collective project to build the “Living Roof” in 
Paris with citizens and associations.

What is the role of citizens in those projects?
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SMART CITIES

Both Roche an Vitasse clearly identify 
the difficulties to create a durable rela-
tionship between people and their veg-
etal environment. If it doesn’t actually 
belong to them, they don’t always feel 
responsible for it. That leads to ques-
tions about how to manage such spac-
es collectively, as commons. Roche feels 
you can’t be intrusive and impose this 
responsibility upon people, even if it can 
lead to disappointing results. Once, his 
team designed a lovely rooftop garden, 
meant to be shared and managed by all 
the inhabitants. Yet, one of the co-own-
ers offered to purchase the shares of all 
his neighbours and unburden them from 
the co-maintenance duties… "They all 
accepted and the garden that was meant 

to be shared became an ordinary 
private garden belonging to only 
one family" he regrets. "Since 
then, we try to include trustees 
from the beginning to create a 
participative governance". 

Bruno Vitasse shares the same 
opinion: “it is easy to create a gar-
den or even an urban farm in the 
city, what is difficult is to make 
it live by getting people involved over 
time.” In all his projects, he spends a lot 
of energy to build a resilient ecosystem 
of participants, sharing skills and respon-
sibilities so that if one leaves, another 
can take his or her place.

Both our interviewees agree that auto-
mation can be useful to develop veg-
etal smart cities, as long as technology 
doesn’t create a barrier between people 
and nature. "You have to be careful not 
to build a project around a technology 
that will block other potential uses" says 
Thierry Roche. For him, it is possible to 
include sensors and even bots to man-

age urban farms or gardens, if they help 
getting more people on board by making 
the project more accessible and partici-
patory. Bruno Vitasse goes even further 
and promotes the use of open-source 
technologies: "for us, resilience is not 
only in nature, it also means to remain 
independent from closed technologies". 
That is why the Zone AH! team supports 

the Farmbot or LettuceThink for micro-
gardening, or La Cool Co, which is a 
group of designers making open source 
sensors for environmental monitoring. 
All those projects empower individuals 
in their use of technology for urban gar-
dening. 

Thierry Roche’s project, like a vegetal plug in the city

Farmbot, an open source agriculture CNC farming project. 

"we try to include trustees 
from the beginning to 
create a participative 
governance". Thierry Roche

How can we build a durable relationship between inhabitants and their 
vegetal environment?

Is there a contradiction between urban nature and automation?
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