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A B S T R A C T   

This paper examines the motivations that drive foreign gardeners to cultivate a garden in Lombard 
municipalities. 

Motivations underlying urban gardening are inspired by social, health, environmental and food-related ben-
efits. Several studies document these benefits with reference to the entire population of gardeners, while ignoring 
the specific perspective of each social subgroup, mainly because of a lack of data. This scarce knowledge is 
particularly evident for the subset of foreign gardeners, i.e., migrants moving to Italy for work and/or family 
reasons who decide to cultivate an urban garden in the municipality of their residence. In turn, this prevents 
municipalities from adopting urban gardening projects that are consistent with the specific requirements of this 
group. 

As the regional government has legally recognized the importance of urban gardens and financed their 
realization, the Lombard municipalities have promoted many of these practices in their territories over recent 
years. However, neither the region nor the municipalities have created a database of these practices or collected 
information on the motivations that lead people in general – and foreign citizens in particular – to cultivate 
locally. 

This paper aims to fill that gap by presenting some results gained from the elaboration of two questionnaires 
sent to both the municipalities and the gardeners themselves. 

Findings indicate that about 21 % of the responding municipalities promote urban gardening initiatives. Of 
these municipalities, less than one in five have at least one foreign gardener. Foreign gardeners come mainly 
from North Africa and Eastern Europe, have most of them are over 40 years old, and have usually lived with their 
families in Lombard municipalities for more than five years. Their motivations consist of a growing interest in 
participation in local communities, breaching multiple relationships and enforcing participation. Conversely, 
they attribute little importance to sharing values and strengthening personal and social identities, or to pre-
serving the social ecological memory of ancient practices. Finally, they frequently highlight the contribution of 
garden cultivation in reducing pollution and in reconnection with food practices, making access to good food a 
priority.   

1. Introduction 

Urban gardens (UGs) have grown steadily over recent decades, 
especially in the most urbanized territories where the risks of social 
exclusion and urban degradation are relentlessly emerging (Camps--
Calveta et al., 2016; Glatron and Granchamp, 2018; Slavica et al., 2020; 
Rusciano et al., 2020). Their increased popularity stems from the po-
tential of their cultivation, especially in terms of social advantages at 
both individual and community levels, positive effects on health and 
wellbeing, urban regeneration of vacant spaces, and increased food 

security (e.g., Eizenberg, 2012; Bendt et al., 2013; Garcia et al., 2018; 
Kondo et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2020; Diekmann et al., 2020). 

Research has identified these motivations through studies that 
consider the entire population of gardeners and do not pay specific 
attention to the social subgroups present within it – i.e., those that are 
identifiable by gender, education, and origin. As a consequence, infor-
mation about the characteristics of these subgroups and their cultiva-
tions and motivations is limited, primarily because of the scarcity of data 
at the local level or for privacy reasons (Cattivelli, 2015). 

A few articles with a different and more detailed social perspective 
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have illustrated the effects of UGs’ cultivation on the pupils or patients 
who cultivate educational and therapeutic gardens at a local scale (Burt 
et al., 2017; Thaneshwari et al., 2018; Eugenio-Gozalbo et al., 2020; 
Göker and Kahveci, 2020). Other rare papers describe UGs cultivated by 
foreigners as first-aid initiatives for refugees (Abramovic et al., 2019) or 
places to preserve migrants’ cultural identity (e.g., Saldivar-Tanaka, 
2004) or to expand relations with the residents and promote active 
participation (as analyzed by Strunk and Richardson (2019)). 

Therefore, the study of the popularity of UGs among different social 
subgroups and the motivations underlying the cultivation is urgent. This 
need is particularly pressing for Lombardy, the Italian region with the 
highest number of migrants among the total population (ISTAT, 2020). 
As outlined by Cattivelli (2021), for a long time this region has promoted 
urban gardening in order to reduce urban degradation of vacant and 
peri-urban spaces along with the social exclusion of the weakest sections 
of the population. Despite this effort over an extended period of time, no 
study has yet quantified the urban gardening initiatives regionally, and 
specifically examined how many migrants have decided to cultivate an 
UG, looked at their origin, the duration of their stay in Italy and their 
personal and familiar characteristics, or investigated the reasons that led 
them to borrow a plot. 

The paper fills this knowledge gap and focuses on the subset of 
foreign gardeners. This subset includes foreign-born people who migrate 
to Lombard municipalities for work or family reasons and cultivate an 
UG municipally.1 Specifically, it investigates certain characteristics of 
gardeners (origin, years living in Italy, age, and family) and the pro-
cedures that led to their access to land. The paper also describes the 
composition of crops cultivated in the gardens, listing a preference for 
either local or non-local vegetables and fruits. Finally, it explores the 
motivations behind urban gardening, with a specific focus on social is-
sues, and those related to health and wellbeing, urban regeneration, and 
food security. 

The method adopted to conduct the research consisted of processing 
two questionnaires. The first of these was submitted to the municipal 
offices of Lombard municipalities to collect information on the presence 
of foreign gardeners, and the procedures for the granting of land. The 
second was submitted directly to foreign gardeners in order to investi-
gate their personal characteristics such as origin, years living in Italy, 
age and family, as well as to analyze their crop preferences and the 
motivations that affect their decisions to cultivate a plot. The number of 
answers to this latter questionnaire has been affected by the difficulty of 
getting in touch with gardeners directly over recent months due to the 
restrictions imposed to counteract the Covid-19 outbreak. 

The article is structured as follows. After this introduction, the sec-
ond section sets out some of the most significant motivations that affect 
urban gardening, as underlined by recent literature. The third section 
explains the choice of Lombard municipalities as case studies, while the 
next one describes the method adopted to analyze municipal offices’ and 
foreign gardeners’ answers to the questionnaires. The fifth section pre-
sents the results of the investigation, while the last ones further discuss 
and conclude the article. 

2. Theoretical background 

Urban gardens (UGs) are public spaces where members of the local 
community cultivate food or flowers, according to their preference and 
under municipal regulation (Guitart et al., 2012). 

The motivations that affect cultivation include “interests, possibil-
ities, expectations, cultures, values and tradition of each individual” 
(Ruggeri et al., 2016). Cattivelli (2020b, c) clusters them into four cat-
egories, ranging from social benefits and effects on the wellbeing and 
health of gardeners, to urban regeneration and food security. 

The social motivations include the desire to socialize more and 
interact with family members or other people in order to reduce a sense 
of loneliness (Hake, 2017; Remes, 2018; Veen and Eiter, 2018). This 
desire is felt most strongly by older people, who consider gardening to be 
an opportunity to meet new people and rekindle those social relation-
ships that, because of age or the interruption of work, risk being 
reduced. Similar aspirations are also expressed by parents who would 
like to spend more time with their children. By cultivating a UG 
together, they can spend time together, discuss school life and pass on 
lessons. 

Beyond this, social motivations also comprise the need to support the 
strengthening of both individual and collective identities (Pearsall et al., 
2017), as well as to promote the strengthening of social capital and 
social cohesion locally (e.g., Alaimo et al., 2010). Improvement of these 
factors creates positive effects in turn, as it stimulates a more active 
participation at the municipal level: gardeners report participating more 
in local initiatives than non-gardeners do (Litt et al., 2015). Finally, 
there is also an awareness that UGs’ cultivation plays a crucial role in the 
production of a new set of rituals and knowledge, as well as on the 
preservation of traditional values and social-ecological memories of 
growing techniques (Alaimo et al., 2017). In the course of their culti-
vation, gardeners exchange information on practices and products, learn 
new ideas and pass on popular anecdotes and local beliefs, all at the 
same time. 

The second cluster of motivations includes gardeners’ aspirations to 
improve their own health and that of their communities through their 
gardening practice. Gardeners are aware that the connection between 
humans and nature reduces stress, improves physical and psychological 
health conditions, and induces more sustainable and healthier food 
consumption choices (e.g., McCormack et al., 2010; Park et al., 2016; 
Soga et al., 2017). 

The third cluster of motivations includes gardeners’ aspirations to 
promote the urban regeneration of their vacant lots. Their cultivation 
prevents these plots being converted into residential building sites, 
parking lots, etc. or other more profitable land-use sites (Cutts et al., 
2017; Tappert et al., 2018). It also beautifies their neighborhoods, 
saving them from degradation or over-urbanisation, and reduces 
pollution (Partalidou and Anthopoulou, 2017). 

The last cluster is to do with food security. Gardeners often motivate 
a decision to cultivate land with the idea of improving access to food and 
minimizing its transportation (Barthel and Isendahl, 2013). They also 
reject modern agricultural practices that come from more industrialized, 
high-input, resource-intensive farming systems, instead preferring to 
adopt more sustainable methods of production (Weidner et al., 2019). 
Perhaps surprisingly, they do not include cost savings as a priority or 
motivating factor (Pourias et al., 2012). 

Research has tested these motivations with reference to the whole 
community of gardeners, without creating any distinction for gender, 
age, origin, or other background and social characteristics. Occasionally, 
studies have looked at some distinctions, focusing on educational and 
therapeutic initiatives and their beneficiaries at a local scale (Burt et al., 
2017; Thaneshwari et al., 2018; Eugenio-Gozalbo et al., 2020; Göker and 
Kahveci, 2020). It is even more rare to make distinctions based on the 
nationality of the gardeners, and therefore specific consideration of the 
migrants’ perspective about this form of cultivation is limited. The few 
published studies that adopt this perspective revolve around four 
themes: the foreign gardeners’ preference for specific crops, their access 
to land, the role of cultivation in supporting integration, and their 
participation in their local community through strengthening social 
capital. 

Studies regarding preferences of crop choices reveal that foreign 
gardeners may prefer different plants and crop arrangements than local 
people (Burdine and Taylor, 2018). Their choices depend on their 
socio-demographic characteristics and their motivations (Clark et al., 
2014) as well as the biological and physical conditions of the gardens 
(such as temperature or precipitation (Egerer et al., 2019)). 

1 Refugees and asylum-seekers are also widely present in the region; how-
ever, they will not be considered in the present study. 
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Those referring to the UGs’ plot allocation demonstrate that the same 
procedures are open to all citizens. However, they sometimes highlight 
that access can be easier for aspiring gardeners who already reside in the 
municipalities, particularly if they have lived there for a long time 
(Cattivelli, 2020b). This attribution reduces the opportunity for mi-
grants to access to plots and causes feelings of tension and possible 
exclusion (Aptekar, 2015), which in turn have negative effects on the 
emotional wellbeing of minorities (Loewen, 2013). 

In terms of integration, UGs are noted as places where different 
ethnic groups can interact, thus providing a space to help different 
groups overcome potential barriers between them and with the local 
community (Wakefield et al., 2007), as well as supporting feelings of 
community belonging and personal identity (Müller, 2007). Lapina 
(2017) describes these places as “integration grid – a 
homogenizing-organized cultural encounter evolving around a 
foreigner-Dane binary”. Earlier, Shinew et al. (2004) defined them as a 
place for an inter-racial groups, and confirmed Joss’ studies (2003) 
regarding their essential role in migrants’ integration into local society. 
This hypothesis has also been established recently by Ulrich (2018) and 
Agustina and Beilin (2018). 

Beyond integration, UGs’ cultivation also encourages participation, 
and therefore enhances social capital consolidation at a local level. A 
few studies have explored UGs as social contexts wherein social capital is 
produced and accessed, focusing on how social groups in the garden 
have differential access to social capital (Neo and Chua, 2017). Pro-
moting “shared identities”, social capital consolidation demands the 
“need for more opportunities for meaningful interaction across ethnic 
lines” (Putnam, 2007, p.164). In this sense, UGs’ cultivation is one of 
these opportunities as it fosters an interactive dimension to social inte-
gration (Ghose and Pettygrove, 2014; Tselios et al., 2015) rather than a 
conception of “integration” that is often problematically intertwined 
with “assimilation” in the research literature (Stokes-DuPass, 2015). 
Lapina (2017) addresses this concern, expanding further the Putnam’s 
concept of social capital (2000) in “minority participation”, “social 
cohesion”, “mixing (active) citizenship” and “inclusion”. Applying these 
categories to the observations related to migrants’ cultivation of UGs in 
Copenhagen, she underlines the positive effects of this practice on local 
social capital. Baker (2010) focuses specifically on one type of active 
citizenship, such as the “food citizenship promotion”, describing the 
activities promoted by immigrant gardeners in Toronto. Through garden 
cultivation, they participate in the transformation of the food system 
even though they may experience some difficulties in participating in 
other food movements. In parallel, the migrants promote the practice of 
food-system localization, as well as the embodiment of the values of 
caring for the community and the environment. 

3. Why Lombardy? 

Urban gardening is regulated at a regional level. In 2015, Lombardy 
became the first region in Italy to adopt a specific law on urban 
gardening (L.R. "Gli orti di Lombardia. Disposizioni in materia di orti 
didattici, urbani e collettivi” n.18/2015 – Regional Law “The gardens of 
Lombardy. Prescriptions about school, urbans, and collective gardens n.18/ 
2015”). With this law, the region intended to promote the realization of 
educational and urban gardens, recognize the essential role of UGs’ 
cultivation in educating younger generations on the issues of food sus-
tainability, and encourage social aggregation. It also promotes these 
practices to support small-scale self-sufficiency in food for families. 
Finally, it aims to reclaim abandoned areas, and promote the preser-
vation of biodiversity and respect for the environment. 

A few months ago, Lombardy approved the law on urban, peri-urban 
and metropolitan agriculture (L.R. “Agricoltura urbana, periurbana e 
metropolitana” n. 21/2021 – Regional Law “The urban, peri-urban, and 
metropolitan agriculture n.21/2021”). With this prescription, the region 
also provides measures that will further stimulate the realization of 
urban gardens, in addition to urban forests and vertical farms, in 

urbanized areas. In approving this, Lombardy continues its path towards 
achieving the objectives of environmental sustainability and urban 
regeneration. 

What emerges from both regional legislative prescriptions is the 
perception that Lombardy considers urban gardens’ potential for edu-
cation, creating experiences that can help young people to explore the 
complexity of the link between food and territories, as well as to 
approach the fundamental principles of equilibrate diets. Through 
cultivation, the region also aspires to stimulate the debate around the 
right to food and the fight against food waste. 

Reading the legislative texts, we also see an emergence of the desire 
to encourage social aggregation. This desire is especially appreciable if 
one looks at the condition of the elderly in Lombardy. According to a 
recent survey (Osservatorio regionale sulla terza eta’ - Regional obser-
vatory on the elderly population, 2022), the elderly can be divided into 
two categories: that of the ’young elderly’ aged 60–70, who have a 
higher level of education and a predisposition for socialising, for a dy-
namic life and for a significant familiarity with technology; and the ’old 
elderly’ aged over 80, who instead have a low level of education and are 
often alone. Overall, 14 % of the elderly are alone, without family net-
works. Both categories could therefore benefit from the social perks of 
growing an urban garden. 

Neither of these legislative texts mention the potential that the culti-
vation of these plots can have for increasing the integration of minorities, 
despite emerging literature highlighting its positive effects (e.g., Cattivelli, 
2020a; Musolino et al., 2020). This is especially relevant for migrants who 
regionally appear at higher risk of deprivation and consequent social 
exclusion. Migrants resident in Lombardy number about 1.2 million, and 
they represent a significant proportion of the regional population (about 12 
% in 2019; ISTAT, 2020). Their number is in continual growth and has now 
reached the highest level of any area in Italy. In 2007, migrants numbered 
about 700,000, and in 2011 about 1 million. Most migrants come from 
Romania (14.4 % of all migrants present in the territory), followed by 
Morocco (8.8 %) and Albania (8.7 %). 

They are mainly concentrated in the northern provinces of Milan, 
Monza, Lecco, Como, Varese, Bergamo, and Brescia (ISTAT, 2020). 
Their unemployment rate is 10.2 % (compared to 4.9 % among Italians, 
ISTAT, 2020). Since 2013, the poverty index has almost doubled 
regionally, passing from 5.6 % of Lombardy’s population (2013) to 9.28 
% in 2020 (pre-pandemic, it was 8 %). The levels and patterns of poverty 
among migrants are strongly differentiated in Lombardy. Lombard mi-
grants are in fact affected, to different extents, by “a diffused sharing of 
deprivation facet and cannot be trivially split into deprived and non--
deprived” (Arcagni et al., 2019). The study by Berti et al. (2014) focuses 
on Italy, but is also valid for Lombardy, stating that their deprivation can 
be ascribed to two main issues: (i) migrants’ consumption and earning 
behavior and (ii) the fact that many of them are “in transit” (i.e., the host 
country is not their final destination). As migrants often devote a high 
percentage of their earnings to remittances, they often have fewer re-
sources devoted to consumption (Koutsampelas, 2015), including those 
related to food. Based on Polis Institute (2020), about 10 % of migrants 
in Lombardy would like to emigrate (this figure was 19 % about five 
years ago). 

Finally from the legislative texts emerges an awareness of the po-
tential of UGs’ cultivation in preserving biodiversity and reducing ur-
banization, as this practice increases urban greenery, beautifies 
urbanized spaces, and reduces the pressure to convert vacant and/or 
rural land. This stance is encouraging, especially since the region has 
been experiencing high levels of land consumption and growing in-
equalities among its population in the recent times. Demographic 
growth and the relocation of economic activities have pushed metro-
politan and urban expansion beyond their extreme fringes, generating 
peri-urban settlements. These settlements extend beyond urban 
boundaries and encompass parts of regional territory previously desig-
nated as rural areas (Cattivelli, 2021). Based on the ISPRA report (2020), 
more than 10 % of the regional surface is waterproofed by cement and 
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asphalt. The annual loss of agricultural land is still high but remains in 
line with the values of previous years (ISPRA, 2020). Lombardy’s 
amount of urbanized territory in relation to its total land area is the 
largest in Italy; this is the result of two opposing trends. On the one hand, 
some northern provinces like Lecco and Milan curb peri-urbanization 
through further urbanization of the vacant spaces left between the res-
idential and productive cores by previous urbanization of rural areas. 
Meanwhile, the southern provinces – those with the largest expansion of 
agricultural areas – instead record double-digit growth of soil con-
sumption due to the extensive conversion of these areas for residential 
and productive uses (ISPRA, 2020). 

Despite the importance attributed to these legislative prescriptions, 
there is neither a database that quantifies the number or precise loca-
tions of these practices regionally, nor a survey to investigate the mo-
tivations of a person to cultivate a garden. The only survey currently 
available is the one carried out by Coldiretti (2014), which reveals that 
the Lombard provincial capitals had allocated 2800 plots of land to their 
citizens at the time of writing. More recently, in the period 2015–2020, 
they allocated more spaces to urban gardens (+37 %, with 200,000 
square metres allocated to cultivation, Coldiretti, 2020). Many of these 
projects are supported by local authorities and voluntary associations. 

4. The research method 

In its investigation, this paper employs a survey research design that 
involves the administration of two questionnaires. The first one was 
submitted to the municipal offices to collect information about the 
presence of foreign gardeners, and the procedure for land grants. 
Related evidence derives from the municipal regulations and the 
administrative documents filled in by foreign gardeners when signing 
the urban garden concession contract. The second questionnaire was 
submitted directly to the foreign gardeners, i.e., foreign-born people 
who migrate to Lombard municipalities for work and/or family reasons 
and cultivate an UG municipally. It includes questions related to their 
family situation, age, origin, and years living in Italy, as well as their 
motivations for growing a garden. The answers processed are relatively 
limited because of restrictions imposed to contain the spread of Covid- 
19, which prevented direct contact with the gardeners for a long time. 
The entire investigation took place between February and October 2020. 

4.1. Data collection and questionnaire design 

All Lombard municipalities (1523) were contacted in February 2020. 
After six months, 1343 municipalities had answered; of these, 288 
confirmed the presence of UGs in their territories. The latter munici-
palities were contacted again to verify the presence of foreign gardeners. 
To the 52 municipalities that responded positively we submitted a 
questionnaire to collect information about the number of gardeners and 
the UG allocation procedures. 35 municipalities revealed the presence of 
161 foreign gardeners and described the adopted procedures for grant-
ing land. 

In a second procedure, we directly approached the gardeners in their 
gardens and gave them a questionnaire aimed at investigating their 
origin, years of living in Italy, age and family situation, their crop 
preferences, and their motivations. With regard to the first items, we 
specify only three alternatives for the age groups, family situations, and 
the period of residence in Italy, while we left the field titled “origin” 
blank. With reference to the composition of crops, we list the reasons for 
the preference quoted in the literature, such as the socio-demographic 
characteristics and motivations, and the biological and physical condi-
tions of gardens. To this, we also added the variety of the composition, 
the level of income and thus the desire to save on the most expensive 
products, as well as difficulties accessing certain crops in local grocery 
stores. We consider these two last items because during the investigation 
– which is concomitant with the most critical phases of the pandemic – 
some researchers have noted an increase in the number of people in food 

need due to job loss and mobility restrictions (e.g., Galanakis, 2020; 
Carrillo-Álvarez et al., 2021; World Bank, 2021). About the motivations, 
we consider those clustered by Cattivelli (2020b,c) into four areas: social 
benefits, effects on the wellbeing and health, urban regeneration and 
food security (Table 1). 

For each motivation, we ask foreign gardeners to give a grade from 
0 (not at all important) to 5 (especially important) based on the extent of 
the personal motivations that induce them to cultivate. 

Among social motivations, we further detail those related to social 
capital as outlined by Lapina for Copenhagen and in line with Alaimo 
et al. (2010) and Litt et al. (2015). Applying this suggestion to the 
present questionnaire, foreigners were asked whether their motivations 
for cultivation include the desire for better/increased in “minority 
participation”, “social cohesion”, “mixing (active) citizenship” and “in-
clusion”, and to give each one a grade from 0 to 5 that measures relative 
importance. Gardeners are also free to add comments and further de-
scriptions in relation to their experience. 

Due to the restrictions imposed to limit the risk of Covid-19 conta-
gion, we were only able to interview 66 gardeners. This resulting sample 
is a therefore one of convenience, and no empirical generalization about 
the motivations of all foreign gardeners in all Lombard municipalities is 
imposed. 

4.2. Statistical analysis 

Basic descriptive statistics summarize the information related to the 
number of foreign gardeners and land-assignment procedures from the 
questionnaire submitted to the municipal offices. These techniques also 
process the data concerning the motivations of gardeners, through the 
calculation of the mean and the standard deviation of respondents’ 
grades. These values are calculated through SPSS software 
(IBM SPSS Statistics V25) and reported in a radar graph. The comments 
and the descriptions written in the blank spaces by municipal offices and 
foreign gardeners have been fully reported in the paper, due to their 
limited number. 

Table 1 
The list of motivations included in the questionnaire submitted to the foreign 
gardeners.  

Categories Motivations References 

Social benefits 

Offering opportunities for 
socialization supporting 
interactions among generations 
and other people 

Hake, 2017; Remes, 2018;  
Veen and Eiter, 2018 

Social support for elderly people 
Strengthening family ties and 
intergenerational dialogue 
Social ecological memory of 
ancient practices Alaimo et al., 2017 

Strengthening personal and 
social identity 

Pearsall et al., 2017 

Strengthening social capital Alaimo et al., 2010; Litt 
et al., 2015 

Sharing value Alaimo et al., 2017 

Wellbeing and 
Health effects 

Increasing the psycho-physical 
well-being of citizens 

McCormack et al., 2010;  
Park et al., 2016; Soga 
et al., 2017 Better food choice 

Urban 
regeneration 

Cleaning up vacant lots, or just 
beautifying the neighborhood Partalidou and 

Anthopoulou, 2017; Cutts 
et al., 2017; Tappert et al., 
2018 

Protection of the environment 
and landscape from further 
cementization 
Reducing pollution 

Food security 

Access to food Barthel and Isendahl, 2013 
Turning back on industrial 
agriculture and searching for 
other methods of consumption 
and production 

Weidner et al., 2019 

Access to food at cheaper prices Pourias et al., 2012 

Source: Own elaboration based on literature review, 2020. 
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5. The results 

5.1. A map of urban gardens cultivated by foreigners 

The Lombard municipalities promoting UG projects and that 
responded to the request for information are mainly provincial capitals 
and municipalities located in urban areas and their surroundings. These 
municipalities form a sort of continuum, from Varese through to Ber-
gamo, including Milan and the other provincial capitals in the north and 
east of this metropolitan area. As these municipalities are densely 
populated and with a consistent concentration of firms, they are most 
likely to realize UGs to mitigate the human and economic pressures on 
the local environment. Around some of the southern provincial capitals, 
like Pavia and Cremona, municipalities with UGs are scarce. Mantua 
represents an exception: in this province, there is a larger number of 
municipalities promoting urban gardening. 

The municipalities that have gardens cultivated by foreign gardeners 
are mainly the provincial capitals or the large municipalities near to 
these urban centers. Aside from the provincial capitals, the other mu-
nicipalities are in the provinces of Milan, Pavia, Mantua, Varese, and 
Brescia. They are located near the provincial capital in the case of 
Mantua and Milan, or further away for the remaining provinces (Fig. 1). 

5.2. The land grant procedures 

All responding municipalities stated that they grant UGs after the 

experiment of a public procurement procedure under municipal regu-
lation. As criteria for the assignment of plots, they look primarily at age, 
income level and family composition. More specifically, they assign the 
highest scores to older people, low-income families, and families with 
children. 10 municipalities also consider the length of residence in their 
territory as an important assignment factor (generally giving priority to 
those who have been resident for more than five years). In this way, they 
reward those who reside longer in the municipality while penalising 
those who have just moved in. Discrimination here does not refer to the 
origin of the aspiring gardeners or their nationality but is based on the 
length of stay in the municipality. None of the considered municipalities 
discriminate based on the nationality of the aspiring gardener. 

During the procurement procedure, many municipal officers point 
out that aspiring foreign gardeners have problems in understanding the 
legal terminology used in concession contracts (about 25 % of the 
foreign-born applicants), or in finding the necessary documents to attach 
to the application (about 10 % of these applicants). 35 % of them did not 
report finding any such difficulties, while the remainder did not answer 
the question. 

Almost all municipalities granting UGs demand the payment of a 
relatively low fee for the duration of their use. This fee is usually pro-
portional to the size of the plots or fixed at regulatory level and is used to 
cover general maintenance costs or water and lighting costs. 

Fig. 1. Lombard municipalities with UGs and specific focus on those with foreign gardeners. 
Source: own investigation, 2020. 
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5.3. The characteristics of the foreign gardeners 

The Lombard municipalities with UGs reveal the presence of 161 
foreign gardeners in their territories. Of these gardeners, only 66 were 
interviewed (Table 2). 

The majority of foreign gardeners interviewed are over 40 and 
married with children, although a few of them are single or without 
children. Only six of the interviewed gardeners are women. Interviewed 
gardeners aged under 40 years number only 10, with the oldest gar-
deners being slightly more numerous. 

Most of them come from North Africa (mainly Morocco) or Eastern 
Europe (Albania, Romania, Poland, and Ukraine). Others come from 
Argentina, Ghana, Dominican Republic, Peru, and Ecuador. They have 
mostly been resident in Italy for a long time, usually more than five 
years. 

5.4. The preference for crop compositions 

Almost 40 % of foreign gardeners grow only local vegetables and 
fruits, with less than 10 % of them cultivating typical products from their 
country of origin. Almost half of the interviewees report cultivating both 
types of vegetables and fruits. Their crop choices depend on their socio- 
demographic characteristics as well as the biological and physical con-
ditions of the gardens, in line with that theorised by Egerer et al. (2019) 
and Clark et al. (2014). They are less widely influenced by difficulties 
accessing certain foods in local grocery stores, although results are 
sometimes inspired by the taste differences in home-grown plants and 
the desire to save money (Table 3). 

5.5. The motivations 

Processing answers regarding motivations reveals that the most 
important cluster of motivations for gardening were those related to the 
social benefits (Graphs 1 and 2, Table A1 in the Appendix A). 

Foreign gardeners consider UGs’ cultivation as an opportunity to 
socialize with other people (gardeners and non-gardeners, local and 
foreign people). In fact they attribute the highest average grade to this 
motivation (4.8) and reinforce their conviction by adding some written 

Table 2 
Family situation, age, origin, and years living in Italy of the interviewed foreign 
gardeners.  

Characteristics Absolute 
number 

% of the total 
respondents 

Age groups 
<40 10 15 
40-60 45 68 
>60 11 17 

Sex 
Female 6 9 
Male 60 91 

Family 
situation 

Single/Widower 6 9 
Married with children 54 82 
N/D 6 9 

Origin 

North Africa (Morocco, Egypt, 
Tunisia) 

25 38 

Central and South America 
(Dominican Republic, Argentina, 
Peru) 

5 8 

East Europe (Albania, Romania, 
Poland, Ukraine) 18 27 

Other countries (Bangladesh, 
China, Ivory Coast, Philippines, 
Germany, Ghana, India, Lebanon, 
Moldova, Pakistan, Sri Lanka) 

18 27 

Years living 
in Italy 

<1 year 5 8 
1<X < 5 years 11 17 
>5 years 50 75 

Source: own investigation, 2020. 

Table 3 
Reasons for choice of crops (multiple answers were possible).  

Reasons Choices 

Socio-demographic characteristics (family composition and size, etc.) 44 
Biological and physical conditions of gardens 35 
Difficulties to access to produce in local grocery stores 11 
Variety of crop composition 26 
Level of income/Desire to save money 35 

Source: own investigation, 2020. 

Graph 1. Motivations of foreign gardeners. Mean values. N = 66. 
Source: own investigation, 2020. 
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affirmations. “I chat with other gardeners,” say gardeners no.3, 12, 15, 
17, 23, and 33. "When I cultivate and chat with my neighbors, I do not 
think about their nationality,” says gardener no. 20. "They are usually 
elderly, I have no problem talking to them", adds gardener no. 24. "Very 
often, I am with my children, and I talk a lot with them, especially about 
school," confesses gardener 5. Another 15 gardeners confirm the special 
importance of UGs in cementing family relationships. Many of them 
exchange seeds with their neighbors. None report cases of racism or 
intolerance against them, and only one reports a case of vandalism. 

Among social concerns, foreign gardeners rarely mention two mo-
tivations – the social and ecological memory of ancient practices and the 
strengthening of personal and social identity –and attribute low grades 
to them (1.7 and 2.9 points on average respectively). In their decisions 
about cultivation techniques, they place little emphasis on ancient 
practices and prefer adopting current and commonly adopted practices. 
Only when they grow vegetables form their countries of origin do they 
adopt some shrewdness (this is pointed out by gardeners 7 and 23). 
Personal identity remains a personal affair for many gardeners (22 re-
spondents). In these responses they claim that there are other activities 
that help them to strengthen their identity (15) or that they already feel 
strong about their own (12). Their position on judging the UGs’ effects 
on social identity is more controversial. "Since I have been cultivating 
the garden, I feel more part of the community," respond gardeners 5, 8, 
12, 19, 34, 35, and 36. "I believe that I can be a part of my community,” 
answers gardener 23. "I believe that by talking about myself and my 
country, I can make it known to others,” write gardeners 6 and 12. 10 
gardeners attribute a zero vote to this, and/or report that cultivation 
does not help them to feel the social identity of the place where they live. 
The responses inherent in the role of garden cultivation in fostering the 
exchange of values are also controversial and inspire various opposing 
opinions. The average grade attribute to this advantage is 2.1. 

Foreign gardeners frequently cite growing food, and particularly its 
cheaper conditions, as an important motivation for getting involved in 
urban gardening (average 4.7). Conversely, they do not consider turning 
against industrial agriculture to be a relevant motive (average 2.4). 

Very few of them mention wellbeing and health effects as a relevant 
motive. Just one gardener describes the cultivation as a “way of keeping 
fit and having fun”. However, another one evidences: “It is an occasion 
to relax myself”. 

Finally, respondents rank highly motivations connected to urban 
regeneration and its repercussions for cleaning up vacant lots, reducing 
crime, and simply beautifying the neighborhood, or for protecting the 

landscape and the environment, and reducing pollution. Of these, the 
motivation of reducing pollution ranks the highest. This indicates that 
foreign gardeners are aware that they live in communities where the 
natural environment is important, but is threatened by increasing 
human pressure, particularly from growing levels of pollution. 

The analysis of grade distribution confirms what we have seen 
emerge from the average votes. The vast majority of foreign gardeners 
interviewed attribute the highest votes to social motivations – more than 
two thirds of those interviewed give a score of 3 or more. The same 
portion attribute low scores to health-related reasons, while those 
related to urban regeneration appear to be more appreciated as they 
receive higher scores. Access to food at cheaper conditions receives 
scores of only 4 and 5. 

The study of the importance of UGs’ cultivation in social capital 
enforcement, as already tested by Lapina, shows that foreign gardeners 
have differing opinions about their desire to grow a garden for better/ 
increased in “minority participation”, “social cohesion”, “mixing 
(active) citizenship” and “inclusion” (Graph 3  in the text and Table A2 
in the Appendix A). Minority participation and mixing active citizens are 
the most quoted. Foreign gardeners find that they want to participate 
more in community life after starting the UGs’ cultivation. 36 gardeners 
say they are more present/active in these initiatives at local level. Re-
spondents 47, 49 and 51 accentuate this participation and evidence their 
greater attendance at municipal facilities (kindergartens, schools and 
leisure centres) and their increased commitment to separate waste 
collection. On the other hand, most of them also outline difficulties in 

Graph 2. Motivations of foreign gardeners – grade distribution. 
Source: own investigation, 2020 

Graph 3. Motivations related to the social capital. Mean values. N = 66. 
Source: own investigation, 2020 
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participating actively as members of voluntary associations. These dif-
ficulties relate to linguistic problems (in 9 cases), limited free time (4 
cases) or few contacts with local volunteering or restricted knowledge of 
local associations (12 cases). Social cohesion and inclusion are less often 
quoted. Foreign gardeners outline an increase in cases of friendships/ 
good relations with other gardeners, making no distinction between 
Italians and foreign citizens (33 respondents). They create dialogue 
during the process of cultivation, and this promotes the setting up of new 
relationships or strengthening existing ones. “Cultivating, it is easier to 
talk,” argues gardener no.23. “When cultivating, cultural and linguistic 
barriers are not unsurmountable,” add gardeners no.22 and 35. 
“Sometimes, I help/I was helped in the cultivation,” replied 7 gardeners. 
This exchange happens between gardeners, but also with non-gardening 
people and outside the gardens (as evidenced by 6 gardeners). However, 
this is not sufficient to consider increased cohesion as an important 
motivation. 

6. Discussion 

The paper reveals the presence of UGs in the municipalities around 
the capital cities in the north of the region and around Milan, with fewer 
in South Lombardy. Municipalities with UGs create a sort of continuum, 
from Varese through to Bergamo, while in the south they are more 
dispersed and less connected with each other. In some cases, they are 
near to the provincial capital, but in others (the majority) they are 
further away. Those with UGs cultivated by foreign gardeners are pro-
vincial capitals or located in the provinces of Pavia, Milan, Mantua, 
Varese or Brescia. 

With reference to the procedures for plot assignment, one third of 
municipalities did not find problems, although the same percentage 
report that aspiring gardeners suffer from linguistic barriers that prevent 
them completely understanding the legal terms used in the concession 
contract. However, these difficulties do not discourage them from 
accessing land. This happens also regarding the terms of tender. Some 
municipalities positively reward long residence in the municipalities 
carrying out the assignment procedure. This term does not penalize the 
aspiring foreign gardeners or generate tension and possible exclusion or 
negative effects on their emotional wellbeing as theorized by Loewen 
(2013) and Aptekar (2015). Most of the gardeners are long-term resi-
dents, while the number of those living in Lombard municipalities for a 
short period (less than a year) appears to be limited. 

Foreign gardeners come from North Africa or Eastern Europe and are 
over 40 years old. The fact that they have a family and have already been 
living in Italy for at least five years encourages us to assume that they are 
already aware of or participate in the characteristics of the local social 
structure (through social services or schools, for example). The crops 
they choose to cultivate are varied and include both local and foreign 
produce. The relative choice depends on socio-demographic character-
istics as well as the biological and physical conditions of gardens, as 
suggested by several scholars (Egerer et al., 2019; Clark et al., 2014 
above all) along with the desire to save money on certain more expen-
sive foodstuffs. The importance attached to this last desire has probably 
been influenced by the fact that the study is concomitant with the most 
critical phase of the pandemic outbreak and therefore reflects concerns 
about food supply from those respondents who faced the consequences 
of job loss and mobility restrictions. 

The grades related to the motivations reveal important results. 
Comprehensively, foreign gardeners consider the gardening experience to 
be positive from a social point of view. Gardens being considered as a place 
to socialize with other people, foreign gardeners are more inclined to 
communicate and exchange ideas here. They also benefit from the 
increased time spent with some family members. Foreign gardeners remain 
skeptical as to whether cultivation can help to promote the social- 
ecological memory of ancient practices or consolidate their personal 
identity, contrary to Alaimo’s assumptions. Their answers about the role of 
garden cultivation in fostering the exchange of values are also controversial 

and less considered. Regarding the consolidation of local social capital, 
gardeners are less clear about the positive role UGs play in this. However, 
thanks to this practice, foreign gardeners state that they feel more 
comfortable participating in the activities of local community or informal 
socializing initiatives. Thanks to this practice, foreign gardeners feel more 
comfortable participating in the activities of local community or informal 
socializing initiatives. They outline an increase in the number of relation-
ships with other gardeners through talking a lot during the cultivation, 
because linguistic, cultural, and social background do not constitute 
insurmountable barriers to interactions with other gardeners. Once they 
become more active at community level after starting the cultivation, they 
also more frequently access municipal facilities (kindergartens, schools, 
leisure centres) and participate in separate waste collection. More contro-
versial among respondents is the contribution of UGs’ cultivation to 
increasing social cohesion and inclusion. Lastly, foreign gardeners consider 
food access and relative cost savings as important motivating factors, as 
suggested by Pourias, and attribute great importance to the effects of 
gardening on urban regeneration and pollution reduction, as evidenced 
theoretically by Cutts, Tappert, Partalidou and Anthopoulou. 

7. Conclusions 

The paper transcends the analysis of UGs in metropolitan areas and 
reduces the boundaries of the broader population of gardeners in all mu-
nicipalities in Lombardy, focusing on foreign gardeners – i.e., migrants 
moving to Italy for work and/or family reasons who decide to cultivate an 
urban garden in the municipality of their residence. 

This interest in this specific social group represents the novelty of this 
paper, which has been created through the elaboration of questionnaires 
submitted directly to the Lombard municipalities and foreign gardeners. 

Findings reveal a dispersed localization of UGs across the regional 
territory, with a relevant concentration around the capital cities and the 
largest municipalities, along the territory between Varese and Bergamo. 
Less than one in five of these municipalities have at least one foreign 
gardener. Foreign gardeners mainly come from North Africa or Eastern 
Europe and generally have a family. Their perceptions about the use-
fulness of UGs’ cultivation for their interactions with the community 
where they live and generally about the perceived social benefits are 
positive. However, effects on some pillars of social capital, like social 
cohesion and integration, are evaluated in more controversial ways. On 
the other hand, food-related motivations strongly support their 
aspirations. 

Further investigations will extend the sample available for analysis. 
Due to the restrictions imposed to limit the risk of Covid-19 contagion, 
the number of foreign gardeners that could be interviewed was limited. 
As consequence, this resulting sample is one of convenience, and no 
empirical generalization about the motivations of all foreign gardeners 
in all Lombard municipalities is imposed. However, the obtained results 
are very interesting and will help us to understand better a phenomenon 
that has not been studied until now. 

Additionally, the next stage of analysis will investigate more deeply the 
characteristics of these gardeners and their awareness of the social benefits 
of cultivation and relationships among gardeners and non-gardeners, as 
well as their contribution to social capital consolidation. Future studies will 
also apply more sophisticated quantitative and spatial econometrics tech-
niques. These analyses could be helpful for testing the effective incidence of 
UGs’ cultivation in the mitigation of social pressures in Lombardy. They 
could also explore the awareness of social benefits that urban gardening 
brings to the community, according to the opinions of municipalities’ of-
fices. In parallel, further studies could investigate the “food citizenship 
promotion”, i.e., the foreign citizens’ contribution to the design of local 
food chains, as stated by Baker (2010). The idea of new articles dedicated 
to these topics therefore offers useful reflections to promote the dissemi-
nation of these initiatives, which deserve to find more attention among 
those involved in urban gardening and migrants’ integration projects at the 
local level. 
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