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CASE STUDY: Gradski vrtovi - Urban Gardens Programme 

 

1. Case Overview 

Case study title Gradski vrtovi (Urban Gardens Programme) 

City / Region / Country 
Zagreb, Croatia  
(municipal-level programme implemented across multiple sites within the city) 

Lead organisation(s) 
City of Zagreb, through the competent municipal departments responsible for 
land management, allocation procedures and environmental sustainability. 

Type of initiative 
A municipal programme allocating city-owned land to residents for small-scale 
food production through formal municipal decisions, using regulated plots, user 
agreements and standardised allocation procedures. 

Timeframe  
The programme was launched in 2013 and continues to operate as a structured 
municipal scheme, with periodic expansion phases and allocation rounds 

2. Context and Policy Objective 

Local context 
 

The programme emerged in response to a practical urban condition: strong 
resident demand for access to small plots for cultivation, alongside the existence 
of municipally owned land that was underused or awaiting longer-term 
development decisions.  
The City of Zagreb opted to activate part of this land through a structured 
allocation scheme. 

Policy objective(s) and 
rationale  
 

The rationale was straightforward. 
Access to land was identified as a key barrier for residents interested in food 
production, while the municipality had the capacity to make land available under 
controlled conditions. 
 
In operational terms, the programme aimed to bring unused municipal land into 
managed use, provide transparent access for residents, support cultivation for 
own needs, and create maintained urban spaces with social and environmental 
value. 
 
Rather than functioning as a symbolic urban gardening initiative, the programme 
was designed as a regulated access system, with clear rules, defined plot sizes 
and formal user responsibilities.   

Links to 
strategies/frameworks 
 

The programme sits primarily within the city’s land-management, environmental 
quality and urban liveability agenda. 
It was developed as a practical municipal response rather than as part of a 
formal food-system or innovation strategy. However, it has clear relevance for 
local food access, urban resilience and sustainable land use. 
 
Its broader policy value lies in its operational model: a municipality using its own 
land assets to deliver a socially and environmentally beneficial use through a 
structured allocation system. 
 
In this sense, its relevance to EU policy is indirect but strong, particularly in 
relation to public land mobilisation and community-based environmental 
practices. 
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3. Land Instrument(s) and Allocation Mechanism 

Type of land tool(s) 
 

In practice, the programme is based on a direct municipal land-allocation 
mechanism rather than on mediation or land-market facilitation. 
 
Key elements include: 
 
• identification of suitable city-owned parcels  
• subdivision of land into standardised plots  
• public calls for applications  
• allocation based on predefined eligibility criteria, including residence status 

and selected social criteria 
• use agreements defining rights and obligations 

 
Operationally, the model follows a straightforward logic: the city identifies land, 

prepares plots, launches public calls and assigns plots through a rule-based 
process. 

Ownership and tenure model 
 

All land used in the programme remains under full municipal ownership. 
Participants are granted temporary use rights through formal agreements, 
without any transfer of ownership or long-term tenure security beyond the 
agreed period. 
 
Plots are granted free of charge for a two-year period, with the possibility of 
extension subject to proper use and compliance with programme rules. 
Plots are standardised and generally range from 40 to 50 m². 
 
This model enables the city to: 
 
• retain strategic control over land  
• reallocate or withdraw plots if needed  
• ensure compliance with programme rules 

 
At the same time, users benefit from predictable access conditions and clearly 
defined responsibilities. 

Legal and regulatory basis 
 

The programme was initiated through the Mayor’s Conclusion on the 
implementation of the “Gradski vrtovi” project, adopted on 4 April 2013 and 
published in the Official Gazette of the City of Zagreb, and has since been 
operationalised through successive public calls, allocation lists and administrative 
procedures. 
 
These define: 

 
• eligibility criteria for applicants  
• procedures for application and allocation  
• duration of use  
• rules for cultivation and maintenance  

• conditions under which plots can be withdrawn 
 
The regulatory framework is therefore relatively simple compared to regional 
land-bank systems, but sufficiently clear to ensure consistency and transparency. 

Level of public control and 
management 
 

Public control is very high across all dimensions of the programme. 
The municipality: 
 

• owns the land  

• defines the rules  

• allocates the plots  

• monitors compliance  

• manages renewals or reallocations  
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Unlike intermediary models (e.g. Banco de Terras), there is no market mediation 
layer. The municipality acts directly as provider and regulator. 
This positions the case as a clear benchmark of direct public land allocation, 
which is highly relevant for Action 5. 

4. Governance and Stakeholder Model 

Key actors 
 

The governance model is intentionally simple. 
The City of Zagreb retains control over the land and the rules, while residents 
participate as plot users rather than as co-governing actors. 
 
Unlike more complex land-mobility systems, there is no intermediary layer or 
multi-level governance structure. The model is intentionally simple and 
administratively contained. 

Governance structure 
 

Governance is fully municipality-led and based on administrative control rather 
than multi-actor coordination. 
The City of Zagreb defines the programme framework, allocates plots and 
enforces compliance through internal procedures. Users enter the system 
through formal application processes and operate within predefined rules. 
In practice, the programme functions as a controlled municipal allocation 
scheme, with the public authority retaining decision-making power across all 
stages. 
This governance model differs significantly from partnership-based or 
community-led approaches. Its strength lies in clarity, predictability and ease of 
administration, rather than in co-governance or stakeholder negotiation. 

Coordination mechanisms 
 

Coordination is ensured through standardised administrative procedures rather 
than through platforms or networks. 
 

Key mechanisms include: 
 

• public calls for applications  

• predefined eligibility criteria  

• plot allocation lists and waiting lists  

• formal user agreements  

• monitoring of plot use and compliance  
 
These mechanisms allow the municipality to manage demand, ensure fairness 
and maintain control over land use without requiring complex coordination 
structures. 

Citizen involvement 
 

Citizen involvement is direct and operational, rather than consultative. 
Residents participate as active users of the land, cultivating plots for food 
production and maintaining them according to programme rules. 

This results in strong engagement, based on use rather than governance 
participation. Citizens do not co-design the programme, but they are central to 
its functioning. 
 
The model therefore combines: 
 

• high user involvement  

• low institutional participation  
This distinction is important for understanding its transferability. 

5. Financing and Resources 

Funding sources 
 

Publicly available information indicates that the programme is managed through 
municipal administrative and operational resources rather than through a distinct 
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externally funded project budget. 
Public sources do not indicate a consolidated programme budget, which 
suggests that expenditure is distributed across relevant departments. 

Resource requirements 
 

Compared to large-scale land-mobility systems, the resource requirements are 
moderate but continuous. 
 
Key inputs include: 

• availability of suitable municipal land  

• basic infrastructure (plot division, water access where applicable)  

• administrative capacity for managing applications and allocations  

• monitoring and enforcement capacity  
 
The model demonstrates that effective land allocation does not require complex 
systems, but does depend on sustained administrative capacity. 

6. Implementation Process 

Key phases 
 

In practice, implementation follows a repeatable sequence: 

1. Identification of land 
Municipal authorities identify suitable publicly owned parcels.  

2. Preparation of plots 
Land is subdivided into standardised plots and prepared for use.  

3. Public call and application 
Residents apply through open calls under defined eligibility criteria.  

4. Allocation of plots 
Plots are assigned based on transparent procedures and, where necessary, 
waiting lists.  

5. Use and monitoring 
Users cultivate the plots under agreed conditions, with municipal oversight. 

Timeline 
 

• April 2013: Formal launch of the programme through a mayoral decision 
(Official Gazette of the City of Zagreb) 

• Subsequent years: Expansion to additional sites and continued allocation 
rounds  

• Ongoing: Periodic renewal, reallocation and maintenance of plots  
 
The programme has demonstrated continuity over time, which is a key 
indicator of institutional stability. 

Administrative steps 
 

The administrative workflow is relatively standardised and repeatable: 
 

• identification and registration of available plots  

• announcement of public calls  

• submission and evaluation of applications  

• allocation and formalisation of user agreements  

• monitoring of plot use and compliance  

• reallocation of plots when necessary 
 

The model relies on clear, repeatable procedures rather than on complex project 
management structures. 

Enabling conditions 

The programme depends on several enabling conditions: 
 

• availability of municipally owned land  

• political commitment to allocate land for non-commercial use  

• administrative capacity to manage allocation processes  



Action 5 – Public land for local food policies 
 
 
 

 
Food Partnership – Urban Agenda for the EU  

• clear and transparent rules  

• sustained demand from residents  
 
Without these conditions, the model would be difficult to replicate or sustain. 

7. Outputs and Impacts 

Outputs (quantitative) 
 

Official city information confirms that the programme operates at a substantial 
municipal scale.  
The City of Zagreb currently reports 14 urban-garden sites with more than 2,152 
plots on 23.03 ha, while a 2023 municipal property report records 2,179 plots on 
23.55 ha. Although exact figures vary slightly by reporting year, the programme 
has clearly moved beyond a pilot stage and has remained active over time.  

Impacts (where available) 
 

Most impacts are visible at social, environmental and local levels, rather than 
through formal economic indicators. 
The strongest evidenced effects are practical rather than macroeconomic: direct 
access to cultivation space for residents, productive reuse of idle municipal land, 
and sustained citizen demand reflected in repeated public calls and allocation 
lists. Broader food-system or economic effects are possible but are not the 
primary documented outcomes of the programme. 
 
Evidence is strongest on participation and land-use activation, while broader 
economic or food-system impacts remain secondary. 

8. Barriers, Challenges and Lessons Learned 

Barriers 
 

The main limitation is the availability of suitable public land within the urban 
area. 
Even where demand is high, expansion is constrained by competing land-use 

priorities, including housing, infrastructure and long-term planning. 

Challenges 
 

Key challenges include: 
 

• balancing high demand with limited supply of plots  

• ensuring fair and transparent allocation processes  

• maintaining plot quality and compliance over time  

• preventing misuse or abandonment of allocated plots  

• integrating temporary land use with longer-term urban planning objectives  
 
These reflect the practical trade-offs of a direct allocation model: demand is 
visible and politically valuable, but supply remains limited and the city must 
manage allocation, compliance and turnover on a continuing basis. 

Lessons learned 
 

Based on the experience of the programme, several practical lessons emerge: 
 

• direct allocation of public land can be implemented effectively with 
relatively simple administrative tools  

• transparency in allocation criteria is essential to maintain trust  

• demand for small-scale land access in cities can be consistently high  

• even small plots can generate meaningful social and environmental 
benefits  

• long-term success depends on sustained municipal commitment  
 

At the same time, the model shows that scale is constrained by land availability, 
which differentiates it from land-mobilisation systems operating at regional level. 
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9. Transferability and Scalability 

Transfer potential 

The model shows high transfer potential for cities that: 
 

• own or control land within the urban area  

• face demand from residents for small-scale cultivation  

• seek low-cost, visible interventions with social impact  
 
It is particularly suitable as an entry-level model, where municipalities want to 
activate land quickly without developing complex institutional systems. 
 
Limits to scalability 
 
Despite its strengths, the model has clear limits: 
 

• it does not address structural land fragmentation or land-market 
failures  

• it depends entirely on the availability of public land  

• it operates at local scale, without systemic territorial impact  
 
This makes it fundamentally different from regional land-bank models. 

Success factors 

Key success factors include: 

• clear municipal ownership and control of land  
• transparent allocation procedures  
• sustained administrative management  
• visible benefits for users and communities  
• political support over time 

10. Relevance for Action 5 

Public land mobilisation 
 

For Action 5, the case is valuable because it shows a municipality using its own 
land assets as an immediate policy tool. It does not solve every access-to-land 
problem, but it demonstrates a workable local model that can be launched with 
limited institutional complexity. 

Access to land 
 

The programme demonstrates how access to land can be addressed 
immediately and concretely at local level. 
 
It reduces barriers through: 
 

• direct allocation  

• simple procedures  

• predictable user conditions  

 
However, it does not address all access-to-land challenges.  

Sustainable food systems 
 

The contribution to sustainable food systems is indirect but relevant. 
 
The programme supports: 
 

• small-scale food production  

• awareness of food practices  

• local engagement with land use  
 
Its impact is therefore foundational rather than systemic, complementing more 
complex food-system interventions. 
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Added value 
 

The added value of the case lies in showing that: 
 

• municipalities can act directly as land providers  

• simple administrative models can generate visible results  

• public land can be activated quickly and with limited complexity  
 
For Action 5, it provides a baseline model, against which more advanced or 
systemic approaches can be compared. 

11. Key Takeaways 

Insights for cities 
 

The case points to several practical lessons for cities and local authorities: 

• Use municipally owned land as an immediate policy lever where legal 
control already exists. 

• Keep allocation rules clear and public from the outset. 
• Treat maintenance and compliance as part of the core model, not as an 

afterthought. 
• Recognise that modest plots can still generate visible social and 

environmental value. 
• Combine garden-plot schemes with wider land or food policy if broader 

territorial impact is the aim. 

12. Sources and References 

Documents / Links 
 

1. Urban Agenda for the EU Food Partnership, Action 5 long-list database, Case 
Study 11 summary and long-list table. 
Baseline reference used for the initial identification and selection of the case.  

2. City of Zagreb – “Gradski vrtovi”. 
Official programme portal for the Urban Gardens Programme, including the 
main programme description, supporting materials and GIS-based site 
information. 
https://www.zagreb.hr/gradski-vrtovi/84058  

3. City of Zagreb – “O Projektu”. 
Official project page describing the programme rationale, uptake by 
residents and its continuation and expansion. 
https://www.zagreb.hr/o-projektu/84060  

4. City of Zagreb – “Informacije o Projektu”. 
Official information page confirming that plots allocated through public calls 
range between 40 and 50 m² and are equipped with water supply and basic 
supporting infrastructure such as tool storage, composters and waste bins. 
https://www.zagreb.hr/default.aspx?id=57036  

5. City of Zagreb – Public calls for allocation of garden plots. 
Official calls confirming that plots are allocated to citizens of the City of 
Zagreb for the production of food, herbs and flowers for their own needs, 

through formal application procedures and by specified city-district locations. 
https://www.zagreb.hr/javni-poziv-za-podnosenje-zahtjeva-za-davanje-
vrtn/218376  

6. City of Zagreb – Results lists for allocation of garden plots. 
Official results lists confirming the continued operation of the programme 
and the allocation of plots under the public-call system. 
https://www.zagreb.hr/lista-za-davanje-na-koristenje-vrtnih-parcela-
rezu/199961  

7. City of Zagreb – Official Gazette (2013), Mayor’s Conclusion on the 
implementation of the “Gradski vrtovi” programme (4 April 2013). 
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