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Abstract 
When mining ceases in a region, informal planning dedicated to reorganization can com-
bine recultivation measures with Urban Agriculture (UA) strategies. In this light, this article 
uses the BMWi-funded project Setup Food Strip in the Rhenish Mining Area in Germany 
as the base for a case study. Guided by the concept of UA, the aim of the project was to 
support the strategic development of a multifunctional, diversified and more regionally 
oriented agri-food sector. This required analytical work as well as design concepts. Fin-
dings from mixed methods are reflected upon and address the research question: What 
are possibilities for informal planning to setup UA strategies in a transforming mining 
area? Three different dimensions are investigated: (1) regional-landscape setting, (2) sta-
keholder views and (3) insights from activities of the project inspired by action research. 
Finally, the article focuses on transferability and directions for further research. 
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Mining-recultivation, agriculture and cities
Within lignite mining regions, agricultural land losses are generally present. Oftentimes, 
also recultivation takes place, aiming to restore biological and economical function on 
landfills after extraction. In the German context, recultivation has been practiced and in-
vestigated since the second half of the 19th century. Generally, its basic goal is to re-es-
tablish the characteristics of a landscape as they were before extraction (Eyll-Vetter 2009; 
Pflug 1998). This normally happens in simplified spatial form. In turn this may require 
advanced planning collaborations in a larger societal context, in which the mining com-
pany cooperates at depth with public authorities and other private actors. Already ahead 
of time, these collaborations facilitate the obligatory return of properties to land users 
and municipal planning sovereignty in the future. In this article, the Rhenish Mining Area 
(RMA) in Germany will be used as a reference. Here, advanced recultivation has strived 
towards new agrarian settlement forms since the 1960’s (Olschowy 1964; Schuhmacher 
et al. 2011). More recently, it has been planned in coherence with renewable energy in-
frastructures and even new business parks (Kulik and Voigt 2014).

Both basic and advanced recultivation are practised over decades, in parallel with ongoing 
mining activities or within a stage when mining already ceases. Particularly the latter case 
requires new visions and strategies for qualification that address the spatial environment, 
regional value-creation/jobs and respectively transformative projects (Gärtner 2014; Wirth 
2019a, 2019b). Such objectives have to examine different land-uses and pathways, both 
regarding a sustainable development as well as a region’s own assets and talents.

In this respect, agriculture and food can play a major role. For example in the RMA, the 
agri-food sector allows for ca. 22.400 jobs (compare to circa 10.000 in mining) and creates 
a yearly revenue of about 7 Billion € (MULNV NRW 2021). Regarding further develop-
ments, coal mining areas have oftentimes urban conurbations in their proximity, that  
function(-ed) as energy consumers. Simultaneously, this also equals the presence of po-
tential food markets with diverse needs and innovation processes (Figure 1). It may even 
represent an endogenic potential, providing the chance to pursue an ecologically sound 
and more diverse agrarian development of a post-mining area. 

To leverage regional opportunities, recultivation can be-
nefit from an integration into the larger concept of urban  
agriculture.

Given the global challenges of urbanization, limited resources and food security within 
the last two decades, urban agriculture (UA) has turned from being a peripheral discipline 
to a globally recognized mechanism for sustainable development. Milestones in concep-
tualizing UA have been the work of RUAF Global Partnership on Sustainable Urban Agri-
culture and Food Systems (2006), the Carrot City initiative (2011) and the achievements of 
COST Action Urban Agriculture Europe (2016). 
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Figure 1: Transforming mining regions with their recultivation areas can offer chances to reconnect agri-
cultural production with nearby urban markets. Source left: Zukunftsagentur Rheinisches Revier GmbH / 

right: Wikimedia commons. 

UA offers a paradigm shift in spatial planning practices. When it comes to urbanization, so 
far, agriculture has been often treated as phase-out-model that becomes substituted by 
new settlements and infrastructure. Urban farmers had a poor lobby and were very much 
challenged by land loss and a general disesteem of their practice. By way of contrast, the 
concept of UA focuses on the benefits of agriculture within the regional city, both for citi-
zens and farmers. It is increasingly recognized that agricultural land uses provide diverse 
ecosystem services to cities, for example in terms of local recreation, biodiversity, climate 
change adaptation and so on. Also, the farmers can benefit from the urban setting by 
ways of adapting their businesses to urban needs such as fresh, regional produced food 
or edutainment services (Lohrberg et al. 2016).

Under the flagship initiative of the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact (MUFPP) many European 
cities have committed to create regional food chains supplying citizens with healthy and 
fresh food. Thinking agriculture and food as a regional asset and subject of planning is 
quite different from the last decades’ policies. Since World War II the food production 
shifted from local and regional to national and transnational agendas leading to a food 
providing system much dependent on the world market’s logic and the rules set by the 
European Union’s Common Agriculture Policies (CAP). However, as shown by the MUFPP 
in 2015, a renaissance of a more local and regional food thinking is on its way, triggered 
also by agendas of reducing carbon food prints and safeguarding food supply in (post) 
pandemic situations.

From a planning perspective, an interplay between UA initiatives and local recultivation 
measures appears almost universally desirable – given the condition that a transforming 
mining region has urban conurbations in its vicinity. However, at least in Germany, statut-
ory planning instruments have only limited means to qualify economic value chains and 
agricultural land use (Fürst 2008: 86). In consequence, informal approaches remain as 
a potential way forward. Nevertheless, more insights are needed regarding the role of 
different spatial settings, governance situations and the chances that approaches via pio-
neering projects may offer. 
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Therefore, our article investigates the research question: 
What are possibilities for informal planning to setup UA stra-
tegies in a transforming mining area? To address this ques-
tion, we examine our project Setup Food Strip in the Rhenish 
Mining Area as a case study.

The project pursued a transdisciplinary approach, since our team combined the know-
ledge and social practice of landscape architecture, agro-sciences and civil society acti-
vism. The aim of Setup Food Strip, funded by the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 
and Energy (BMWi) for less than two years, was to support the strategic development of 
a multifunctional, diversified and more regionally oriented agri-food sector in the RMA 
(Wirth 2019c). In parallel, our research activities were meant to enable practitioners within 
the transdisciplinary interface of the project about an improvement in their own practice 
(Birley and Moreland 2014: 34). Both attempts required analytical work, conceptual spa-
tial design and pilot actions. In this sense we investigate three different sections in our 
article: (1) regional-landscape setting, (2) stakeholder views and (3) insights from activities 
of the project inspired by action research. Our discussion focuses on transferability of the 
findings and directions for further research and exchange of knowledge.

Applied transdisciplinary set of methods
Our investigation of the RMA corresponds with a single case study based on Simons (2009) 
and Yin (2013), that investigates the potential interrelations of transformative strategy 
making, Urban Agriculture and recultivation practice (Healey 2009; Lohrberg et al. 2016; 
Pflug 1998). Moreover, our project aimed to address problems in a real-world context, 
which included the need to integrate local and practical knowledge (Levin and Greenwood 
2003).

Altogether, this required the collaboration and coproduction of different participants, and 
thereby mixed methods (Creswell and Plano Clark 2018; Plano Clark and Ivankova 2016). 
In this sense, our article reports on the following components:

Literature- and cartographic analysis 

We thoroughly studied available publications of the study area especially related to eco-
nomic activities and future prospects of development related to the lignite mining and 
agricultural production. We used cartographic and economic data on the distribution of 
agricultural businesses and companies along the value chain to get a concise overview of 
distribution and clustering of relevant actors along the chain (producers, processors, lo-
gistic companies, traders, and retailers) to identify relevant stakeholders. Data on spatial 
locations was gathered manually by use of online search engines and provisional own 
knowledge and mapped in a georeferenced way. For larger geographic settings we used 
various sources that are open access (Geobasis NRW/Basis-DLM) and selected parts by 
the mining company (RWE Power).
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Stakeholder interviews

Based on the cartographic analysis, and subsequently our shared knowledge about in-
dividuals and institutions that could be potentially interested in our project, we selected 
key stakeholders in the research area along the agricultural value chain. We included 18 
participants from agricultural production, processing, logistics and marketing. In April and 
May 2020 we conducted one group discussion and 15 individual interviews and used a 
video platform for exchange due to the pandemic regulations at the time. We used a pre-
defined set of guiding questions. The questions were targeting already experienced and 
future expected changes in the area due to the phasing out of lignite production and the 
planned adaptation strategies of the participating businesses and companies. Due to the 
low number of interviewees, we could pursue our evaluation based on simple notes and 
summaries without further systematization.

Action research

Action research describes a practice-oriented way to generate knowledge along steps 
such as planning, acting, observing and reflecting (Levin and Greenwood 2003). Particular-
ly, we generated design concepts and pursued pilot initiatives that both can be reflected 
upon. An example for both were our plans and first implementation steps for an innova-
tion area with new cropping practices (see Section on Food Fields).

Action research tries to integrate various available sources of information. In our case, we 
gathered information via desk research (1) and interviews (2) and frequently discussed it 
with a special panel of experts that supported the project (six institutions: regional far-
ming association, mining recultivation, regional marketing consortium, three members 
from (inter-)municipal spatial planning). We also summarized interim outcomes and di-
scussed them with groups of project participants to find out if their information was pro-
perly translated into the overall picture.

Description of the research area

Setup Food Strip focused on the Northeastern part of the lignite mining area in the West 
of Germany, also known as the Rhenish Mining Area (RMA). The RMA contains Germanys 
largest open pit mines. While the very central part of the RMA contains small towns and 
villages surrounding the mines, the RMA is situated right next to Europe’s main corridor 
of urban development and industrialization, stretching from the UK to Northern Italy, also 
called the Blue Banana. In Germany this corridor is following the Rhein Valley with its con-
urbation of Rhein-Ruhr and the metropolitan areas of Aachen, Cologne and Bonn, Düssel-
dorf and Neuss and Mönchengladbach. For our project we had chosen the B56 federal 
road as our Food Strip that connects Cologne and Mönchengladbach, thereby comprising 
parts of the so called Neuland, former mining areas that had been recently recultivated, 
as well as long-established agricultural land and settlements. This combination within a 
comparably narrow space between two urban zones appeared as an ideal area for our 
case study towards the setup of UA strategies.
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Regional-landscape setting
To some degree, all lignite mining regions may share similar landscape charac-
teristics, for example by containing power plants and transport infrastructu-
res in either active or defunct form. However, our project Setup Food Strip star-
ted with a regional-landscape analysis section that was rather focusing on unique 
features (Figure 2). This allowed to explore how far the regional-landscape setting pro-
vided specific preconditions for building an informal planning strategy towards UA. 

Figure 2: Two of the analytical maps, showing the rough project area in vicinity to urban conurbations 
(left) and containing the largest recultivation area in the RMA (right). Source: Geobasis NRW/Basis-DLM 

and RWE Power. 

Urban situation

A condition already mentioned is the RMA’s metropolitan locations. This appears unique 
when for example comparing it to the East German Lausitz. The cities surrounding the 
RMA in the northeast, Cologne and Bonn, Düsseldorf and Neuss and Mönchengladbach, 
have more than 2 Million inhabitants. Moreover, significant population growth is predic-
ted until the year 2040 (Cicholas and Ströker 2015). This represents the potential for a 
strong market regarding regional food, with short transport distances and a potential 
valorization of agriculture in the area. Despite this chance, respective economic structu-
res are still largely missing, apart from weekly markets, direct sales and a few bottom-up 
initiatives.

Large and long-established recultivation

In the RMA, open pit mining and recultivation is present at quite a large scale. Lignite 
extraction in this part of Germany has experienced a significant upscaling of mine sizes 
since the 1920s and WWII (Kleinebeckel 1986). Consequently, newly created land com-
prises an enormous total area of 210 km², already in 2021. Recultivation in the RMA is 
also quite long-established. Open pits after extraction have been filled and recultivated 
already since 1784 (Pflug 1998: 2). This stands for example in contrast to many mining 
areas in Russia, where recultivation after extraction has not yet been the norm. Reculti-
vation in the RMA follows even a multifunctional approach since the 20st century, there-
by also considering biodiversity, recreation and regional value-creation (Eyll-Vetter 2009;  

Situation 2019

built area

open pits / mining

public green

Situation +2070

recultivation
agriculture

recultivation
forestry

future mining lakes
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Kulik and Voigt 2014). Due to this, for example field experiments for new cropping prac-
tises can occasionally be found in the area and become more advanced by projects like 
Setup Food Strip.

Advantaged but challenged agriculture

Agriculture in the RMA as a whole is on one hand in a favorable position, on the other 
hand experiencing difficulties. The region is located in the Jülicher Börde – an area which 
has been utilized for cultivation for over 3000 years. The soils are amongst the most pro-
ductive and highest quality in the world. This does not only result in positive effects. Du-
ring the last one hundred years, the modernization of agriculture has brought about fun-
damental changes here, in other words a concentration on a few large-scale cash crops 
(sugar beet, cereals), a steady decline in the number of farms (LWK NRW 2016) and quite 
obviously a simplified landscape with compromised biodiversity. In consequence, there 
is a need for qualification strategies from both an entrepreneurial as well as a broader 
societal perspective.  

Ongoing fundamental spatial change

The active lignite industry still characterizes major parts of the regional landscape within 
the RMA. The latter, however, will significantly change. The area is experiencing a transfor-
mation process due to climate and energy transition policies since the turn to the 21st cen-
tury. In response to this, intermunicipal initiatives have emerged, that focus with new spa-
tial visions on the rehabilitation of post-mining areas into park-like landscapes. Over the 
long term, the situation could change from a backyard situation to a central location, which 
may also enable farmers and food enterprises to test out new UA concepts, for example by 
offering high quality local food or by diversifying to provide new offers to local recreation. 
Overall, we could conclude that the entire setting provided promising conditions for the 
setup of an UA strategy. For both scholarly and practical reasons, this needed discussions 
at more depth with stakeholders, which is described in the next chapter.

Stakeholder views
By conducting 15 interviews, with individuals from farming, processing, logistics and mar-
keting, we explored how local stakeholders along the food value chain perceived changes, 
how they were expecting them and if they were already adapting. In this light, it should be 
noted that this was conducted in times of a pandemic in April and May 2020. All answers 
related to recent and expected changes have been influenced by this very special contem-
porary event and must be understood and read with this lens.

Perception of the current situation

The individual assessments of the current situation, related to ceasing mining and 
economic change in the region, were different among the stakeholders due to va-
rying a) proximity to an urban center, b) proximity to the active mining zone, c) posi-
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tion in the value chain. Urban based retailers already realized and anticipated a 
change in the demographics of their customers and successively integrated regio-
nally produced products in their portfolio. Farmers close to the open cast mine re-
ported a shortage of farming land and irrigation water. The logistic sector did not 
yet experience significant changes and evaluated the loss of agricultural knowled-
ge among all parts of society far more important than structural change in the region. 
Another interesting comment or even complain on the current situation by most farmers 
had been the lack of information on structural change and the feeling of uncertainty 
which was even worsened by the current pandemic. Under pandemic restrictions a lot of 
direct and coincidental social contacts, for example on village festivals, on market places 
or during club meetings, did not happen. This had apparently a negative impact on the 
information status of the farmers.

Expectations for the next 20 years

Most farmers expected the return of agricultural lands from mining to the farming com-
munity. Some fears circulated around new expropriations and the loss and degradati-
on of fertile lands. Such threats were seen due to structural change and the potential 
realization of plans that foster the industrialization of the region, including the setup of 
huge commercial areas. Most farmers also expected a growth of the urban centers and 
the creation of residential areas that would contribute to the shortage of farming land. 
The biggest chance, most stakeholders mentioned, was a renaturation of the entire re-
gion and a gain of attractivity which would result in a raise in tourism and reputation. The 
farmers also expected a rising trend regarding the demand of regionally produced food 
that could bring up some new forms of (direct) marketing as well as higher revenues. With 
the rise in tourism, farmers also associated the possibility to present agricultural activities 
on farm in a more realistic way. Interviewees from the retailing sector also expected a rise 
and consolidation on a high level of the demand of regional food. They anticipated the 
creation of innovative logistic solutions that could facilitate the transport of fresh produce 
from the farming areas to the urban centers.

Adaption strategies to change

Along the value chain we found a plethora of ideas how to adapt to the changing 
structural conditions in the region. A backbone of all strategies, however, was the in-
tention to foster communication among value chain participants including the po-
tential customers. Many of the farmers already tried experiments with different 
crops on recultivated as well as traditional lands. They also thought about a struc-
tural change in production which would target a more small-scale production that 
would fit a regionalization and also started to explore new local marketing channels.  
Some of the farmers invested in diversification towards a multifunctional agriculture that 
would include recreational and educational offers. 

One participant already started the establishment of co-productive forms of agri-
culture, others thought about including production models  that  would integra-
te the working force of customers into agricultural production. The retailing sec-
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tor was prepared to include more regional products into their shops and platforms. 
These findings hinted towards different windows of opportunity toward the setup an UA 
strategy, in which recultivation lands and their processes could work as a potential buil-
ding block in a larger spatial value-chain context. Hence, we pursued action with three 
different concepts, which the next chapter describes.

Insights from pilot activities inspired by action 
research 
This section collects insights from the actual process of our project Setup Food Strip that 
aimed to setup an UA strategy in the RMA. We loosely refer to the concept of action 
research, a practise-oriented way to investigate along steps such as planning, acting, 
observing, reflecting. While this is normally pursued in several circles (Levin and Green-
wood 2003), we rather look at one only. Planning and acting we started with preliminary 
design conceptions towards the establishment of a pilot site for new ways of production 
(Food Fields), followed by mixed-stakeholder workshops. This was pursued simultaneous-
ly with a larger regional design concept (Food Strip) and first steps towards multifunctional 
food distribution centers (Food Hub). Observing and reflecting we pursued in a condensed 
form, by use of a storyboarding session in which we looked back at the entire process. 
Practically, this was done along a time trajectory of 1,5 years and assigning relevant notes 
accordingly. In the following we investigate our three major concepts, each in reference 
to action research.

Food Fields 

The initial planning of our project foresaw to locate, design and implement an innovation 
area for sustainable cropping practices towards a more regionalized food supply in the 
RMA – and even to bring startups to such a site. For acting towards these goals, we con-
ducted stakeholder workshops in which we identified sustainability criteria and the desi-
rable spatial characteristics that a potential site should have. The latter included:

•	 sufficient space
•	 good soil
•	 available water
•	 connection to markets
•	 proximity to maintenance, processing and logistics sites / infrastructures
•	 public visibility
•	 compatibility with existing spatial planning concepts

By observing this and the further process, we could see that we faced difficulties with 
finding such a manifold site, particularly since land is scarce in the RMA. In this light, 
we learned that newly emerging land in one of the recultivation areas provided chan-
ces. It was managed locally by the mining company RWE Power in a temporary caretaker  
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function. This allowed to bring different farmers with new ideas to the site, for example 
to grow plant-based protein sources, or power foods such as quinoa. Such crops and their 
envisaged value chains demonstrated benefits from ecological perspectives, for example 
towards higher biodiversity or reduced stress on the region’s water budget. Some of the-
se products could be sold in a market in the nearby municipality Jüchen, most products 
targeted at least regional sales. Generally, the Food Fields site was in line with the idea of 
UA. The social situation as found, however, required to shift from a pure innovation focus 
and sustainability criteria towards a broader showcasing of new or unconventional crops. 
The site was only partially used for testing and instead of detailed sustainability assess-
ments we had to rely on basic information provided by the farmers before introducing 
them to the site (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Design-visualization of the Food Fields, as realized during the project. Colors indicate different 
types of special-crops, numbers indicate variety of cropping and related signage along information paths. 

Source: RWTH Aachen/Authors. 

In reflection, we understand that the recultivation area provided an effective starting point 
for pilot projects towards a diversification of agricultural cropping practice along the idea 
of UA. Nevertheless, there were limits, due to already established procedures on site, the 
lack of a critical mass of distinctly innovative actors and of built infrastructures in vicinity. 
Particularly, this considers our initial orientation towards startups, for whom the area was 
too remote from the city and lacking financial incentives locally.
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Food Strip

The situation found also encouraged us to conceive a regional design (Förster 2020; Kem-
penaar and van den Brink 2018; Neuman and Zonneveld 2018) dedicated to the UA idea: 
The Food Strip concept was meant to support innovative actors from agri-food at their dif-
ferent spatial locations (for example farms, greenhouses, markets or research sites) and 
thereby also integrating recultivation areas. A respective spatial setting could be found 
in vicinity to the B59, a federal highway between the cities of Cologne and Mönchenglad-
bach (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Design-visualization of the Food Strip, thicker circles indicate already involved locations of stake-
holders along the value chain. Source: RWTH Aachen / Authors. 

Our acting in this direction was limited to first steps. We conducted our series of inter-
views, performed a workshop-event for new business models with about 100 parti-
cipants and a design workshop with around 20 participants. This led successfully to 
a range of new business models and value chains (for example tofu production from 
soy alternatives as grown on the Food Fields or bread based on open-source seeds). By 
creating a platform for communication and networking with our project, we complied 
with the wish of the interviewees and placed them in the center of information flow 
and innovation. Altogether, our actions could provide the conceptual framework for a 
follow up project-application within a larger network of actors (prospective start: 2023).  
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During these steps, we could also observe that there was a concentration of innovati-
ve actors in the peri-urban/metropolitan zone. This included the initial spatial proximity 
of the recultivation areas but also went well beyond. In reflection, we understand that 
regional design concepts towards UA like the Food Strip, in other words concepts that 
employ transdisciplinary or innovation-oriented stakeholder networking, show potential 
effectivity. They can integrate normally separated knowledge domains like agriculture 
and spatial design or planning in new ways. Likewise, they can link actors along the value 
chain that would otherwise not get in contact with each other. By boosting the exchange 
of knowledge regarding different needs and offers among each other, this can even lead 
to empowerment. A precondition for effective results, nevertheless, is the concentration 
of actors and locations in the respective area. As pointed out earlier, exactly this can be 
lacking in recultivation areas, also in times when land is given back to farmers. Hence the 
recultivation land’s potential role within a regional design towards UA remained indeter-
minable.

Food Hub

Although only mentioned as a sub-component in our initial project, we also included the 
idea to pursue first planning steps towards Food Hubs in the RMA. The latter generally de-
scribe local or regional food distribution centers that target institutional customers such 
as canteens, that can also incorporate facilities for education and leisure on site (Fischer 
et al. 2015; Matson and Thayer 2013). Our project’s acting strived towards reaching a mi-
nimally functional level for a first Food Hub in the RMA. For this, we started with an experi-
mental pilot activity. The Maternushaus, the largest conference center in the Archdiocese 
of Cologne, was supplied by farms from the Food Strip. During one week in September 
2021, guests and employees could consume dishes made from regional products as part 
of the campaign week. 

As successful as the campaign was in the end, we observed that the logistical preparation 
and communication with those involved was just as intensive. At this point in time, it was only 
possible to meet the different needs, claims and processes with increased effort on behalf 
of all parties. Our test run demonstrated, that the work processes in a large kitchen cannot 
easily be regionalized and that the producers cannot build such supply chains on their own.  
This brought us back to design and evaluate two different spatial options for a food 
hub in a workshop session with 6 participants (Figure 5). While one option loo-
ked at an urban location and a high mix of uses (such as a market hall and a star-
tup center), the other one was based on a peri-urban location, only making use 
of existing structures. While the former clearly had some advantages, a stakehol-
der survey after the workshop clarified that the second option was better in line  
with the initial idea to reach a minimum functional level first. In this light, options in the 
environment of the recultivation areas where suggested. 
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Figure 5: Two design options that were considered with stakeholders towards a Food Hub, left: using 
existing structures beyond the city; right: urban location. Source: RWTH Aachen / Authors. 

In reflection, we can conclude that regional food actors can benefit from Food Hubs as 
logistical nodes where different value chain participants work together based on sha-
red information. As the RMA demonstrates, transforming mining areas can offer ap-
propriate locations in such a context, if they are situated close, yet beyond the limits 
of the intensively used urban areas. The establishment of such a Food Hub however 
needs tremendous collaborative efforts of multiple stakeholders and local governments.  
Our first steps demonstrated that informal planning towards UA can initialize, accompany 
and moderate the setup while not carrying the responsibility alone.

Unique context, disparate value chain and the 
potential of design concepts
By using our project Setup Food Strip as a case study, we have generated highly context-
dependent knowledge. Nevertheless, we can generalize naturally to some degree. The 
RMA’s spatial preconditions appear to facilitate UA strategies, which is not necessarily the 
case with any other mining area. The RMA with its metropolitan location represents an 
ideal departure point, even though regional marketing structures are yet missing. Reculti-
vation is quite large, long-established and follows a multifunctional approach. Therefore, 
it can play an important role with respect to UA. Moreover, the end of mining activities 
will likely lead to further societal attempts to achieve a more ecological regional landsca-
pe. This will also facilitate agriculture and food production that gears at multiple local  
benefits such as higher biodiversity or recreational facilities. Only a potential path de-
pendency due to a concentration on a few large-scale cash crops among farmers further 
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away from the urban conurbations could be a certain limiting factor. Our initial question, 
if a post-mining situation is apt for UA, appears rather absent in academic literature. In 
contrast, other regional development pathways are mentioned, such as heritage preser-
vation, recreation/tourism and renewable energy (Wirth et al. 2012; Kulik and Voigt, 2014). 
Even if biomass production is considered (Kretschmann 2020), it is commonly not reflec-
ted in a potential UA context. 

Our stakeholder analysis revealed quite diverse perceptions among potential UA actors 
and various optional ways forward, rather than one. This matches with investigations 
regarding UA in an informal planning and governance context that have specifically highl-
ighted the need to consider actor diversity in potential UA value chains at more depths 
(Giacchè et al. 2016) and even scale levels (Pettenati, 2019). While retailers in our study 
area were already in a process of regionalizing their businesses, farmers were facing quite 
existential problems such as shortage of land, water and even information and exchange. 
Similar thoughts considered the future. Farmers focused on changing land availabilities, 
while all agreed that a further regionalization of the food production and a certain qua-
lification of the regional landscape would take place. Overall, the stakeholders appeared 
quite active with new cropping practices, diversification, coproduction and new regional 
marketing. This may not reflect the average situation in the RMA or in other mining areas, 
since we selected (potentially innovative) individuals known to us at least to some degree.

Overall, our three design concepts suggest potential ways forward that transcend be-
yond established spatial concepts in reference to UA such as urban food gardening and 
specialized urban farms (Lohrberg 2019) or agricultural parks (Fanfani 2019). Based on 
observations and reflections of our own project’s plans and actions, each of our three 
design concepts generated specific insights. To explore UA-compatible ways of cropping 
(Food Fields), recultivation lands in the making can work as show- and testing grounds. 
Over the long term however, other croplands may be better located in urban proximity 
with more innovative actors. Regional design concepts towards UA (Food Strip) can pro-
mote a better understanding of the spatial situation. Ideally, they can even boost the 
exchange of knowledge that is crucial for innovating value chains. However in our place-
based concept, the related potential benefits and respective role of recultivation lands 
remains open. The latter may even offer unique locations for new logistical nodes that 
provide high-quality regional food to urban areas (Food Hubs). On the other hand, the ne-
cessary coordination efforts appear significant and may hint again to more urban areas.  
Overall, investigations on action research and design concepts are quite common in the 
academic realm. However, regarding spatial concepts from landscape architecture and 
urban design, as we have used them, more advanced methods like Research Through 
Design (RTD) could lead to even more focused design products. Beyond the four sections 
of action research, such methods can combine various criteria in order to generate more 
substantive knowledge (Cortesão et al. 2020). This could help to achieve the manifold so-
cietal promises assigned to UA in its academic discourse (Gottero 2019; Timpe et al. 2016).  
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Towards a new approach?
This article has investigated possibilities for informal planning to setup UA strategies in 
transforming mining areas. It thereby highlights the uniqueness of regional situation, di-
versity of stakeholders, and it offers three distinct spatial concepts. 

Beyond the specific example of the RMA and our project, 
the presented approach could be promising also to other 
mining areas that face fundamental change. It combines 
agri-food and recultivation knowledge with action research, 
bottom-up networking and spatial designing at different 
scales. 

Thereby it appears to generate meaningful results. Moreover, it enables recultivation 
practice to extend its scope and to support larger regional goals, in years or even decades 
before it is no longer needed. Altogether, the approach offers the chance to establish UA 
as a strong component within regional development pathways towards the qualification 
of transforming mining areas. Naturally, readers may be able to recognize similarities 
and differences to their own knowledge related to other regions. In this relation, further 
research based on cross-case analysis and generalization could be beneficial. This could 
refer to other examples in Germany or Europe and large lignite extraction regions in other 
continents worldwide.
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