
A community gardener walks into an economics
conference: notes from the messy middle

Last week I was in Ghent for the
European Society for Ecological
Economics conference — four days,
500+ researchers, and my first ever
academic conference.  

I was there because my brilliant
colleague Marie Berthet at the
University of Leeds invited me to co-
author a paper that grew out of our
research together on urban co-
production: how communities and
councils can work jointly to bring public
land back into use for nature, food
growing and wellbeing. 

We were invited to present it, so off to
Belgium I went with Marie and Paul
Chatterton, who was serendipitously in
the city anyway on other work.  



Our paper makes an argument that will feel familiar to anyone
working in communities in Leeds. Fifteen years of austerity haven't
just stripped away public assets and services — they've damaged the
relationship between communities and their local authority, and the
places both inhabit. We frame this as a kind of trauma, one
experienced not only by people but by institutions and spaces too.

And we argue that co-production — communities and councils
genuinely working things out together, uncomfortable as that often is
— is a restorative practice. It's how that relationship gets repaired,
and it's a precondition for the alternative models we want to see, like
Public–Civic Partnerships that give communities long-term
stewardship of land and buildings. 

. 

The paper

For Hyde Park Source this isn't
abstract. It's what we've been living
through projects like Cross Green
Growing Together and our work with
Leeds City Council on unlocking
public land for community use. It
was a strange and rather wonderful
experience to see our everyday
practice — the patient, relational,
sometimes frustrating work of
getting a lease sorted or a piece of
land opened up — reflected back as
something worth theorising about



Notes from an outsider 

I’ve always enjoyed being an outsider. Academic conferences have their own
rituals, and a lot of time is spent on methods and detailed data. My instinct
in almost every session was to ask: what have you found, and so what?
What's the connection to the real world — how will it change anything?
Sometimes research seems to work very hard to prove what practitioners
would call common sense. I say that with affection rather than cynicism —
rigour matters, and I understand better now why it takes the shape it does —
but the gap between the world of ideas and the world of practice was very
visible to me all week. 

 

The sessions I loved most were, perhaps
surprisingly, the most philosophical ones.
Erik Gómez-Baggethun asked "Ecological
economics: what is it, really?" and traced
the field back to oikonomia — economics
in its original sense, the management of
the household. I like that a lot. A
community garden is household
management: of soil, water, food, tools,
relationships and care. Corinna Dengler
and Dorothea Schoppek asked an even
sharper question: who judges what
knowledge is sound, and on what basis?
Their argument — that power hides in
knowledge production itself, in whose
ways of knowing get taken seriously —
lands differently when your organisation
works from the principle of "nothing
about you without you." Whose
knowledge counts is not an academic
question in community work; it's a daily
practical one.



Becoming less afraid of economics 
Something has been shifting for me over the last few years, helped
along by doughnut economics: I've become much less afraid of looking
at our work through an economic lens. Ecological economics starts
from the premise that the economy sits inside society, which sits inside
the living world — and that we should value far more than capital. The
feminist ecological economists at the conference put it vividly: the
formal, monetised economy is just the tip of an iceberg resting on
unpaid care work and functioning ecosystems, both routinely rendered
invisible. Seen that way, Hyde Park Source has been quietly doing
ecological economics for 27 years. We value care, relationships, soil,
skills and belonging — and we try to make them visible rather than take
them for granted. 

Which brings me to my one real surprise: in
a whole week of discussing how to organise

economies around wellbeing rather than
growth, I barely heard a mention of

sociocracy. It felt like a missing piece,
especially when Mladen Domazet gave a

fascinating session on what quantum theory
might offer ecological economics — arguing

that we need to learn to act under deep
uncertainty, without complete knowledge or

a fully modelled roadmap, rather than
letting the "dragons of inaction" win. It

made me think; we already do this! It's the
sociocratic principle our governance runs

on: good enough for now, safe enough to try.
The theory the academics are reaching for is

something small organisations like ours
already practise every time we make a
consent-based decision. Maybe that's
something we can offer back to these

networks.



Commons, land and scaling 

Other highlights spoke directly to our work on land and
networks. Bernd Bonfert presented research on commons
networks — community-supported agriculture and energy
communities across the UK and Northern Europe — and how
they scale: out-scaling (spreading the practice), up-scaling
(changing policy) and deep-scaling (changing culture and
everyday habits). It also named a problem every network
coordinator will recognise: networks of very busy people, and
the trade-off between participation and efficiency as things
grow. Sounds familiar. 

Nina de Korte mapped the steward-ownership model for
farmland in the Netherlands, where funds like Lenteland buy
land to hold in perpetuity for agroecological farmers — and
where the farmers on that land are on average almost twenty
years younger than the EU norm. I left wondering how this really
compares with our Community Land Trusts in the UK, and what
either model might mean for access to land in a city like Leeds.



So what? (Taking my own medicine) 
I came home clearer about two things. 
First, ideas matter, but only when they're anchored and embodied in
the real world. I could see how easy it would be to get lost in
academia — the endless competition for attention in the world of
ideas. If thinking improves lives and alleviates some suffering,
brilliant. If it's about feeling clever and impressing other clever
people, less so. 

Second, this is exactly the connective role Hyde Park Source has set
out in our new strategy: linking community-led practice with
research, policy and wider systems, and making learning from
practice visible without extracting it. Presenting in Ghent was a small
act of that — grassroots Leeds experience travelling into a European
research space and holding its own. 

I'd love to talk with colleagues,
Volunteers and our Management
Committee about where this takes
us next: our approach to
community-led research, our
exploration of Public–Civic
Partnerships, and what it means to
keep valuing the things that don't
show up on a balance sheet. 
Thanks to Marie Berthet and Paul
Chatterton for the company in
Ghent, and to our co-author
Rebecca Brunk, who couldn't join us
but whose work was central to the
research and the development of
the paper. And thanks to Ghent
itself — a beautiful city that
deserves a blog post of its own. 
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