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Chiang Mai Urban Farm 

The story of a people’s initiative transforming 
a dump site to supply food for communities 
during the COVID-19 pandemic 



The �rst crop of vegetable grown at the Chiang Mai Urban Farm

         Chiang Mai is the second largest city in Thailand, with an economy based on 
tourism – mostly from Chinese tourists, 7 million of whom visit Chiang Mai every year. 
After COVID-19 hit China in the beginning of 2020, there were no more flights from 
China to Chiang Mai, which had a big impact on local businesses: hotels, guest 
houses and restaurants for tourists closed down. Many daily workers whose 
livelihoods related with tourism lost their jobs. In May, in response to the national 
policy to COVID-19, there was a week-long citywide lockdown, which worsened the 
situation for poor people with no income. 

         Food security for vulnerable groups became an important issue for public interest. 
People who lost their jobs had to queue for food donations to bring food to their rental 
room for their families, elderly people and children. Some communities and informal 
settlements that still had small vacant spaces started growing vegetable to decrease 
the cost of living. During recent community survey for the community network along the 
Mae Kha Canal, Chiang Mai’s largest urban poor settlement, we found that almost 50% 
of daily expenses for urban poor people is spent on food and 20-25% is spent on rent, 
while the rest goes to other daily expenses. Looking into future scenarios for urban 
development, urban food security is a crucial issue for all in times of crisis like 

The City

COVID-19. 
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The dump site after it was cleared out and converted into a suitable space for urban farming

The inauguration day with people from the network who contributed and worked on the farm. 
The inauguration marks the opening of the urban farm as a public space for all people 

         In 2019, Jaibaan Studio, a community architect studio based in Chiang Mai, surveyed 
the vacant public land that could be developed into public spaces for people. They found 
many pieces of vacant land either from government units or private sector that were 
unused, scattered around the city center. 

     One piece of land in particular, measuring about 1 acre and located next to the Mae 
Kha Canal where most urban poor people are living, was identified as having the 
potential to be develop for urban farming. The biggest challenge was that, this piece of 
land has been used as a dump site for about 20 years. Through social media, they 
raised awareness on urban food security and proposing the use of this land for farming. 
After getting joint support from various groups from the civic sectors under the name of 

“Friends of Chiangmai Urban Farm”,

they together went to the municipality to propose the idea of urban farming with their 
conceptual plan, estimated budget and impact. After submitting the proposal, it was 
rejected by the Mayor and no monetary budget was secured from municipality to support 
the execution. 
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The Provincial Governor of Chiang Mai with his wife planting a banana tree with people on the �rst day 
of the urban farming movement  

Heavy machinery from both the municipality and private companies, with 
people joining hands to work together to prepare the site. 

        The working group kept on moving by organizing a public event inviting the people 
of Chiang Mai to visit the land and help with the clean up or plant some pioneer trees 
like a banana tree together. The first event brought many people to join hands on the 
dump site. The Provincial Governor also joined an event privately and came to listen to 
the group’s idea and plan. Later on, the Provincial Governor supported with machinery 
to help fill the land and speed up the initiative. 

The condition of the site on the �rst day vs the possibility that lies underneath the vacant 
and unused land in the middle of city 

Where we started...

‘The Provincial Governor supported with machinery 
to help fill the land and speed up the initiative.’ 
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Ordinary people from various backgrounds who made this urban farm happen Free-range hens in the urban farm that provide good quality eggs at a reasonable price for the people 

         With the simple objective of securing urban food security for people and a model to 
transform a dump site into a good public space for people, they got a lot of support from 
various groups of people through social media. Although they had no budget in the 
beginning stage, they received organic vegetable seeds, seedling and gardening tools 
from donations. 

         By organizing a public workshop focusing on urban farming, the bare soil was turning 
into an abundant garden within four months, working bit by bit and zone by zone, creating 
a sense of place and social engagement.       

         Nowadays, the Chiang Mai Urban Farm has produced the vegetables from 3 crop. 
Homeless and urban poor families work on this farm and pick products for their daily 
meals. Once a week, they sell the products at a fair price in front of the garden, and share 
the leftovers with elderly people and some community members who could not join them to 
farm. Recently, they raised a free-range chicken to provide eggs as a source of protein.                

How the soil became rich...
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The best way to learn is by doing”, Chiang Mai Urban Farm has demonstrated the possibility to
foster urban food security in the middle of the city

.....the bare soil 
was turning into an 

abundant garden within four 
months, working bit by bit and 

zone by zone, creating 
a sense of place and 

    social engagement.    

‘

’ 

The spirit of the place came from all the groups of people; urban poor community,
homeless people, families, volunteers and government sta�
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A variety of organic vegetables from the farm can be sold to the local people at a fair price

After six months into this experiment of turning dump site 
into an urban farm without monetary support from the 

government, this project showcases the new possibilities 
of using vacant public lands to serve people during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, especially the urban poor people. 
 If vacant lands can be transformed into public spaces where people can propose, 
get involved, and co-create, the city will be more resilient in response to the crises. 

For longer-term, the Chiang Mai Urban Farm project has to find a way to sustain the 
project and negotiate the use of this piece of land for urban food security. 

Urban farming can be a key model for urban transformation, turning vacant lands into
publicgreen spaced to grow food for all people


