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         In 2021, the CAN core team is organising a series of open, online sharing sessions. These 
sessions are organised in response to travel restrictions in most countries, as well as local 
Covid-19 rules, that have curtailed our plans to hold three more citywide workshops. Instead, 
the CAN core team has adjusted the co-ordination process to support our friends in eight 
cities under the theme “Co-Creation Urban Transformation” for their work in response to 
Covid-19. The focus remains on the city-wide level, while ensuring that the network of communities 
are still there to support one another. CAN released the budget as seed funds for eight cities 
to run workshops on their own. 
         The sharing sessions are open to all communities and CAN members and touch on 
topics that support the work we all do on the ground. 

 

         Bjorn Low was our first guest. When Bjorn Low started Edible Garden City, there was no 
urban farming industry in Singapore. In the past nine years, he has designed and built close 
to 250 edible gardens and urban farms, working with commercial developments, malls, 
schools, hotels and restaurants. 
         He joined CAN for a sharing session to discuss his work in Singapore, food security, the 
challenges of Covid-19, and how to work with commercial and government partners to reach 
common goals. 
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         In the first part of the session, Bjorn outlined the local context of Singapore. Below are 
some key facts from his presentation:

Bjorn’s sharing session:
The rise of urban farming in Singapore

Singapore also has a greening policy, which entails that any 
commercial development needs to include greenery and landscaping 

 Singapore was self-sufficient in 1965 and even exported pork 

With the country’s urbanisation and industrialisation, only 1% of land is 
now cultivated. Of that land, only a small percentage is farmland 

Singapore now imports 90% of its food needs 

To ensure food sovereignty, Singapore imports from 170 countries; 
there is also a national rice stockpile, to prevent shortages  

Singapore is now looking to produce 30% of all its food needs in 
10 years’ time
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         Bjorn explained that these local conditions were beneficial for the rise of urban farming. 
His model relies on community engagement with a focus on sustainability and environmental 
impact. His farms include different layers to create food jungles in the city. 
He started with small scale farms and gradually moved on to more ambitious projects. He now 
boats an urban farm on the roof of the Funan Mall as well as other commercial developments 
across the country. 
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         While the Singaporean context is unique, there are lots of lessons to be drawn from the 
success of urban farming projects under Bjorn’s supervision. Following the presentation, 
there was a Q&A with CAN members who asked him to relate to their countries’ experience. 
Questions included  

“What you’ve been doing in Singapore with 
Edible City Garden stands to threaten

big companies, big pharma and the government. 
How do you play that game ”

“How do you convince landlords to forgo high 
land prices and do a really inspiring project

like an edible farm ”

?

?

‘His farms include 
different layers

to create food jungles 
in the city.’ 

Lessons from Singapore: A Q&A with Bjorn
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         The ensuing discussion was fertile and Bjorn’s experience in dealing with different 
stakeholders was extremely valuable. Here are nine lessons from Singapore. 

Look for mutually beneficial ways to engage with the government. When Bjorn 
started Edible Garden City, he avoided all interactions with the govern-
ment as they had the power to shut down this project. Once they had 
built capacity and proven the benefit of what they were doing, the government 
engaged them. Bjorn started with smaller foodscapes to prove the benefits of urban 
farming before moving on to bigger projects. This also convinced commercial 
partners.
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Closing the loop in agricultural systems, especially in the city, should not be a 
government-led initiative. It should be built from the ground up, engaging communi-
ties and society as a whole. The post-Covid world offers a great
opportunity for people to be engaged in this conversation and in the 
rise of urban farm.
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When engaging the government, find common ground and try to solve a problem. In 
Singapore, urban agriculture fits within a series of policies that the government has 
to improve food security and reduce the reliance on food imports. Make yourself 
familiar with your government’s context to find common ground you 
could work on. 
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Growing food locally does not necessarily reduce carbon footprint. 
While Bjorn initially assumed that would be the case, some research shows that this 
assumption might be wrong. However, urban farms bring communities together, 
create nodes within the city, and bring cohesion between social groups and 
districts. In the long run, urban farms offer more intangible than tangi-
ble benefits.
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Urban farms can also engage the elderly. Some older people have agricul-
tural knowledge that is threatened to be lost. They also risk illness if they are idle, 
which can be prevented by keeping active – both physically and mentally. This is 
known as productive longevity. Urban farms offer a great opportunity to 
keep elderly people active, and also embedded in communities.
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Engaging children can be a great place to start.
Promoting sustainability concepts at a young age with a focus on food sustainabili-
ty, farming, etc. can be a powerful drive for change. It’s also a self-sustaining model 
where knowledge can be spread via a training or a platform. Kids are also more 
likely to eat vegetables they have grown themselves! 
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When working with commercial partners, understand their KPIs so 
you can solve a problem with an urban farm. For example, one 
of the most important metrics for malls is footfall. Bjorn therefore measures 
how many people attend workshops, events or even visit the urban farms 
inside malls. This makes it easier to “sell” the urban farm to a developer. On 
the other hand, hotels might be mindful of sustainability; and having an 
edible garden is in line with that mandate. 
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Urban agriculture is also a tool for placemaking.
Undeveloped land or buildings that are waiting for development can use 
urban agriculture to activate the space. Bringing people together, 
discussing what the space could be, what they would like to see, what it 
could look like. This is invaluable input for forward-looking developers who 
want to match their audience’s needs. 
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The next CAN sharing session will take place in the following weeks. Once we have a 
date, it will be announced on the CAN Facebook page so please make sure you follow us!
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Find the business model
that works for your local setting !!

In Singapore, building Edible Garden City
as a social enterprise made sense.

There was enough profit from commercial developments
to support social actions. This will be different in each country
so it is important to find the model that works for your setting

– for example, driving a social movement,
or starting a cooperative. 


