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In autumn 2016 almost 100 urban activ-
ists and innovators gathered in the city of 
Wrocław to create a free space for experi-
ence and knowledge exchange – to create 
Future Jamboree 2016. This space was 
crafted within the principle of unconfer-
ence – which meant that the participants 
would propose topics dear to them and 
those topics would be discussed. But it 
also meant that the topics could change, 
and evolve into other areas of interest in an 
unforeseeable way. The whole idea was to 
make the space resemble the natural way of 
conversing as much as possible – a natural 
way of dialogue during which all the partic-
ipants follow their intuition and nothing is 
planned strictly from start to finish. And to 
make it happen equally for 100 leaders and 
change-makers.

What you have before you is a documen-
tation of this experience. Naturally it is not 
an ordinary after-conference publication, 
in which the panellists or speakers present 
their ideas in a more coherent and “academ-
ic” way. There were no panels during Future 
Jamboree. And so we chose an unorthodox 
way to provide you with a little bit of insight 
into what Future Jamboree was like. 

What you will find in this book is the cre-

ation of eight participants of Future Jam-
boree. Of people who are invested in the 
theme of cities and are in constant search 
for better solutions to improve the lives 
around them. Four of them are illustrators 
who immersed themselves in the conver-
sations to produce visual interpretations of 
what Jamboree was like – enjoy the differ-
ent styles of modern Polish illustrators! An-
other four are participants who translated 
their experience into words that share the 
stories of people who strive to understand 
what is necessary in order to rebuild today’s 
world cities to make them more just and 
more inclusive. These stories are sometimes 
personal and sometimes more abstract and 
theoretical – just like any given story which 
is a start for a good conversation. We hope 
you will use these stories – and the whole 
book – to inspire more thought and more 
action around your own hometown.
Enjoy!

Jan Strycharz
Future Jamboree 2016 Curator

Future Jamboree 2016 – A Story to Tell

text

Jan Strycharz –  economist passionate about the ability of humans’ skills and imagination to change the world for them. 
He co-founded a non-governmental organisation called Workshop for Social Innovation, which aims at boosting creative, 
intellectual and social capital in Poland. He works actively as a project manager, trainer, and researcher within the broad topic 
of human development – both individual and collective.
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William Gibson’s claim that “the future is 
here – it’s just not very evenly distributed” 
has become something of a truism, wheeled 
out in almost every discussion about what 
will and might be. Initially it was interpreted 
in very simple terms – in a world of growing 
inequalities, islands of progress exist that are 
home to new solutions, technologies, ideas, 
and cultural and consumer models imitated, 
ably or otherwise, by other places that are 
more delayed in their development. A “fu-
ture centre” that has become iconic is Silicon 
Valley in California, where the most important 
solutions of the communications civilisation 
emerge.

Here, tens of thousands of start-ups are 
formed every year, developing ideas for 
changing the world. Yet few of them actually 
manage to do so. Nobody knows which of 
these fledgling initiatives will rival Google, 
Facebook or Apple in a few years’ time. But we 
can be certain that they are out there some-
where, working on our future. The concen-
tration of creative and innovative potential 
in Silicon Valley is a good excuse for thinking 
about the nature of development in the world 
today. What made this patch of the USA a suc-
cess, and can this model be copied?

In response to this question, countless sili-
con highway, archipelago and island projects 
have cropped up around the world. Only a 

few of these have been a success, and none 
has become a real alternative to Silicon Valley. 
Since cloning isn’t working, perhaps the rest of 
the world is indeed consigned to copying and 
imitation? The economic crisis ignited by the 
collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008 made it 
clear that we need to pose the problem dif-
ferently. The Silicon Valley model is indeed 
a one-off. Does this mean that the solutions 
developed there are universal? Are we stuck 
with Google, Facebook and Uber?

These were some of the questions asked 
by the participants of the Stockholm Internet 
Forum in 2012. Internet activists and practi-
tioners from around the world arrived armed 
with their laptops made by global companies, 
at first glance looking like representatives of 
the universal, big-city cosmopolitan class 
who feel as comfortable in Stockholm cafés 
as in Lagos. But it soon turned out that this 
coat of universalism concealed sizeable dif-
ferences in experiences, challenges and ways 
of thinking.

It was this incessant tension between the 
communal and the original, local and unique 
that was key to the Stockholm meeting’s suc-
cess. The people there were equal but diverse 

– alike but unlike – and despite their differenc-
es capable of effective dialogue and exchange 
of experiences. This exchange showed that 
places distant from Silicon Valley – the tech-

It’s worth dreaming



hubs, media and fab labs springing up in 
Kenya, Pakistan and India – can be a source 
of important and interesting solutions, inno-
vations and inspirations not only locally, but 
also in other places in the world.

I mentioned the Stockholm Internet Forum 
because it was this event that was the im-
mediate inspiration for Future Jamboree in 
Wrocław, devoted not to the internet but to 
urban issues. There is no more universal and 
yet local experience than a city. Half the peo-
ple in the world now live in one, a proportion 
that will only increase. City-dwellers have to 
contend with similar challenges everywhere, 
related to climate change, providing for basic 
needs, migration, and getting a home and job. 
Ideal, easily copyable solutions do not exist. 
But our intuition suggests that there are prac-
tices and methods for searching for one-off 
solutions which can be shared. And this in-
tuition was confirmed in 2012, when Medel-
lin in Colombia was named the world’s most 
innovative city. Just two decades earlier it had 
gained infamy as the global crime capital.

The experiences of Medellin cannot be 
copied, just as Silicon Valley cannot be copied. 
By analysing the case of this city, though, we 
can identify the mechanisms that triggered 
the process of change. Perhaps change might 
be triggered in other places in a similar way? 
After all, in Brazil, Porto Alegre inspired the 
world with the idea of participatory budget-
ing, while Curitiba showed that one can take 
cities back from cars and return to pedestrians.

The idea of the Jamboree gained the chance 
of becoming a reality when I was invited to 
create the programme City of the Future/
Laboratory Wrocław as part of the European 
Capital of Culture 2016 plans. Accepting this 

idea set a challenge – how could we pursue 
it in such a way that the meeting of urban ac-
tivists from around the world would produce 
the best effect, giving value to participants 
and leaving a lasting imprint in terms of both 
the relationships that ensued and the knowl-
edge generated.

Long discussions between Jan Strycharz, 
Łukasz Maźnica, Inga Hajdarowicz, Dawid 
Sobolak and myself produced a formula. This 
is rendered best by the increasingly popular 
word “unconference”. We decided that at-
tempting to set the course of the meeting’s 
substance and content in advance would 
reduce its chances of doing what we wanted 
the most – enabling absolutely creative, un-
fettered discussion of alike but unlike people, 
with the hope that the creative energy this 
released would unleash not only interesting 
intuitions, practices, and ideas, but also mod-
els on which common knowledge could be 
based.

The key to the success of this kind of ven-
ture was of course the participants. And it 
was indeed they who created our Jambo-
ree, quickly grasping the meeting platform 
set up for them. What were the results of 
this meeting? Counting from the end. First, 
concrete structured knowledge on the con-
temporary city, its residents, problems and 
ways of dealing with them. Knowledge of 
unique value, distilled from so many cultur-
ally, geographically and materially diverse 
experiences. Second, the effectiveness of 
the method was confirmed – cultural dif-
ferences do not get in the way of efficient 
dialogue if it refers to specific practices and 
experiences. Cities were such a universal 
reference point enabling discussion. Third, 



something emerged that only the participants 
can judge, but that is visible just in the social 
network communication – a kind of virtual 
community. In spirit and form, the Wrocław 
Future Jamboree resembled the First Urban 
Movements Congress, except with a broader, 
global reach. It was a remarkable meeting. I 
hope that most of the same people will get 
to meet again in the near future. And although, 
as I mentioned, Future Jamboree was made 
by all the participants, I must again single out 
Inga, Jan, Łukasz and Dawid – they were the 
ones who, discreetly but effectively and for 
many months, worked together with the City 
of the Future/Laboratory Wrocław European 
Capital of Culture Wrocław 2016 programme 
production team to build this remarkable en-
terprise, changing the dream from Stockholm 
in 2012 into a reality.

Edwin Bendyk 
Curator – City of the Future / Laboratory 
Wrocław x
text

Edwin Bendyk - a journalist who focuses on the influence 
technology has on human lives. Since the early 90ties he 
cooperates with one of the most popular Polish weeklies titled 

“Polityka” (Politics). He is also a lecturer – works in Collegium 
Civitas in Warsaw where he leads Centre for Research on 
the Future. Widely recognized city transformation expert 
in the region. Creator and coordinator of many research, but 
also social projects. One of his recent works is the program 

“Cities of the Future / Wroclaw Laboratory” that is a part of the 
European Capital of Culture 2016. Edwin Bendyk also runs 
a research program under the same title within DELAB – a 
Warsaw University’s research unit.
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City of the Future / Laboratory Wroclaw is a one-year long 
program which aims at developing possible scenarios of 
Wrocław’s future. How will we live, how will we produce 
necessary energy, how will we work, eat and play? Which 
changes are already bound to happen within the following 
decades, and which trends we can still shape? Future 
Jamboree was a part of this program.
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“We need a new utopia.” This was how one 
of the participants of Future Jamboree sum-
marised the two days of discussion. This 
phrase about the necessity to come back 
to visions and strategies keeps occurring 
during different activist gatherings I have 
taken part in in recent years. We act in or-
der to make our cities better places, but 
the constant focus on addressing the most 
pressing issues and completing projects 
and results does not leave enough space to 
think about the larger picture. For Future 
Jamboree we invited practitioners who are 
not afraid to defend, demand, reconstruct 
but also imagine an alternative to the un-
desired present, the city they want to live 
in. As the path to this vision we chose just 
and inclusive development. I, as one of the 
organisers, did not clearly define what “just” 
and “inclusive” mean, nor designate partic-
ular paths for achieving it. These directions 
were meant to be co-produced by the par-
ticipants through exchange of experiences 
from their local contexts and struggles. By 
this approach we aspired to join a more 
participatory framework that gives a voice 
to the people and makes them the experts 
of their own lives. This was why we invited 
not intermediaries, but people who work 
in the field, who understand communities 
and their problems, who often face the 

same challenges. We provided a space for 
transfer of knowledge, so important for 
social movements, between practitioners 
of different background, country of origin, 
gender, ethnicity, race, religion, sexual ori-
entation etc., who choose diverse tactics 
to tackle their priority issues and topics of 
interests. I wish we could experience this 
diversity more often in Poland! The various 
initiatives presented during the event gave 
an insight into different urban realities and 
provided inspiration; as did the moments 
when these issues intersected, showing us 
not only the complexity of the urban con-
text we are dealing with but also the neces-
sity to include these diverse perspectives to 
develop a just and inclusive city.

Cities of movements
Growing civic engagement in cities is part 
of a bigger tendency of rising social move-
ments and new bottom-up solutions. In re-
cent decades we have witnessed a profound 
transformation in the relations between 
urban citizens and local-national govern-
ments. The current structures regulating 
social and political life do not respond to 
the problems of the contemporary world, 
characterised by domination of neoliberal 
economic relations, growing accumulation 
of private capital in urban assets and absorp-

The urban utopia – collective call for change



tion of capital surplus. Global changes lead to 
multiplication of crises, but also provide us 
with the communication, research and tech-
nological tools to address them. This is why 
questions about democratic order have been 
asked again, leading to new theoretical ideas 
for solutions as well as their political impli-
cations. In the literature this is often called a 
participatory shift. The city often acts as a 
socio-cultural laboratory that concentrates 
all these processes, where the consequences 
of the current economic and political system 
as well as new pluralistic ideas can easily 
be observed. Urban citizens all around the 
world are looking for democratic alterna-
tives and channels for their local expertise 
and ideas to be heard and implemented. For 
some of them, grassroots initiatives are the 
remedy for a crisis of representative democ-
racy that does not allow their voice to be 
heard. For others, it is the lack of consent for 
a neoliberal order, and bottom-up propos-
als are the attempts to create an alternative. 
These different movements unite under the 
concept of the right to the city, first framed 
by Lefebvre just before the revolt of 1968, 
later on developed by Harvey and Marcuse 
and now used as a point of reference for nu-
merous grassroots movements around the 
world. This is not a right in legal terms, but a 
collective claim to shape the future just city 
through access to decision-making processes 
and appropriation of spaces and resources. 
This concept becomes an umbrella for dif-
ferent initiatives that may represent varying 
interests but at the end have a common goal.

All these perspectives were gathered 
during Future Jamboree while analysing the 
consequences of economic and political de-
cisions and sharing creative and innovative 
ways to approach them. Future Jamboree be-
came a small substitute and a training ground 
for creating this platform between members 
of different issue-based groups, non-govern-
mental organisations, informal collectives, 
local governments and the private sector. 
The main purpose of the event was to throw 
it all on the table, and share tactics, tools and 
challenges, but this does not mean that some 
more general and strategic questions were 
not asked. The differences in perspectives 
and chosen paths encouraged participants 
to ask what should be the long-term results 
of the actions and who should be the agents 
of the change. One of the conclusions was to 
target a full range of stakeholders, but also 
to look for unconventional collaborations. 
An important point was also raised about 
attitudes towards the state and the fact of 
patching holes in the failing public system 
by grassroots initiatives. Some people ex-
pressed their doubts over whether this ac-
tion should simply replace the state, contrib-
ute to the transformation of power structures 
or create political alternatives.

Bridging the gaps
For decades, knowledge, theories and ideas 
for development were mainly produced in 
the global North, 1 representing the polit-
ical interests and priorities of hegemonic 
powers. However, the neocolonial order 

>1  Global North and South divide is related to economic and political inequalities between regions, 
considering countries on the North of the globe (+Australia) as more economically developed and stabled. 
Although it presents very simplistic way of perceiving the world, it is used in this article to underline colonial 
relation between regions.





of knowledge production has consistently 
been undermined. The simple division into 
the developed North and developing South 
and universalised solutions proposed by the 
hegemonic countries no longer apply. The 
persistent resistance of the global South and 
energetic creation of new urban solutions 
forced European countries to stop undermin-
ing their position and search for inspiration 
there. As an example it is worth mentioning 
participatory budgeting, developed in Bra-
zil and the main topic of my sociological 
research, or other alternative approaches to 
urban democracy in numerous Latin Ameri-
can cities.

Undoubtedly, it is not possible to transfer 
new ideas and innovations directly from our 
urban context to another. Problems and their 
priorities will differ depending on the city 
and community. Therefore, growing social 
polarisation, accumulation of income, dis-
mantling of the welfare state, social exclu-
sion, intensified migration or environmental 
threats become a challenge for all countries, 
regardless of their geopolitical position. 
Some of these problems may not be as vis-
ible or concentrated in the global North as 
they are in many cities outside “the centre”. 
Nevertheless, European or American cities 
also face the problem of housing, structural 
racism, and environmental disasters; in the 
same initiatives in urban areas outside these 
regions, they act to fulfil the basic needs of 
inhabitants, not forgetting well-being and 
social relations. This is why the idea of Future 
Jamboree was to bring all these issue-based 
projects together, knowing that each of them 
can be a source of inspiration for others.

Following these broad indicators we were 

able to connect people tackling different 
issues in different geopolitical contexts. 
During the event participants mentioned 
the broad topic of land use by discussing 
revitalisation of post-industrial land and 
different strategies to secure housing, from 
revitalisation of abandoned buildings to 
occupation and stopping evictions. Several 
participants brought our attention to the en-
vironment and scarcity of resources, sharing 
their experience of direct actions to demand 
access to water and fresh air, projects on the 
role of green areas in climate change, capacity 
building for natural disasters or food sover-
eignty and sustainability. Many participants 
shared their interest in green transport and 
waste management, from recycling to upcy-
cling. They also discussed the issue of access 
to information and the role of media in con-
necting actions. We did not shy away from 
one of the most publicly discussed topics 
in Europe, related to refugees and migrants, 
proposing diverse solutions for creating a 
proper infrastructure and inclusive envi-
ronment in hosting countries. A matter that 
traversed many of the described projects 
was community building. Some initiatives 
focused solely on developing social relations 
by organising actions in public spaces and 
creating meeting spots for neighbourhoods, 
but all activists were mindful that democracy 
is not only about procedure and should be 
practised by being together. The stories that 
were told will hopefully become a source of 
inspiration for those dealing with similar 
issues, while for others it will broaden the 
understanding of the multidimensionality of 
urban struggles. The chosen form of uncon-
ference, without hierarchies and boundaries 
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between speakers and participants, enabled 
transfer of knowledge and free discussion 
between people with different backgrounds 
and countries of origins. This was why it was 
important not to have intermediaries for lo-
cal stories, but to hear the voices of urban 
practitioners directly involved in transforma-
tion of their communities. Many scholarships 
were granted to enable their participation, 
yet none could guarantee the real inclusivity 
of the event. English as the working language 
of the gathering was an obstacle for many, 
while the organisers had limited capabilities 
to reach all potential participants. Although 
the event was meant to cross boundaries, a 
few people were stopped by the European 
border regime since they were from coun-
tries that are not welcome in the Schengen 
zone. It was a long way for many to come to 
Wrocław, but Poland seemed to be an ide-
al place for bridging the gap between the 
global North and South due to its semi-pe-
ripheral position – not in the centre, nor in 
the peripheries of power and production of 
development agendas

Intersectionality – layers of diversity
A participatory approach was the dominant 
perspective during Future Jamboree. Most of 
the participants engage with communities on 
a daily basis. While planning or implement-
ing their projects they take into account the 
voices and needs of different groups. The 
next step is to do so without creating bina-
ries and acknowledge that more than one 
category of difference plays a role in exam-
ination of one’s situation. This intersection-
al perspective assumes that there are many 
simultaneous social divisions and identities 

that determine one’s life experience. As they 
imply different political actions and policies, 
we need to analyse interactions between dif-
ferent forms of oppression and systems of 
discrimination to fully understand and plan. 
To give an example, the situation of a white 
woman from the working class will be differ-
ent from the problems of black woman with 
a disability or her neighbour of migrant ori-
gin. While acting on the urban level, they en-
ter the participatory process with their own 
perspective, which is a great value. It is also 
a step towards exercising the right to the city, 
which requires an intersectional approach to 
building coalitions beyond short-term prior-
ities and does not push processes that work 
for one group and exclude the other.

Many participants represented various 
identities and learned the ability to perceive 
relations between these different dimen-
sions. During the summary of the event one 
of the group reminded the others about the 
economic situation that defines the situation 
of urban inhabitants. Gender, race, culture 
and religion were also factors that could 
divide people and determine their position. 
The strongly present topic of refugees visibly 
expressed how the factor of being of migrant 
origin can impede life conditions, regardless 
of gender or social class. Many projects pre-
sented during Future Jamboree drew our 
attention to intersections; the participants 
were exposed to enough different stand-
points that can support them in developing 
their intersectional perspective through 
community work and analysis.

Final remarks – power to the people
And once again, the discussion came back 



to the topic of participation, fieldwork and 
engaging those who experience certain con-
dition in discussion and action. One of the 
results of the event was ten commandments 
for mobilising communities and having fun 
together. The authors called for putting 
faith in the people who know their issues 
better than we do. If we do not experience 
a particular situation or discrimination we 
can become allies, offer tools, research or 
expertise, and use data to build urgency 
towards the issue, but we need to restore 
the value of people’s participation. Even if 
it creates conflicts, the change in status quo 
needs disruption. As practitioners, trainers, 
and community organisers we must create 
local champions, and empower people on 
the ground, so the process continues when 
we are gone. No matter what the just and 
development city of the future will look 
like, these are the first steps towards it.

x
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Inga Hajdarowicz – sociologist and activist. Graduated in 
sustainable urban governance and peace from the University 
for Peace in Costa Rica and sociology from the Jagiellonian 
University. In recent years, she has been involved in urban 
movements, looking for effective tools to include citizens in 
decision-making processes, such as participatory budgeting. 
Seeks inspiration for her work and ideas for change mainly 
in Latin America, where she conducted her study about 
women’s empowerment through participatory democracy 
and shot the documentary La Comuna 9: Reclaiming a City. 
The current migration crisis encouraged her to turn towards 
her previous interests related to human rights and military 
conflicts. Joined the local initiative “Welcome in Krakow”, 
which aims to prepare the ground for refugees who may 
come to Poland also by educating residents of Krakow about 
diversity and volunteering on the Balkan Route.

illustrations

Basia Bugalska – a graduate in graphic design from the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Gdańsk, she also studied in Madrid 
and Valencia. Uses a distinctive graphical language based on 
contrasts, geometry and abstraction. Fascinated by Gdańsk’s 
modernist architecture, for her master’s diploma she created 
an alternative guide to the city. Her works can be seen here: 
www.behance.net/b_serwatka.

“The illustrations which I prepared explore city-related 
themes. People, the city residents, are the protagonists of 
my illustrations. But I intentionally did not put them in the 
illustrations, rather showing everything they created and 
designed: houses, blocks, streets, flyovers, tunnels and green 
belts. The synthetic graphical forms were removed on the 
isometric grid. In selecting this kind of visual narrative I was 
interested in asking questions about the place of the person 
in the urban space. In my illustrations I referred to problems 
connected to mobility, functionalism, separation of traffic 
in the city, suburbanisation and the aesthetic of elevations 
of housing block districts.”
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From 14 to 17 October 2016 over 80 urban 
activists from various parts of the world 
came together to Wrocław to exchange, 
share, work, create, inspire each other and 
recharge their energy for the next battles 
on more just and sustainable futures for 
their cities. The participants from Europe, 
Latin America, Asia, and Africa included 
community workers, researchers, local 
government representatives, community 
organisation founders, activists, designers, 
entrepreneurs, and many other profession-
als who share a belief that the future is urban 
and it is our hands and minds that shape it. 
These fearless individuals do amazing work 
in their cities inventing ways of managing 
urban development to best fit present and 
future communities. I had the pleasure to be 
among them for those inspiring three days 
of Future Jamboree discussions. Our delib-
erations revolved around the meaning of 
contemporary city development, including 
topics such as social inclusion, gender city, 
upcycling and waste management, art and 
culture, community mobilisation and partic-
ipation, mobility problems and many more. 
The open formula of the event allowed us not 
only to choose the most interesting topics 
related to our work but also to shape and 
moderate the content of the conference. In 
the end, the Jamboree event was there for us.

My Jamboree
My Future Jamboree story began with a 
strong belief that the best urban future is 
in spaces we share with others, spaces we 
create in a participatory act of appropriation 
and adaptation. Since the Spanish sociolo-
gist Manuel Castells named the problems 
facing contemporary urban governance, 
no one has invented an ideal solution to 
change the status quo and redesign systems 
constructed by citizens but then failing to 
interact with them. According to him, work-
ing as separate entities, urban authorities 
and citizens may dominate each other but 
they never interact in a meaningful struc-
ture. Castells said that “as a result, we are 
left with urban systems separated from per-
sonal experiences; with structures without 
actors, and actors without structures; with 
cities without citizens, and citizens with-
out cities.” On top of this problem, urban 
governments have increasingly strong ties 
with global economic forces, and produc-
tion of wealth becomes their main objective. 
Urban success is commonly understood as 
economic success, yet the topic of distribu-
tion of wealth is too often bypassed. The 
social implications are omitted in the final 
equation, resulting in cities with poverty, 
unequal access to healthcare and informa-
tion services, socioeconomic disparity, etc. 

Reporting from Future Jamboree 
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Instead of being improved it, urban life is 
becoming an environmental, gender-based 
or economic struggle. The challenge of pro-
viding more space for the voice of society 
requires a major effort from urban gov-
ernments all around the world. However, 
when it overlaps with other socio-spatial 
problems, and/or with a lack of political 
will or insufficient funding, the issue may 
become more complex. This is where I be-
lieve the help of the so-called third sector 
(non-governmental and community-based 
organisations) and activists is essential. 
Their role is to bring the agendas of bot-
tom-up movements into the spotlight and 
allow the improvement of urban systems in 
a collective, contextualised act. 

Having worked on three different fronts 
of urban development – private, public and 
NGOs – I can say that the task of bridging 
the gaps between them isn’t easy. I come 
from the particularly challenged sector 
of architecture and urban design, which is 
believed to be both the cause of and the 
solution to city problems. Tackling environ-
mental decay, air pollution, creating quality 
urban spaces accessible for all, fighting ur-
ban crimes or planning more just develop-
ment – in all these issues there is room for 
an architect to act. Therefore, when Inga, a 
good friend of mine and an engaged urban 
activist from Krakow, invited me to apply 
for Future Jamboree I didn’t hesitate to 
fill in my form. She mentioned that some 
amazing people representing various sec-
tors were planning to come and that the 
open formula of non-conference would 
only boost the interaction between partic-
ipants, thus giving a chance for innovative 

ideas to flourish. I was all in! Equipped with 
curiosity and full of questions on my role 
in the process of sustainable urban trans-
formation, I was ready to go. The prospect 
of spending a few days in Wrocław among 
other “city freaks” was more than appealing. 

Not the first time in Wrocław
After finishing my work at the office in Kra-
kow, I rushed to catch the bus to Wrocław. 
A typically three-hour ride turned into 
over four hours due to the traffic jams on 
the motorway. I wasn’t unfamiliar with this. 
Last year I made that trip dozens of times 
as Wrocław was my home city for over six 
months. I moved there to work in an archi-
tectural bureau. Although the work didn’t 
fulfil my expectations of designing a bet-
ter world, the city left its mark on my heart. 
Wrocław is a city of unique openness de-
spite its dramatic transformation after the 
Second World War. Most of the citizens 
had to leave their ruined hometown, giv-
ing room for new inhabitants who, often 
coming from completely different environ-
ments, needed to recreate both the physical 
and spiritual/cultural fabric of the city. One 
can say that only recent years have brought 
a real, honest pride and understanding of 
Wrocław’s multi-cultural past. There is an 
interesting cultural scene, film festivals, 
museums and alternative art galleries to 
visit. Some city districts, such as Nadodrze 
or Biskupin, have a unique urban character, 
with the former for a long time having been 
a neglected and deprived area. In the last 
three years it has undergone a major revit-
alisation programme, but on the other hand 
it is facing gentrification processes. This 



makes it an important place for local NGOs 
and activists, who try to mitigate growing 
social disparities.

Unlike most of the participants, I did 
know something about the city, but when 
the first Jamboree day started with a guided 
tour I was more than happy to join. The idea 
of city tours led by the Akcja Miasto (Ac-
tion City) NGO is to provide an alternative 
glimpse into the city’s past while promoting 
sustainable means of transport. Wrocław is 
not always beautiful from pedestrians’ point 
of view. Thus their aim is to gather evidence 
on the validity of pro-pedestrian solutions 
such as footpaths at street level instead of 
underground passages. Although improve-
ments are made every year, our guide Jakub 
pointed out some urgent mobility problems. 

During the walk on the streets of Wrocław 
we had the chance to get to know each oth-
er better, talk and share our impressions 
about the city. Omar Urán Arenas – a so-
ciologist from the University of Antioquia 
in Medellin (Colombia) – was an inspiring 
companion. He made me think about how 
dynamic the social movement scene is. In 
2013 I had the opportunity to visit Medel-
lin. While conducting a study in Colombia 
I worked with local communities, the Mu-
nicipality and academic partners to rethink 
Medellin’s urban green belt. Analysing 
connectivity, accessibility and other phys-
ical aspects of space helped to facilitate a 
dialogue between stakeholders and led to 
more inclusive development of the gov-
ernment project. This experience gave me 
first-hand understanding of how the urban 
environment becomes a site of constant 
negotiation. That time the social move-

ments, urban development strategies and 
institutions seamed so progressive to me, far 
more so than in Europe or any other country 
I knew. Omar said that many of them do not 
exist any more, as some projects died with 
the political change and others transformed 
into new ones. But he wasn’t unhappy. The 
strong civil movements that are so typical 
of Medellin were usually forming when the 
local government was making mistakes 
regarding the development plans. Even-
tually the local leaders were able to gain 
enough support to become political actors 
themselves. Some joined the municipality 
and became politicians. With progressive 
politicians the social movements have less 
work and eventually weaken. As a result, un-
monitored government might become lazy 
again. According to Omar, a truly just urban 
environment should be a forum of constant 
dialogue between the two – the civic and 
the municipal agencies. I couldn’t agree 
more. Walking towards the Powstańców 
Śląskich roundabout, we got to know more 
about the city’s past. Jakub had told us that 
before the Second World War the city had 
had some good bike infrastructure solutions. 
These were reintroduced only recently due 
to constant canvassing from pro-bike urban 
movements. This example shows well how 
civic society can provide a needed push to-
wards a change.

Barbara meeting
The tour ended at Barbara – a newly reno-
vated venue located close to the city centre, 
dedicated to workshops, meetings and cul-
tural events. Its refurbishment last year was 
one of the biggest preparatory projects for 
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the European Capital of Culture 2016. The 
bar’s large glazed façade shows its open-
ness to the outside world, people and ideas. 
I like this place for its vibe and the events 
it gathers. Once again we sat in our groups 
to share our impressions from the tour. Eve 
Avdoulos – a young researcher from the 
USA doing her PhD in the UK – shared her 
insights on the need for cross-generational 
design to address different future scenarios 
of development. If we – planners of future 
cities – fix our way of thinking about spac-
es (function and form), we might end up 
creating useless and inappropriate places. 
Detroit, on which Eve is doing her research, 
is a perfect example of such a mismatch. A 
big city, once the car capital of the world, 
needed to completely rethink itself after 
the crisis. Was it because of fixating on 
one strategy for too long? Maybe, but for 
sure diversification is good idea, as Tamaz 
Vashakidze, a Georgian engineer who 
strongly believes in sustainable energy 
revolution, added. He spoke about energy 
production in cities. “Unfortunately de-
centralised energy production has recent-
ly been discouraged by the Polish govern-
ment,” said Magda – an urban planner and 
entrepreneur from Poznań in Poland, shar-
ing her worries about the consequences of 
such regulations for both the environment 
and the economy.

Lunch and a speed dating exercise 
brought many more positive encounters 
and engaging conversations. I got to know 
Leonardo Párraga from Bogota, who three 
years ago formed the BogotArt foundation. 
Together with his team, he transforms mar-
ginalised communities into cultural and art 

hubs. I also met Marina López Planella from 
Barcelona, who is a member of “Barcelona 
En Comú” – a citizens’ platform, born in 
the capital of Catalonia, which started as 
an answer to the disaffection and lack of 
democracy in institutional politics. “We 
wanted to return the power to the people, 
and against all odds, we won,” she said. This 
meeting got me thinking about how quickly 
we are able to test our ideas during Future 
Jamboree. Only this morning I was discuss-
ing civic engagement in Medellin, and now 
another example of citizens’ empowerment 
from a different part of the globe. 

Future City
One of the aims of Laboratory Wrocław 
is to collect ideas on alternative models 
of growth for Wrocław, which might help 
the municipality. With almost one hundred 
activists, Future Jamboree was a perfect 
platform to generate new concepts. The 
topic “Wrocław of the future”, facilitat-
ed by a researcher from the University of 
Wrocław, started a lively discussion that 
divided my group into two almost oppo-
site camps. Each of them with completely 
different future scenarios. The first group 
believed that social change inevitably leads 
to happy welfare states with prosperous 
and open societies investing in common 
good and sustainability. There, people will 
have more time to enjoy their hobbies while 
computers and automation take the burden 
of work off their backs. This was criticised 
by the other part of the group, claiming that 
the reality is far from this idealistic vision. 
There is strong evidence showing polari-
sation of society. This is not only the case 



in so-called emerging or developing coun-
tries, but also in Europe. Probably the most 
commonly used measure of inequality – the 
Gini coefficient, representing the income 
distribution of a nation’s residents – has 
been constantly increasing. In future years, 
this will create many tensions, especially in 
cities. Programmes aiming at bridging the 
income gap should therefore be one of the 
key points in urban development strategies. 
Cities of the future should focus on appro-
priate redistribution of wealth rather than 
its production per se. 

The discussion on the future of Wrocław 
was concluded with a visit to the interdis-
ciplinary exhibition project “the Body”. The 
finissage we all went to took place in the un-
derground part of Pokoyhof passage. The 
bare industrial interior hosted a bold selec-
tion of pieces seeking answers to the ques-
tions about the opportunities and threats 
of our future. The works confronted the 
audience with possible scenarios on human 
interactions with each other and with the 
environment through interventions on or 
with the body. I saw the contemporary jew-
ellery and pieces of clothes contesting the 
gender-based fashion industry. Among the 
exhibited projects was a self-labour kit al-
lowing one to give a birth at home with the 
help of everyday tools. “The Body” made 
me think about how societies will evolve 
in the next 50 years. Will we become even 
more independent?

Gut feeling
Later that evening, while sipping wine at the 
Szklarnia Club, we had the chance to meet 
more participants and share our ref lec-

tions. Agustín Darquea, who came all the 
way from Ecuador, chose Future Jamboree 
over the Habitat III conference. I was very 
curious about how he came to this decision. 
He chose to come to Poland owing to the 
need to share ideas with other likeminded 
people. Spending the last months on UN 
conference preparation and working for the 
local government had been a very intense 
and interesting experience, but he believes 
in combining it with grassroots experiences. 
While working as the Director of Good Envi-
ronmental Practice in the Secretariat of the 
Environment of the Municipality of Quito, 
Agustín was leading projects coming from 
a community-level initiative. Working with 
locals on water and sewage projects, he al-
ways begins by understanding their point of 
view. He said that he tries to follow his gut 
feeling when it comes to decision making. 
Once intuition brought him from Chile to 
New Zealand and then across Asia. I find it 
amazing that this time it made him come to 
Poland and share his experience with us. 

The common good 
The second day of the Jambo started in the 
History Centre Depot – a former industrial 
site with a newly created multimedia exhibi-
tion on Wrocław’s recent history and a con-
ference centre. As I mentioned before, the 
idea of Jamboree was to create a horizontal 
unconference where the participants create 
the content of the seminars. This principle 
allowed the jamborees that day to discuss 
the topics they find most urgent and im-
portant. Among the issues we wanted to 
exchange our views on were: integration 
and inclusion in urban spaces, creation of 



>



pop-up spaces and rebuilding industrial 
areas to meet current demand, mobility 
problems, encouraging citizens to act for 
common good, conflict of interest, green 
urban spaces, “What does the European city 
mean today?”, upcycling in cities around 
the world, zero waste and sustainable 
consumption, problems with air pollution, 
art and culture for city development, com-
munity mobilisation and participation for 
shaping cities. 

I was interested in the subject of commu-
nity engagement and the ways in which civil 
society can be motivated to think about the 
common good rather than their particular 
interests. The seminar, led by Ewa Stokłuska 

– a sociologist working at the Warsaw-based 
NGO called Stocznia – started with intro-
duction of her experiences with launching 
the participatory budget project in the cap-
ital. The participatory budget, which has 
been running for over three years now, en-
gages many people from all over the city in 
discussions over local needs. It has fostered 
deeper dialogue between residents and city 
officials. Although the progress in greater 
social involvement is evident, Ewa remains 
concerned. “What worries me is that when 
we run participatory budgeting people put 
up projects that serve their particular goals 
without keeping the broader community 
and common good in mind,” she said. 

The city is not a collection of privatised 
parts, but rather a whole organism that 
works together and where everything is 
interconnected. Therefore, said Ewa, tak-
ing the needs of others into consideration 
should be something natural. She adds 
that at the moment it’s the opposite. The 

situation is particularly difficult when 
more controversial projects are reviewed. 
Questions such as “Where do we put the 
centre for former drug addicts?” or “Where 
should we build a wasteland?” are still not 
well received. 

“It is a typical not-in-my-backyard prob-
lem, but it’s necessary. Should we force 
them to be more sensitive about others?” 
she asked us. 

“In the Netherlands, this is the role of the 
state,” replied Katusha Sol, a member of 
the Placemakers NGO and a teacher at the 
University of Amsterdam. But while it’s the 
state that implements it, the project itself is 
expected to come from people’s initiatives. 

Unfortunately, not every state is that ef-
fective. An example from India shows that 
its government is not thinking about the 
common good. For example, the wasteland 
in India is usually put outside of the city in a 
little village, just because people there have 
little power to protest. 

“It’s very useful to have a community mo-
bilised to demand and pressure the govern-
ment to do the right thing,” said Vidhya Mo-
hankumar, an architect and urban designer 
from Chennai, India.

“Our government is often inventing 
non-solutions which do not really tackle 
the problem. In Bosnia the local municipal-
ity promised to recycle waste, but ultimate-
ly they didn’t. People were fed up and they 
started doing it themselves,” added Nedim 
Hadrović, filmmaker and activist from Sa-
rajevo. 

“Yes, the initiatives of civil society in tack-
ling everyday challenges might be effective, 
but piecemeal solutions are not making an 
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impact on a larger scale. Especially in the 
case of growing cities like in India, this is 
not enough,” responded Vidhya.

Another voice in the discussion came from 
Marina, member of the municipality from 

“Barcelona En Comú”. She says that although 
the party was elected by people believing in 
the common good, it seems that they aren’t 
fully aware of what the common actually 
means. 

“It is interesting to see that the citizens of-
ten don’t know what they are paying for and 
why,” said Marina. “There are inequalities in 
provision of basic infrastructure between 
the neighbourhoods of which communities 
aren’t aware. They have no idea what caus-
es it and that they can demand changes. So 
even if you are standing on the other side 
trying to improve the distribution of public 
funds and have a political power it’s still not 
that easy.” 

To illustrate this point, she gave an ex-
ample of a major participatory project on 
implementing limited traffic in a super-
block. The new mobility plan is supposed 
to reduce traffic by freeing up nearly 60% 
of streets currently used by cars. The city 
wants to turn them into so-called “citizen 
spaces”. The plan is based on the idea of su-
perblocks – mini neighbourhoods around 
which traffic will flow, and in which spaces 
will be repurposed to “fill our city with life”, 
as its tagline says. But, surprisingly or not, 
many people are against this solution – they 
want cars, noise and pollution. 

“We decided to arrange informal street de-
bates where the members of the planning 
office go out onto the street to argue and 
discuss with citizens. It’s a cathartic event 

where everyone can talk and voice their 
opinion. I believe that only through direct 
contact, speaking with others, can you slow-
ly change their mentality,” said Marina, who 
believes that changes cannot be imposed on 
people, despite how positive they may seem 
to local leaders. 

“Sometimes people come to our public 
debates on participatory budgets but they 
remain fixed on their perspective,” said Ewa. 

“The most common example would be the 
‘war’ between cyclists and car owners. One 
group wants more bike lanes, and the other 
car parks and wider roads. On the one hand 
it’s up to the government to choose what is 
better for the city, but I agree that greater 
results are achieved in participatory ways. I 
would like to do it together, but the results 
are rather discouraging to me. The two 
fighting camps confront each other to death 
for hours, and in the end, when it comes to 
voting, the majority wins. I believe that the 
result isn’t the true voice of the people. The 
group that is more mobilised gathers more 
votes and eventually wins. So my question 
is: how do we know that it represents the 
best solution?”

“I have an example from Warsaw, where 
there was a fatal accident,” added Marcin 
Czerkawski, a member of the Poznań Cy-
clists movement. “After it happened people 
got furious and demanded traffic lights, but 
the local government introduced a differ-
ent solution without asking for opinions. In 
the end they gathered data to prove to the 
community that the situation improved af-
ter their intervention. I believe it’s good they 
made this decision without a participatory 
process and discussions. It would only be 
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a waste of time and money. I believe that 
sometimes you have to force a solution.”

“The issue was not this or that solution but 
the safety which they addressed properly. 
It’s a typical issue of defining the problem; 
not jumping into the solution. Don’t get 
people to find a solution, but to identi-
fy problems,” agreed Philip Ross, former 
mayor of Letchworth Garden City in the 
UK. “After the problem is identified, the 
authorities can bring couple of solutions 
to discuss,” he added.

“How do you make decisions on those 
solutions in Barcelona?” asked Vidhya, cu-
riously.

“If we have a conflict people come and 
then we build a consensus,” said Marina, and 
we all laughed. 

Her response was so free of doubt and 
so casual that it almost felt a perfectly easy 
thing to do. Marina said that they would 
not impose anything if people have valid 
arguments against the solution. For example, 
there were some problems with car owners 
in superblocks. They wanted to be able to 
drive inside the block, which we wanted to 
make a pedestrian-only zone. Their argu-
ment was valid. 

“The key is to let people listen to each oth-
er and they start to understand each other’s 
issues,” Marina added.

“It’s all about education, and I try to do 
that as well, but sometimes, especially in 
times of conflict, we do not have much time 
to discuss, responded Ewa. “If we need to 
make a decision we end up voting. The ma-
jority wins while the rest of the participants 
remain unhappy and discouraged. Is there 
any other way?” she asked.

“Representing the other side – the politi-
cians – I must say that sometimes the gov-
ernment needs to make the right decision 
based on expertise,” said Piotr Sendor, a 
member of the agriculture agency in the 
Krakow local government.

“There are different ways to be conscious 
of the common,” argued Marina. “We have 
this problem with tourism in Barcelona. 
The tourism economy is actually killing 
the city, so we said ‘no more hotels will be 
built’. When we established this law the war 
started, it felt like everyone was against us. 
They called us communists, crazy and all the 
worst. Only the conscious minority knew 
that it was a good direction to go in. After a 
while, as we showed the results in statistics 
and data, and it calmed down. I believe that 
sometimes you need to be brave to make 
an unpopular decision and make the first 
step. There are many examples like this,” 
she concluded.

Wrap-up session
As a summary of the discussions and work 
we defined the key issues that need to be 
addressed in a participatory process which 
strengthens understanding of the common 
good:

There should be a well-planned deci-
sion-making process at the beginning. It 
should be well explained, thus giving peo-
ple the sense of having a real influence on 
the matter they discuss. 

While the municipality should act as a fa-
cilitator of the process, they ought to start 
by defining the issues with people. Under-
standing shouldn’t be taken for granted, as 
cities are the places where social diversity 
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is the greatest. 
Presenting and explaining possible op-

tions and discussing them should be a way 
towards decision making. It is important to 
combine expert knowledge with people’s 
knowledge of the needs and the problems 
they are facing. 

Creating pilot projects and/or prototyping 
allows people see how different solutions 
will work in real life, while some ideas are 
hard to foresee. 

Only face-to-face meetings and discus-
sions on local problems bring real under-
standing.

Experience shows that engaging the com-
munity in implementing the solution creates 
ownership.

So-called watchdogs should be engaged 
in monitoring the actions of the munici-
pality and establishing codes of ethics and 
responsibility. The municipality’s actions 
must be transparent (i.e. the budget, plans 
and their realisation should be publicly 
displayed). 

It is vital to embrace the community spirit 
by backing community initiatives.

We had a lot of fun presenting those key 
aspects to all the participants in the closing 
session on Monday morning. We did so by 
trying to be participatory ourselves. Togeth-
er we played all the selected key words and 
the participants guessed the right answers. 
This creative, improvised method of presen-
tation also helped me to remember the most 
important things we discussed. I believe 
they will stay with me longer this way.

Charging batteries
Later that day, at Szklarnia, Francisco Pérez, 

aka Paquito, confessed that for him this 
event was like charging batteries. Meeting 
people with whom you can discuss your 
ideas, share your everyday challenges, 
and listen to their stories gives you a great 
amount of energy, he said. He and his wife 
run the dérive LAB, an organisation whose 
purpose is to explore, comprehend and in-
spire other (new) ways of living and think-
ing of urban life. They work in Mexico and 
Colombia, consulting for local governments 
and with neighbours and communities to 
recuperate and improve public life. 

I felt that this was a good moment and the 
right person to ask a question that had been 
bothering me throughout those few days. 
I wondered what the term “community”, 
used as often as “sustainability” these days, 
means to him. In the end he was a cultural 
and social psychologist. A community – ide-
alised, homogenous, likeminded group of 
people occupying one territory. How can 
this term fit our contemporary society? Is it 
still valid to use it in cities, which are often 
a home to very different, independent indi-
viduals who happen to care about a certain 
area but maybe then move to another place 
which gives them better opportunities? Can 
we still speak of communities those days? 
Paquito agreed that the term is problematic. 
As a matter of fact, he had had a problem 
with it in the past, and at one conference he 
had suggested replacing it with another one 
which better fits reality. It should rather be 
called “a group of interest”, he claimed. This 
is a group that shares the same or similar in-
terests regarding a certain place or issue. I 
must say that the new term is a better fit for 
my idea of cities as constantly transforming 



complex organisms. 
In cities, people’s desires and needs clash 

in a space, and there the physical space is an 
outcome of these battles. However, it often 
represents particular interests rather than 
the common good I believe it can change. 
As a Krakow-based architect and urban de-
signer, I observe these transformations with 
great curiosity, while struggling to find my 
role in this urban game. More than anything 
I believe that the energy we exchanged will 
catalyse formation of some great ideas to 
move towards more sustainable city de-
velopment across the globe. The Jamboree 
spirit will resonate in my mind, giving inspi-
ration for new collaborative actions in my 
home city.
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I’m Camila Rodrigues Vieira and I come from 
São Paulo, Brazil. Over the last few years, I 
have been involved in sustainable urban 
initiatives and discussions aimed at trans-
forming public spaces as well as the way we 
produce food. Some of those sustainable 
initiatives and discussions include the revit-
alisation of squares, technologies for waste 
management, and urban farming. Today, I’m 
a graduate student of public policy, and I got 
really excited about participating in Future 
Jamboree in Wrocław and talking to people 
about our experiences and trying to find a 
blend between information, practice, the-
ory, and, why not, inspiration. 

Meeting people with fascinating back-
grounds from every corner of the world to 
share thoughts and experiences deserves a 
chapter in my continuous journey of person-
al-collective transformation. It is impossi-
ble to think about city development today 
without conceiving the wide participation 
of people in shaping the reality in which 
they live and desire to live.

Future Jamboree was my first unconfer-
ence. When I looked at the event’s brochure 
for the first time I thought, “What exactly 
does that mean?” It was one of the best 
gatherings I have experienced in my life. It 
showed me that there is no better way of 
talking about city development without 

having, from the start, a communication en-
vironment that promotes real engagement. 

At Future Jamboree, it was clear to me that 
civic engagement means active and proac-
tive participation. I interpret this as the abili-
ty and willingness to mobilise energy to cre-
ate positive and concrete transformations 
in a neighbourhood, village, or community, 
and in so doing, generate opportunities for 
transformations also to happen in other 
places! It is the mirroring of an inner enthu-
siasm and confidence that becomes exter-
nalised through interactions. No matter how 
small an initiative is, it is the sense of pur-
pose that each person brings to it that makes 
the whole participation process meaningful. 
Most of the participants were self-starters! 
They had a wish that things could be better; 
they had an idea in mind and started to act 
upon it. Although the context and environ-
ment on many occasions do not seem to be 
open to a thorough change, all participants 
demonstrate their persistence in facing up 
to all challenges because they know what 
they are doing is meaningful and is meant 
to embrace people with their wishes and 
concerns. I could clearly feel this from every 
participant I had the opportunity to interact 
with at Future Jamboree!

Participation enables continuous learn-
ing. As we are living through huge collective 

Future Jamboree – a story to write 
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challenges, the exchange of thoughts and 
positive emotions on how we can improve 
city living is a welcome invitation for all 
people who are concerned with solutions – 
more than focusing on a problem itself, get-
ting together. What I think was a common 
thought among participants is that putting 
too much focus on the problem itself rather 
than on people and what they can do about 
it distances us from the potential that ex-
ists in moving towards a collective action 
to change that problem. This reveals to me 
a paradox in society; one in which people 
become worried about a problem and at-
tach so much importance to it that they al-
low themselves to feel stuck. When we give 
some weight to a problem and focus more 
on people and their abilities, we allow our-
selves to start doing something and learn 
with those experiences. Most often we will 
not have all the information we need before 
acting. The more complex the environment 
is, the less information we have about it. 
However, I think it is only when we expose 
ourselves to new situations that we discover 
that we are in an ongoing and enthusiastic 
learning process.

In one of the group panels we had during 
Future Jamboree, this issue was raised when 
one participant shared her experience in 
working in NGOs. She mentioned that the 
perceptions of NGOs and donors about 
time and goals are on many occasions com-
pletely different. While the work of a NGO 
toward a specific goal is a long-term process 
that evolves through time, she continued, 
donors demonstrate their preference for 
a goal to be achieved, at most, some years 
after the project starts, and their focus is 

on preparing set milestones and expected 
results not only to guide the later perfor-
mance evaluation of the project but also to 
justify the financial support. 

We all agreed that we live in a culture that 
has put too much emphasis on results rath-
er than processes. I think this also relates to 
the fact of culture, stressing all the time that 
we can have a sense of security if we know 
what we are going to reap results before we 
even start doing things. However, the com-
plexity of challenges doesn’t leave room for 
having certainty over where it will lead us, 
as it depends on how each person under-
stands and responds to the environment.

For this reason, when we talked about 
participation at Future Jamboree, it became 
evident to me that that the sense of security 
must first start within each individual. Peo-
ple must be confident about themselves and 
what they are doing to continue pursuing 
the positive changes they want to see in 
cities. People must be confident that the 
promotion of an open environment where 
everybody feels comfortable in learning 
and sharing is what enables trust in the 
processes. In that way, we create motiva-
tion for other people to act and also allow 
for something significant for everyone to 
emerge from those interactions. 

But we shouldn’t disregard the results part 
completely. Results are useful for setting 
the ground rules of collective commitment 
and for allowing us to see how much we 
could improve things through our initiatives. 
Even when we put a goal in mind it has a tar-
get, regardless of the timeframe. However, 
an overemphasis on “expected results and 
milestones” may cramp creative processes 





and fluid interactions, and more than that, 
remove any sense of enjoyment people may 
be having in working to produce a change. 

It seems that a balance between “process-
es” or “results” is needed. I think we are still 
learning how to promote that balance so as 
to guarantee space to be ourselves in exer-
cising our creativity as well as materialising 
and seeing what we wish for or have in mind 
happening in front of us. 

On many occasions during Future Jambo-
ree we said how much we could learn with 
our shared experiences and how important 
it was for us to create a supportive network. 
Although we didn’t go through the same ex-
perience of another person, we could find 
similarities between our quests. 

The wellness of people matters – this is 
the ultimate goal, regardless of where we are 
or come from, or the field in which we are 
doing something. Some people started an 
initiative or decided to participate in a local 
action because they were directly affected 
by a disrespectful context that led them to 
stand for their self-integrity and that of their 
community. Some others found motivation 
in prosocial values, such as fairness, altruism, 
and reciprocity to engage in local action – on 
many occasions with the aim of reinforcing 
those same values. And some other people 
took the plunge for both reasons. 

There were innumerable examples of civ-
ic engagement aiming to provide for basic 
needs and offer the basic conditions for 
good living in cities. 

Tons of waste disposed improperly in 
Ghana led Alhassan Baba Muniru to act to 
raise the awareness of young people on the 
importance of giving a proper destination to 

waste, and, consequently, to improve health 
and sanitation in the cities of his country. 
Recycle Up! – the initiative he co-founded 

– has brought not only awareness to young-
sters but also opportunities for this gener-
ation to develop environmentally friendly 
businesses after a series of training sessions 
on environmental issues. 

On many occasions, Stella Nakawuki saw 
the effect of many plastic bottles being dis-
posed improperly in Uganda – flooding as 
a result of bottles blocking water drainage. 
She took the plunge in Kampala and started 
using those same bottles to build durable 
houses! Today, she also teaches this tech-
nique of bio-construction to people who are 
concerned about sustainability in our world 
and interested in upcycling plastic bottles.

One of the biggest surprises of Future 
Jamboree was definitely when these two 
guys and six more participants, after get-
ting together in one of the open talk ses-
sions, came up with “Upcycle the World” 

– a speedy initiative created from scratch in 
less than an hour that brought the energy of 
the group into a new project. 

From Egypt, Nasreldin Soliman applied 
his skills in engineering to make a laughing 
and talking bin as a way to incentivise kids 
to throw waste in the correct place. This 
definitely shows that small interventions 
can produce very positive effects in our en-
vironment, and we can do this in a light and 
funny way too. 

Access to proper food, free from chemicals 
and their potential negative consequences 
to human health, is what Anna Kordas pro-
poses with the Poznań Food Cooperative. 
The PFC has created ways to connect small 
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local food producers and consumers who 
are looking for healthy food, and in so doing, 
make food available for reasonable prices 
while it reinforces the local economy. Tra-
ditional food production has generated 
tons of bad-quality food, and for a long 
time consumers had food full of chemical 
preservatives. This is definitely a way of 
saying “enough!” to food with chemicals 
and embracing what past generations had 
in abundance. 

And who can survive without water? Eko 
“Dodok” Kuswanto faced up to his concerns 
over this issue when his community sudden-
ly ran out of water in the city of Yogyakarta, 
Indonesia. The water wells that supply the 
villages in town became dry after a luxury 
hotel opened in the vicinity and began us-
ing the water available in the region to fill 
its swimming pools and supply water to the 
hotel rooms. He went to the front of the ho-
tel and took a shower with soil as a protest. 
This approach received a lot of attention, 
as he displayed the courage to individually 
start giving a voice to a problem in his com-
munity. 

Clean air is a concern too. Andreas Martin 
Speiser has supported the clean-air “Smog 
Alarm” initiative in Poland, and he is now 
working on a new campaign to raise aware-
ness of people on the consequences of air 
pollution – including the pollution pro-
duced by households which use solid fuels 
for heating during the winter.

Future Jamboree also had the participa-
tion of people who are concerned about 
how we are interacting in cities and in which 
ways we can improve communication and 
exchange between people. 

Beata Kowalska is engaged in Welcome 
to Krakow – an initiative that aims to raise 
awareness on the refugee crisis and pro-
mote intercultural understanding in Polish 
society. She decided to embrace this cause 
after seeing the news on the journey of ref-
ugees to Europe in summer 2015. Although 
Poland is not one of the main destinations 
for refugees in Europe, she committed 
herself to this initiative after hearing hate 
speech in her country against the refugees. 
She believes that every person deserves re-
spect, and together with journalists, lawyers, 
and academics, she aims to create venues for 
intercultural dialogue in Poland. 

Cathelijn de Reede and Jörg Jesse are 
also engaged in creating opportunities for 
dialogue. They created an initiative called 
Bench Collective in the Netherlands, with 
the aim of bringing neighbours together to 
spend time with one another by setting up 
an open living room in front of houses and 
buildings. Every person can open this living 
room on the pavement in one’s own town. 
This initiative does not just relate to intrin-
sic motivations, i.e. enjoyment of being with 
other people, but also offers an important 
alternative for cities where there is a lack 
or limited access to public spaces in which 
people can freely interact with each other. 

And what can we say about media activ-
ists? Nedim Hadrović from Bosnia and Wes-
ley Prado from Brazil believe that the media 
is a tool for inspiration and empowerment 
for people to engage in local movements 
against the pronounced inequalities in 
society. They have produced contents in-
tended to generate democratic debate and 
to challenge power relations in their coun-
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tries. They have covered, in their respective 
work, issues which have been ignored or 
partly covered by local and international 
traditional media, such as the challenge of 
investigative journalism in the Balkans and 
the consequences of the worst environ-
mental tragedy in Brazil’s history, after the 
burst of a mining dam in the city of Mariana 
in November 2015. 

Prosocial values, such as fairness, reciproc-
ity, and altruism, have moved these people 
to mobilise their energy to change the cur-
rent state of affairs in cities. 

City transformations also depend on the 
contributions of architects and urban de-
signers. At Future Jamboree, they demon-
strated what they have been doing. 

Vidhya Mohankumar from India is one ex-
ample. She made an incredible presentation 
about her work at the Urban Design Collec-
tive (UDC). She demonstrated how people 
could change spaces to facilitate mobility. 
In Chennai, people have been exposed to 
a scarce pavement system. It is hard for 
people of all ages to move around in town. 
So UDC asked people to imagine how the 
road they are used to travelling every day 
could look in the future. Then they were 
asked to visually represent what they had 
in mind, and the final product was a sketch 
containing the contributions of all residents. 
This sketch was realised, and people became 
confident that their contribution is vital for 
changing shared public spaces. Moreover, 
they recognised that they have the power 
to do it. Vidhya said it could only be possi-
ble because of the remarkable participation 
of stakeholders, including the local public 
administration. 

The example of UDC shows a feature 
of many projects intended to transform 
cities – the combination of top-down and 
bottom-up initiatives. When they are com-
bined they can strengthen each other. Fran-
cisco Aiuc also told us about the project in 
which he participated in Mexico City. The 
aim of the project was to create commercial 
distribution channels for the organic food 
produced in the surrounding areas of Mexico 
City. What is fascinating in his project is the 
fact that top-down and bottom-up efforts 
fit together reasonably well during the im-
plementation phase to produce successful 
results. 

Finding a space to discuss and participate 
in important themes of a city’s agenda with 
the public administration has for many years 
been a tough task for citizens in most parts 
of the world. In recent years, pressure from 
civil society coupled with management re-
forms has opened new participatory venues 
beyond the traditional participatory mech-
anisms. One of these new mechanisms is 
the participatory budget, which allows the 
broad participation of people in deciding or, 
at least, influencing the decisions of local 
governments on cities’ budget planning 
through a series of recurrent meetings. 

This issue united two participants of Fu-
ture Jamboree – Inga Hajdarowicz from Po-
land and Omar Urán Arenas from Colombia. 
Inga has been engaged in urban movements 
in search of effective democratic tools that 
enable wide participation of citizens in de-
cision-making processes. She met Omar in 
Medellin, where he worked as a coordinator 
of participatory budget and local planning. 
In Medellin’s district 9, Inga shot her doc-



umentary La Comuna 9. Reclaiming a City, 
which may well serve as an inspiration for 
communities around the world to discuss 
and decide on how public resources should 
be allocated. Community members get to-
gether to identify spending priorities, they 
draft and vote on proposals, and later on 
city officials hear those proposals and im-
plement them. 

Omar proposed a discussion on demo-
cratic tools in one of the sessions. He told us 
about Medellin’s experiences with a partici-
patory budget and said that this mechanism 
can improve transparency, accountability, 
and equitable public spending. He remem-
bered the case studies of participatory bud-
gets developed in Brazil in the last 10 years 
with very positive results. I expanded the 
conversation by mentioning that participa-
tory budget practices in the country paved 
the way for participation to occur also in 
the design of São Paulo’s new master plan. 
This was a proposal put forth by the city’s 
town hall and involved the broad participa-
tion of the population. “How come?” one 
of the participants asked me, adding, “Is it 
possible that a top-down initiative can re-
ally be open to bottom-up contributions?” 
Thousands of people participated in the 
process, which involved activities related 
to specific themes, exchanges with different 
segments of the population, face-to-face 
meetings, and online proposals. The new 
plan received more than 10,000 contribu-
tions from in excess of 25,000 participants, 
and the population reviewed the final text 
before its approval in 2014. The planning 
part was challenging but successful as a 
result of broad participation. The issue is 

now in its implementation phase. Although 
25,000 is an impressive figure, it represents 
far less than 1% of the city’s population. The 
current challenge is to scale up participation 
during this new stage.

Yes, top-down and bottom-up initiatives 
can converge. While we see an invigorating 
participatory movement, with more and 
more people demanding and creating spac-
es for their voices to be heard, we can also 
verify that public administration is changing. 
Changes in the public administration seem 
to be extremely slow for those looking in 
from the outside. But this may not neces-
sarily be the point of view of many public 
officers who are constantly dealing with the 
public administration’s processes. 

During Future Jamboree, Marina López 
Planella shared with us what has been the 
role of the “Barcelona En Comú” platform 
in shaping democratic participation in the 
city of Barcelona. She said that this platform 
was created as a response to the increasing 
dissatisfaction of the population with the 
lack of democracy in institutional politics 
after the economic crisis in Spain, which led 
to the emergence of new local socio-polit-
ical movements. The platform emerged to 
empower people and, at the same time, to 
restore their role in the democratic pro-
cess. She said that the idea is to gather all 
this collective intelligence and put it into 
action, i.e. to serve people, making politics 
with them and not against them. The plat-
form grew and received support from the 
population, and now it is governing the city 
of Barcelona. 

Contributing to a responsive government 
is also a great concern for Agustín Darquea 
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from Ecuador. He is the current director of 
good environmental practice at the Secre-
tariat of the Environment in the city of Quito, 
Ecuador. For many years, he has developed 
design and implementation plans of integral 
environmental management programmes 
for enterprises and schools. He believes in 
the power of simple interventions to raise 
people’s awareness on the current challeng-
es the world is facing with regard to sustain-
ability. He thinks that simple daily actions 
are meaningful and we have to persist in 
our efforts to create better ways of relating 
to the environment to also improve living 
conditions for people. To change a life-
style is definitely not an easy task even for 
an individual – let alone collectively. Even 
though he knows that this is challenging, he 
remains open to thinking about new ways of 
achieving it. At the Secretariat of the Envi-
ronment, he developed an initiative called 

“Quito Sostenible” – an environmental dis-
tinction which every year recognises the 
efforts of people in neighbourhoods and 
enterprises in reducing negative impacts on 
the environment. The distinction is given to 
activities related to natural heritage protec-
tion, sustainable mobility, and sustainable 
waste management, to name but a few. This 
is an important way of incentivising and re-
warding the good sustainable practices that 
emerge in society. This is not only a benefit 
to those who started the initiative, but also 
a way of stimulating people across the pop-
ulation to adopt more sustainable lifestyles 
as well. 

Krzysztof Pokorski is also creating new 
communication channels with the popula-
tion within a government body. He works 

at the Centre for Social Development of 
the City of Wrocław. He thinks that each 
stakeholder has specific and essential 
resources that make any public initiative 
move forward. His concern is in matching 
all stakeholders to achieve common bene-
fits. Recently he worked in a project called 

“I support Wrocław,” which aims to co-cre-
ate events in the city. People who decide to 
volunteer receive a training and motivation 
package, which is a very attractive activity 
for people who wish to be involved in the 
development of Wrocław’s cultural agen-
da. Once more, this is further evidence that 
there are people within government bodies 
who are willing to move things forward. 

There are even more people with incred-
ible examples and attitudes, and this story 
is just a fraction of what happened at Future 
Jamboree. 

After Future Jamboree, I can definitely say 
that…

Active participation has no borders… and 
stirs boundless possibilities. From every 
example of every corner of the world, there 
was something to learn about and a story 
to share. I believe that Future Jamboree was 
intended to promote shared experiences 
and innovative thoughts, but I think, in the 
end, it was also a form of celebrating all the 
things we achieved before coming to the 
event besides celebrating the meeting itself. 
That moment in which we can look around 
and say, “Hey! There are so many people that 
think like I do”, or “There are so many people 
who came with different ideas. Those ideas 
will definitely assist me in improving what 
I’m doing now or want to do.” 

No matter the role or the field, every per-



son can do his/her best to transform cities. 
It was a three-day event – a very intense 

one from beginning to end with conversa-
tions that could last much longer. Those 
precious moments will not be forgotten. 
They were part of a larger learning process of 
discovering and rediscovering. Reiterating 
what has been done up to now to allow for 
new projects to come about and start taking 
shape. 

On the first day of the event, we had an 
exercise with cards in which we looked at 
them and thought about what the elements 
on the cards told us about the future we 
want to see in cities. If you want to join in 
this exercise I would like to ask you…

How do you want to create the future of 
the city you live in? 

text

Camila Rodrigues Vieira – originally from São Paulo, Brazil. 
A master’s student in public policy at the Hertie School of 
Governance in Berlin, Germany, she also holds a bachelor’s 
degree in international relations. In recent years, has been 
increasingly involved in initiatives aimed at restoring the 
sense of belongingness, especially through nature immersion 
and sustainable activities, and deploying technology and 
knowledge for improving allocation of available resources.

illustrations

Szymon Szelc – graduate of the Academy of Fine Arts in 
Krakow, he obtained his diploma in the visual narration 
studio. Mostly works on drawing, comics and illustration, and 
occasionally on painting. For some time has been developing 
the graphic novel Długa droga w Kosmos (A Long Way into 
Space). His creative work mainly revolves around the motif 
of exploring new worlds.

“In my drawings for Future Jamboree I decided to unleash my 
imagination concerning the potential image of the future 
of cities and to capture several events involving the course 
of the conference itself. I also carried out a sequential 
illustration presenting the development of cities from 
villages, via the densely urbanised city, to a vision of the 
future full of tall buildings and gliding hovercrafts, while 
preserving a touch of tradition.” 

x
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The lecture about big and complex social 
research concerning Wrocław’s possible 
future  ended with a fairy tale. Dr Kamila Ka-
mińska explained a “magical” methodology  
to us that she constructed and used in order 
to talk with children about the city’s future. 
And then we started to dream.

Countryside or city?
Urban innovators and activists from around 
the world gathered in Wrocław for Future 
Jamboree 2016. During one of the event 
workshops they were given cards similar to 
the popular game Dixit and asked to imag-
ine what a city could and should look like in 
20 or 40 years. Many participants would like 
to have breeding animals, kitchen gardens 
and many green areas in cities. The results 
were quite surprising for me. Developing 
green areas is quite an obvious idea, but 
the others? I find this vision interesting, 
and that it somehow represents what I per-
sonally would like to have around me. But 
then I realised that the image reminded me 
of my summer house in the Polish country-
side. Breeding animals and kitchen gardens 
are stereotypically associated with places in 
the country.

Being aware that the exercise was more 
about imagining than realistic planning of 
the (near) future of cities, I started to think 

about the differences between the country-
side and a (future) city. I am sure that they 
are not only in human density. For me a city 
is a place of mobility, diversity, movement, 
crowds, but feeling at home as well. And 
that feeling is cosiness, peace, safety and 
my nearest and dearest. Cosiness and safe-
ty are physically associated with plants and 
the colour green. We want more nature in 
our life, not only because of rational under-
standing of the urban influence on citizens 
and the Earth.

Green has many positive physical and psy-
chological effects. In a green area a body be-
comes more relaxed. Green makes us calm 
and invigorates us at the same time. Not 
being so stressed helps in avoiding many 
diseases. Additionally, green plays a part in 
increasing human creativity and stimulating 
the pituitary gland. The best colour to live 
with! The participants wanted to replenish 
it with “living nature”. I wonder if that will 
be easy.

The urban population by 2020 will have 
grown to around 65%.  In 2050 it will be al-
most 85%.  Thinking globally about urbani-
sation makes us imagine one big global city 
with very few villages. Actually the world is 
not changing homogeneously. Take a look 
at the UNICEF urban map  and see how ur-
ban your country is and will be. It is easy to 

What is a city?

http://www.miastoprzyszlosci.wroclaw.pl/foresight_spoleczny/
http:// http://www.who.int/gho/urban_health/situation_trends/urban_population_growth_text/en/
http:// http://www.who.int/gho/urban_health/situation_trends/urban_population_growth_text/en/
http:// http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/urbanization/urban-rural.shtml
http:// http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/urbanization/urban-rural.shtml
http://www.unicef.org/sowc2012/urbanmap/
http://www.unicef.org/sowc2012/urbanmap/
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notice that only some parts of the world 
will rapidly become more and more urban. 
The others will stay more rural. How will 
the influx of people from the countryside 
to cities change urban space? I have some 
doubts over whether it is possible to com-
bine our dreams about green (and somehow 
rural) cities and the undeniable and unstop-
pable flow of people. It is not only about 
more and more people that are going to live 
in cities. It is also about growing urban den-
sity and more people in total in the world. 
So is the vision of innovators and activists 
gathered at Future Jamboree an unrealisable 
utopia?

On the other hand, that movement to 
cities is very often dictated by the econo-
my. Changing one’s place of living for a big, 
crowded and grey city is not always peo-
ple’s choice. But what they always want is 
to feel good, in surroundings where they are 
free. The “right to city” movement is exactly 
about making cities homes. If kitchen gar-
dens are part of that understanding, this will 
be fulfilled one way or another, even from 
bottom up by guerrilla gardening. The most 
visible evidence could be a maple planted 
by participants nearby an event venue. They 
did it with a true belief that it is a good 
thing and will somehow commemorate 
the common Jamboree idea for city future. 
“Let’s hope it will grow strong and big, as 
a symbol of Future Jamboree as a hope for 
our Mother Earth,” they wrote. Other par-
ticipants launched a group called “Upcy-
cle the World”. Now you can find them on 
Facebook  and see how they transform their 
Jambo energy into action. 

Right after the Future Jamboree unconfer-

ence in Wrocław ended, the United Nations 
Conference Habitat III in Quito, Ecuador 
began. The UN agreed on the New Urban 
Development Agenda,  which is described 
simply as “a right to the city”. Maybe our 
Dixit dreaming was not so utopian? And 
the participants of the Jambo doing a bot-
tom-up job will meet in-between with the 
governments that agreed on the new Agen-
da? Let’s hope it will happen!

European = human or just rich?
Another event during the Future Jamboree 
2016 programme was round tables. The par-
ticipants proposed a dozen or so subjects 
that were discussed in several rounds. There 
were many about culture, art, upcycling, 
safety, local communities, future housing 
or similar. The one which I found the most 
interesting was called “What is the Europe-
an city?” The discussion gathered people 
from Europe, Latin America and Africa. We 
confronted the image of the European city 
from various perspectives – inside and out-
side Europe, Western and Eastern Europe. 
Karsten Michael Drohsel described how 
many different ways of thinking about Eu-
rope he saw mostly in Eastern and Southern 
Europe during his gamicipation (a combina-
tion of (city) games and civic participation) 
job with his organisation Sankt Urban Ber-
lin.  The Armenian way of transforming their 
cities into “European” ones was understood 
predominantly as erecting buildings from 
glass and steel using high-quality materials, 
clean and shiny without any signs of cultur-
al heritage. The general outside image was 
described as an orderly, rich, inclusive and 
in general ideal place for living. Europeans 

http://www.facebook.com/utheworld/
http://www.facebook.com/utheworld/
http://https://www.thenewstribe.com/2016/10/21/habitat-iii-un-conference-agrees-new-urban-development-agenda/
http://https://www.thenewstribe.com/2016/10/21/habitat-iii-un-conference-agrees-new-urban-development-agenda/
http://www.sankturban.berlin/
http://www.sankturban.berlin/
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agreed on it being rather a wish, not reality. 
We all agreed that values that are more or 
less important in Europe try to make Euro-
pean cities (more) human. 

“What does human mean?” we asked. A 
participant from Uganda reminded us of the 
final speech from the Charlie Chaplin film 
The Dictator.  It is really worth seeing again. 
The main character, Adolf Hitler as played 
by Chaplin (note that the film is a comedy), 
said, “You, the people, have the power to 
make this life free and beautiful, to make 
this life a wonderful adventure. Then, in the 
name of democracy, let us use that power, 
let us all unite.” It was a nice summary of the 
round table, but how can we make a real ac-
tion and change based on that message?

Not even the European city was easy to 
define. My other thoughts about specifying 
the city as a term did not bring me any clos-
er. Even though I am aware of being some-
how Eurocentric, I probably cannot think in 
another way entirely. My travels are still not 
so far away, and the most distant ones have 
not been long enough. Reading, watching, 
or even talking to people from very distant 
countries would not help me to understand 
this non-European perception. The Jambo 
helped me to discover (but still not fully 
understand) some other perspectives on liv-
ing in and creating a city. Then it is my turn 
to experience them, at least a little. Maybe 
that potential openness for accepting the 
existence of different lifestyles (depending, 
for example, on culture, natural conditions, 
economics and politics) and other living 
conditions is a first step. 

And even though it all may sound naive 
and boring, because it has been said a hun-

dred million times before, it is not easy to 
achieve. It is not obvious to ask myself all 
the time, “and what if it is not like that?”, 
“is it convenient for others?”, “what impact 
will what I do here have worldwide?” This is 
part of my Eurocentric or even Polish way of 
individualistic thinking. It is hard to change 
this point of view from myself to society.

At the same time, “the Jambo”, or any oth-
er (un)conference, is not a meeting of walls 
sitting in front of each other, but commu-
nicating people. As I probably do not fully 
understand other perspectives, just getting 
to know them develops my way of thinking. 
I did not know about the “European” way of 
transforming Armenian cities, but I realised 
how Europe influences some regions and 
that we need more such meetings to change 
such harmful stereotypes.

Difficulties in defining common urban needs 
(the North-South divide)
Even if the Jambo was a real opportunity 
for bringing the South together with the 
North, there were visible differences be-
tween ways of thinking. These were mostly 
about various challenges that the South and 
the North face, as I mentioned before. For 
that reason, even when we dream about a 
similar future in cities, we probably see 
different steps in between. Each region and 
continent has its own difficulties connect-
ed with the economy, politics, culture, and 
– which we sometimes forget – the natural 
environment. 

Eko “Dodok” Kuswanto from Indonesia 
collaborates with the local NGO The Ur-
ban Poor Consortium, which helps poor 
marginalised inhabitants exact their rights. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7GY1Xg6X20
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7GY1Xg6X20




In 2014, he protested against an exclusive 
hotel that used almost all the water stock in 
his neighbourhood. In front of that building 
he pretended to have a shower, but instead 
of water he used soil.  This attracted the 
attention of public opinion and the media. 
Communities with a similar problem start-
ed to voice it as well. Other NGOs, such as 
those connected with anticorruption proj-
ects, started to think about the additional 
consequences of such shady businesses. 

A Uganda-based participant, Stella Na-
kawuki Lukwago, focuses in her job at the 
Social Innovation Academy  on upcycling. 
She took part in a project about collecting 
plastic bottles from gutters in order to pre-
vent a flood in the city of Kampala. This 
kind of natural disaster happens from time 
to time in Uganda’s capital, and the bottles 
clog water outlets. During the activists’ ac-
tions, inhabitants join them. They learn how 
to use recyclable materials again and why it 
is important for the region to do it. Lukwago 
specialises in making houses from plastic 
bottles and teaching others. 

What Kuswanto or Lukwago face is dif-
ferent from the challenges of Mexico City, 
for example. Francisco Pailliè Pérez, a Co-
lombian based in Mexico, co-founder of 
dérive LAB,  told us a story about making 
bikes popular in Mexico City. In a city of al-
most 9 million people – and 19 million in the 
metropolitan area – transport is one of the 
main topics. Gridlocks, air pollution, pub-
lic transportation costs, and time spent in 
traffic made the city hall think about bikes 
as a partial solution for some of these 
problems. About 15 years ago they started 
to build a cycle infrastructure. They knew 

it could not be everything. Cycling in the 
city was not popular among some social 
strata. Bikes were associated with poverty. 
The common way of appreciated transport 
was using (expensive) cars. The unofficial 
way for city hall to change this was to place 
city bikes for rent in posh districts with the 
aim of interesting youngsters not in buying 
cars, but in using bikes. As a result, cycling 
came into fashion. Nowadays the city bike 
system is comprehensive. It includes a good 
infrastructure and big cycling events (e.g. “la 
Gran Rodada” (“Critical Mass”) and a ciclovía 
every Sunday) organised in order to support 
cyclists and encourage others to make that 
“cultural change”. 

Known for its bike culture, the Nether-
lands faces other challenges. BenchesCol-
lective  try to answer them. Set up by 
Cathelijn de Reede, the organisation refers 
to a tradition of having benches in front of 
houses. The more cities grow, the less such 
pieces of furniture can be found. Amster-
dam, where de Reede works, has for many 
years become more and more of an inter-
national city. Many people from around 
the world move in, others move out. Such 
changes do not help with feeling at home. 
So the idea is quite simple. Everyone can 
register their bench on the BenchesCol-
lective website. Write when, where and 
what they want to do. Is it an open cafe? 
Or maybe dance class? “When you use a 
pavement as a shared living room you get 
to know your neighbours” – you can hear in 
their promo video. In a multinational, lively 
and fast-changing city knowing and stay-
ing in contact with neighbours is not easy. 
The Bench can be a pretext to get to know 

http://www.socialinnovationacademy.org/
http://derivelab.org/
http://www.bankjescollectief.nl/en/
http://www.bankjescollectief.nl/en/
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someone in a neutral space. And when you 
know the people you live with in a building 
or on the same street, you feel better, safer 
and included. Easy, right?

The huge refugee wave mostly from Syr-
ia is confronting European citizens with a 
responsibility they did not expect to have. 
Some Europeans have set up “Refugees 
Welcome”  groups in order to find new 
homes for newcomers. Unfortunately, 
many people too are afraid of refugees and 
show how unwelcome they are in Europe. 
Jarmiła Rybicka combined “business with 
pleasure”. Her Kuchnia Konfliktu  (Conflict 
Kitchen) is a food truck where people from 
conflicted regions work. Kuchnia Konflik-
tu serves food typical of the cultures of its 
employees. Rybicka thought of this kind of 
refugee project independently of the first 
Conflict Kitchen in Pittsburgh. When she 
found out about it, she contacted its or-
ganisers to ask if she could use the Polish 
version of their name. They agreed. Thanks 
to the use of social media the project has 
gained many supporters, and been financed 
by crowdfunding. Rybicka then took ad-
vantage of the fashion in Warsaw for food 
trucks and spending time by the river. This 
is a tricky way to get used to other cultures, 
and to start to like and respect them. Clients 
can meet refugees in person, and find out 
that they are not dangerous, but rather are 
similar to them. Rybicka and her team are 
planning to open a full-time bar. This time 
they want to gather money from an art auc-
tion with the works of dozens of Polish art-
ists. Providing a place to work for refugees 
has started to be trendy in Warsaw. There 
is a saying in Polish: “the way to the heart 

is through the stomach”. This has really 
worked out!

There is no doubt that the challenges of 
fighting for drinking water and trying to 
get people in the neighbourhood to know 
each other vary. They are like coming from 
two different worlds. And even though the 
Jambo was a great experience, there is a gap, 
a division we cannot ignore. All the partici-
pants work hard to make their cities better. 
Some of them could even be called heroes 
if we think about how many fewer resourc-
es and opportunities they have. Some have 
to face much more challenges to achieve 
similar effects than others. How much? It 
is difficult to compare, we just do not know. 
If we would like to get to know them better, 
it is not easy; we don’t have enough oppor-
tunities. The Jambo lasted only three days, 
and even for the participants it was almost 
impossible to get to know all the others. 
Additionally English should be, but was 
not a common and easy language for all 
(but congratulations to the participant from 
Indonesia, who started studying English 
two weeks before the event!). Some of the 
projects are well described. We can catch up 
with them at any moment on Facebook or 
YouTube. With others we cannot, because 
they use different or no means of  PR, or just 
write in another language. It would be great 
to promote these projects better, but for 
their organisers it could be more important 
to change something locally than speaking 
about it globally. 

One of the aims of the Jambo was to bring 
the North together with the South. Let’s not 
forget those people and projects that do 
not have a nice design and a description in 

http://www.refugeesarewelcome.org/
http://www.refugeesarewelcome.org/
http://www.facebook.com/kuchniakonfliktu/
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English. Hopefully it is us all who will make 
the future city and avoid the next steps of 
postcolonialism. The Jambo was a nice con-
tribution to meeting those worlds. If not 
everything and everyone, we got to know 
more than we would be able to by only 
sitting in front of our computers. That is a 
great start to thinking more globally about 
what we do locally. 

Is it enough to vote with your feet?
Even though we come from very different 
backgrounds and parts of the world, we 
have some common power. Discovering 
Wrocław with the local NGO Akcja Miasto  
(City Action) started with a short story 
about a zebra crossing next to our first 
event venue. In Poland, cars are usually more 
important than pedestrians, and Wrocław 
is no exception. This was the reason for 
building an underpass. After many years of 
debate, the city hall added a zebra crossing 
there. The underpass was still meant to be 
used. But inhabitants voted with their feet, 
and now the underpass is almost forgotten. 
Step by step, this street is changing by trans-
forming the road from a “motorway”. City 
engagement is sometimes very unexpected 
– you don’t need any resources – but no less 
useful.

From voting with our feet, we could go 
to painting school yards, like Insaf Ben 
Othmane Hamrouni in Egypt in the project 
“SCHOOLYARDFORALL”,  organised with 
UNHCR, the United Nations Refugee Agen-
cy. The founder of  Ecumene studio  carried 
out a participatory process which resulted 
in new backyards. Many unused, ruined and 
dirty places were designated for renewal. 

The idea gathered a large and engaged 
community, which took part in designing 
and building new children’s areas. Children 
were involved in shaping their environment 
during workshops and choosing the yard’s 
colours. All of them felt ownership of this 
project. That was the organisers’ success.

Then it is only one step from expressing 
the right to the city very visibly, as hap-
pened in 2016 in Belgrade. The inhabitants 
showed their dissatisfaction with the new 
city development plan during massive 
protests in the streets.  They repeated the 
question “Čiji grad?” (“Whose city?”). This 
was the beginning of Andrija Stojanović’s 
engagement in the “Ne da(vi)mo Beograd” 
(“Don’t Let Belgrade D(r)own”) project. 

It turns out that all examples of the Jam-
bo’s participants have a real influence on 
their neighbourhoods or region, which 
was in fact not so obvious for me at the be-
ginning of the event. Thanks to the careful 
organisers I changed my mind.

The brief description of the above proj-
ects shows that it is not about the huge 
work that stands behind it. It is more about 
the passion that drives urban activists to ac-
tion. This is why they are so powerful and 
can change, for example, a capitalist-driv-
en agreement made “under very suspicious 
circumstances with a private investor” – as 
Stojanović wrote about what happened in 
Belgrade. Passion has even more power than 
we expect. Who knows how far it will take 
us to the real right to the city? 

Let’s meet
The passion that drives activists to do what 
they do is not endless or is just too rare. Like 

http://www.akcjamiasto.org/
http://www.facebook.com/aschoolyardforall/
http://www.ecumene-studio.org/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xbhcvqSFxjk
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a fire, it must be kindled. There are many 
ways to do this, and some of them are very 
personal. At the same time I think there are 
other general things we could do to make 
activist more active still. The Jambo, as a 
meeting, is a very important one. Meeting 
people like you, people that care, gives a 
huge fillip. It helps you to confront your 
achievements, and shows how your job 
matters in the context of global changes. 
Such events are generally also kind of an 
acknowledgment: “You are doing great job. 
We can see that and appreciate it”. In a way 
it is a freeze-frame as well. Stopping for a 
while helps one to distance oneself from 
everyday work. To see if a chosen direction 
is the one that leads to achieving a goal. 

Caring for others should complement 
caring for oneself. Taking part in an event 
focusing on people, not a result, is a nice 
element of that. Being treated as an expert, 
not “a grumbler wanting something again in 
city hall”, as I often hear of activists being 
seen by officials, is nice as well. Making a 
presentation during a spotlight session in 
front of all participants is not only knowl-
edge transfer. It is presenting yourself as an 
author or co-author of social change. It is 
empowering. I guess maintaining being an 
activist is similar to using an oxygen mask 
in a plane when you have children. At first 
you have to do it for yourself, then for the 
children. This way all of you will succeed.

Knowledge transfer remains no less im-
portant. It brings inspiration and – when 
you are lucky – simply solutions for similar 
challenges. In that context, the North-South 
divide is a good point. Diversity in activism, 
no matter how radical, brings more fresh air, 

as we saw with the Dixit cards. The more ab-
stract surroundings, the better ideas for real 
action. “An unconference is great because it 
looks like a long coffee break”

With these words, Jan Strycharz, one of 
the organisers from Warsztat Innowacji 
Społecznych (Social Innovation Work-
shop), paraphrased Harrison Owen and 
pointed out that the most important ele-
ment of holding the event was pleasure. An 
unconstructed event supports confronting 
the matters that were introduced by each 
participant. Then it may go in two different 
directions. The most extreme subjects and/
or the most common ones are chosen for 
discussion. 

Participants as urban activists are active 
every day. Being partly responsible for what 
could happen during the event was a great 
idea. Everyone was free to propose topics 
and hold a presentation in front of all the 
others. Everyone felt responsible for their 
use of time and participation in sharing and 
creating new urban innovations. 

An unconference is in my opinion not only 
nicer for participants than regular confer-
ences. It could somehow be more efficient 
as well. Making innovations is, of course, 
not easy. It takes time and many failures. 
Events focusing on an effect usually end 
with some projects, because there is such 
pressure. Then they are not implemented, 
because no one feels responsible for them 
or owns them. The participants come back 
home to their everyday jobs, with a feeling 
of a big useless engagement, a waste of time. 
They concentrated on finding a solution for 
some problem, without really opening up 
their minds to thoughts and ideas that are 



maybe at first sight useless, or maybe even 
fascinating, but developing them would take 
up too much precious time, when thinking 
about a summary and a substantial “prod-
uct”.

The effects of the Jambo will probably 
not be easy to “measure” on any scale. We 
experienced a flow of ideas in many di-
rections. For me, the Jambo was a meeting 
with potential future project partners, full 
of inspirations, new perspectives, but also 
an event helping me to place what I do in 
a broader context. I hope that I gave back 
to some participants what I received from 
others.

And the urban future was coming into 
being somewhere in between. During the 
coffee break and discussions about kitchen 
gardens and breeding animals. It was here 
that you could find an answer to the ques-
tion “what is a city?”

text

Ewa Majdecka – researcher, sociologist, cultural manager. Has 
been involved in many studies on digital culture, new social 
trends and culture institutions. Her PhD at the Institute of 
Applied Social Sciences of the University of Warsaw will 
be about the social consequences of rebuilding the Old 
Town in Warsaw as real estate after the Second World War. 
Collaborates with the Copernicus Science Centre and Ari 
Ari Foundation. In her job at Centrum Cyfrowe she works 
with heritage institutions in their quest for digital openness 
and coordinates projects connected with the crowdsourcing 
portal Otwarte Zabytki (Open Monuments), which is meant 
to facilitate access to knowledge about Polish historical sites 
and help in their preservation.

illustrations

Dominika Strzałka – fourth-year student of architecture 
and urban studies at Cracow University of Technology, and 
recipient of a scholarship from the Technical University of 
Madrid. Has interned in design bureaus in Poland and Spain 
and participated in painting and architectural workshops; 
particularly interested in conveying contents through 
graphics.

“In my works I attempted to portray metaphorically what 
seemed fundamental in the discussions of the conference 
participants: the role of green spaces, urban transport, a 
contemporary perspective in urban studies and above all 
raising the consciousness of society – by changing the state 
of mind of many residents, we can influence the city which 
we all create.”
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