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Abstract

In urban areas of South Korea, with an eye to community redevelopment,
extending recreational opportunities, and helping to deal with global warming,
urban farming activities of city residents has been on the increase. With that in
mind, the transformation of rooftop space for local community gardens has
attracted some attention. Using vegetable gardens to “green” the rooftops has been
one way that has made it possible for urban residents to experience farming on
small plots of land within the city.

Against such a background, this study examines the various problems that face
“green roof” agriculture. “Green roofing” has helped to artificially contribute to
the lack of green space in the city center. However, many challenges exist in terms
of the sustainability of this alternative. Through the examination of such
problems, the present study aims to positively support the introduction of urban
farming through “green roof”’ initiatives and shed light on issues of its
sustainability. At the same time, this study examines urban farming in its role as
one use of “public space” and suggests that the greening of rooftops is an effective
type of “soft system.”

This study investigates the success of local communities with urban agriculture
through an examination of the case of the Mullae Rooftop Gardens, located in
Yeongdeungpo-gu, Seoul. In the Mullae project, participants voluntarily took the
lead from the planning stage onwards, encouraging each other in the operation
and programmatic activities of the gardens. For example, the leader of the
woodworking team planned lectures and organized workshops on the usage of
rainwater and artists held classes to teach children in the area how to paint
murals. In addition, members who were previously housewives worked to pickle
some of the crops for later consumption. In other words, members involved in the
garden project moved past the “agricultural” aspect of the endeavor to promote
cultural activities that drew in members of the community. Using the community

gardens as a jumping off point, various community members such as artists,



ironworkers, and others, through different kinds of exchanges, engaged in new
community building. In this way, the community building the rooftop garden
contributed to the development of a broader community.

Additionally, the activities of the Mullae Rooftop Gardens expanded into other
areas and sectors. For example, the young man responsible for the compost heap
developed some related enterprises and some housewives involved in the project
started a restaurant that used the garden’s produce in its meals. As well, a senior
who had retired from a bank joined together with a designer couple to open a book
café, and on the book café’s roof, another rooftop garden took root. One of the
leaders of the Mullae project’s agricultural instructors is using his experience
gained there to create prosperous rooftop gardens in other areas. As a result, the
positive experiences of the people involved in the Mullae Rooftop Gardens has led
to the expansion of the “green network” as a whole.

Finally, on the basis of an analysis of the results of the Mullae Rooftop Gardens,
this study examines what key factors shaped the development of regional
community on privately-held rooftop space. The study proposes several material
and non-material indicators for shared public space. In terms of the material, 4
aspects seem salient: the accessibility, openness, localness, and its pleasantness.
In terms of the material, 3 seem important: the sense of community, identity, and
the sense of cooperation. These indicators are applied to the Mullae Rooftop
Gardens and analysis yields the following results.

First, key material indicators affecting the ongoing management challenges of
rooftop gardens include the degree they are closed off versus access to them, the
convenience of facilities on the roof, etc. In Mullae’s case, the physical facilities
were not particularly satisfactory, but openness and community spirit managed to
overcome these obstacles. Concretely, in order to overcome the closed-off nature of
the space, the roof was made available to the community 24 hours a day and this
transformed the space into a space that suited the community.

Secondly, concerning the sense of community, the shared public nature of the

space revealed itself to be important. This was reflected in the degree of



cooperation and organizational efforts of the group. This characteristic was
evident in the high degree of cooperation between members of the group who did
not rely on the leadership of one particular individual. This was due to the strong
internal cohesion of the participants in the rooftop garden and can be said to have
contributed to community building.

Third, the activities of the rooftop garden community did not stop at the rooftop
itself, but rather developed into a number of broad-based activities that provided
an opportunity for a new regional sense of community to take root. The expansion
of the community through material indicators of openness and localness and
non-material indicators such as a sense of community and cooperation facilitated
the expansion of the community in a complementary way.

The results of this study indicate that, even on a place as inhospitable as a
rooftop, a new “public space” can be created and a regional community can develop.
As well, both material and non-material factors can contribute to the formation of
a new regional community. In particular, material factors such as localness and
non-material factors such as identity work together in a complementary fashion,
resulting, in this case, in the Mullae Rooftop Garden “green network” serving as a

social network that ties together the local community.
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