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How to encounter the Commons?

During the IGS North-South Summer School 2025 held in Bern, PhD students from around the world came together to study commons in the context of
sustainable development. Our group is comprised of six researchers who grew up in five different countries (France, ltaly, Kenya, Somaliland and
Switzerland), studied different subjects (African Studies, Educational Science, Epidemiology and Geography) and are carriers of a wide array of life
experiences, knowledge systems and cultural norms. During the summer school we focussed specifically on urban commoning initiatives. Field work took
place to learn from commoners to study challenges and pathways towards just and sustainable futures in urban contexts. We visited Warmbachli
Genossenschaft Bern and Radiesli Worb, two living examples of bottom-up urban sustainability initiatives characterised by a collective effort aimed at
countering dominant patterns of unsustainable urban life in Switzerland.

* Radiesli is a solidarity-based agriculture (SoLaWi) initiative near Worb (Bern) that brings together consumers and producers to share responsibility
for sustainable food production and distribution.

* Warmbachli is a cooperative housing project in Bern that combines ecological building standards with a strong focus on communal living, self-
organization, and neighbourhood engagement.

At Warmbachli, we were welcomed by one of the co-founders of the housing cooperative, resident and member of the communication working group and
a second resident who has also been involved since the start of the project. We were guided through the building starting in the basement and working
our way up to the rooftop. Along the way, we heard stories about the planning process, decision-making and everyday life in the cooperative (e.g. using
chats). In the afternoon we visited Radiesli. Our guide, an active member of Radiesli and part of the working group for public affairs. Sol led us (and
another |GS student group) on a tour of the site, showing us fields, animal stables and the Radiesli-Raum. Along the way we learned about the cooperative
structure, shared responsibilities and how Radiesli challenges conventional models of agriculture by placing solidarity and sustainability at its core.

This post(er)-blog is a collective reflection of our impressions and learnings from our visit to the two commoning sites and their relation to just and
sustainable futures.

Who and what is cared for?

At the Warmbachli housing cooperative, we found care embedded in a vertical, eco-friendly, energy-efficient architectural structure that aids low impact
living. There, care lives within the walls of a single building, that we get to discover floor by floor. From the garage to the rooftop, we met care in every
corner: in the community-run bicycle repair station in the basement, in the childcare centre on the ground floor, in the shared laundry facilities and guest
rooms in the upper floors, at the rooftop terrace with long tables perfect for lingering over conversation on sunny afternoons. Here, care takes the form
of everyday life encounters with your neighbours and to be able to count on them (to do each other favours, lend an object, keep an eye on the kids) —
this is about care in human relationships. Looking ahead, our guides hope that residents will remain motivated to participate in shaping how the building
and community life evolves, and that the everyday frictions around shared spaces, noise levels, and boundaries between private and communal life will
gradually soften. Continued collaboration between Warmbachli’s inhabitants is needed to maintain the project.

In contrast, the Radiesli agricultural initiative spreads care horizontally, across its open fields and fresh air. Care is there embedded in the rhythms of sail,
seasons, and shared farm work between producers and consumers. From harvesting organic vegetables to tending chickens and beehives, Radiesli reminds
us that care is not only for people, but also extends to the land, the plants, and the animals that sustain us. At Radiesli, the future is rooted in giving more
space to soil care: Rather than expanding the vegetable production, they desire to have more land so the soil can rest longer between growing cycle

Thus, this is not about scaling up, but of slowing down, offering regeneration over yields.

Both initiatives show us that care

isn’t just a feeling but a practice,
that rises vertically through a

building or spreads across a field,
it shapes how we can live more
responsibly and more

harmoniously with others, human

and otherwise. In the two
initiatives we visited, we met
gentle but radical shift, with
vision of putting human and

more-than-human care in the
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centre, not “‘expanding’’.




Whereby to (re)shape and co-create space?

An emergent issue we encountered on our visits, was governance and co-creation of space. While both Warmbachli and Radiesli embody cooperative
values and community-driven approaches to sustainability, they differ in their structural orientation. Warmbachli centers around shared living spaces, an
“inside” initiative that rethinks how people can live together in an urban setting, blending private and communal life within one building. Radiesli unfolds
primarily in outdoor spaces (fields, pastures, orchards) and focuses on collective working the land for the cultivation of food.

At Warmbachli tensions often revolve around how to manage shared space. Questions of access and publicness have emerged, e.g., how to respond to
teenagers hanging out on the grounds or whether certain areas should be locked. These discussions point to dilemmas around inclusivity versus privacy,
and how open or closed the community space should be. Because Warmbachli offers a relatively privileged living environment, many residents feel a strong
responsibility toward the (often less privileged) surrounding neighborhood. The cooperative’s decision-making process is desighed to be inclusive and
participatory, but in practice, reaching consent can be difficult. The format of the house meeting does not suit everyone, and some therefore stay away. This
raises questions about participatory governance when time and energy are limited.

At Radiesli, an ongoing debate concerns the need to buy more land to allow the soil time to recover. Another conflicted topic is the use of land for arable
farming versus animal husbandry. Whilst the farm currently raises animals, some members question whether they should continue doing so, especially since
not enough members are willing or able to buy the beef.

Despite their different focuses both initiatives show that conflicts of space and place are an inherent part of collective action, and each community is
engaged in an ongoing negotiation of values, commitments and shared responsibilities.

Practicing inclusion and participation?

While both Warmbachli and Radiesli present inspiring alternatives to societal mainstream commodified life, our visits also revealed underlying challenges
of inclusion and participation. Despite their strong community values, participation often remains limited to those with certain social, cultural or economic
capital due to structural barriers inherent in society.

At Warmbachli, for example, the rental costs and the complexity of cooperative living may make it difficult for people with limited resources or precarious
life situations to join. Similarly, at Radiesli, the cost of a share is relatively high, potentially excluding those with lower incomes. Language can also pose a
barrier to participation. While most formal communication at VWarmbachli takes place in High German, important discussions (especially in informal or
emotionally charged settings) often slip into Swiss German. Moreover, participation frequently requires a high level of fluency and expressive ability in
German, which can make it difficult for some residents, particularly non-native speakers, to fully engage.
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Figure I: Vertical and horizontal scales of care structures and ideals but also ongoing reflection on power, privilege and

~. Cities _~ i outreach and inclusive practices, there is a risk of reproducing social
= homogeneity, despite intentions to foster diversity and community.

However, these challenges do not diminish the value of either initiative - in

fact, recognizing them is key to their further development. They remind us
that building sustainable and equitable commons requires not only

participation.
What inspiration can Warmbachli and Radiesli lend?

We think that a first step might be to reflect on how will care take shape in space. Will it stack vertically, like in Warmbachli’'s multi-stor(e)y co-living and
shared resources?! Or will it spread outwards, like Radiesli’s fields of collective labour and land stewardship?

Just as important is understanding who the care is for, humans, nonhumans, or both! And who will be responsible for sustaining it! Such questions, which
arose in our group as points of discussion, can help ground a project’s values in its physical and social realities.

Because communities shift and members might come and go, the structures that support them need to evolve too. That is why governance stands out as a
crucial element for any initiative hoping to get inspired by the commons Warmbachli or Radiesli. Creating a culture that can adapt over time and stays
alert to the power imbalances that inevitably arise, seems key to us. Recognizing these dynamics, making space to name and challenge them seems
essential for long-term perspective of the initiative.
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