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Abstract

The paper shows that the importance of German and Greek
initiatives has risen significantly in the last years. The German
movements are mostly reflected in the harsh criticism of po-
litical undertakings; many focusing on pro-environment ac-
tion, as well as a fight for human equality and the inclusive-
ness of the society in need. Conversely, the Greek solidarity
movements often act to diminish post-crisis austerity symp-
toms and battle against the ubiquitous failure of politicians in
Greece to respect and provide fundamental human rights and
needs. It becomes clear that German initiatives are prone to
criticise socio-political governances, as well as environmental-
ly-related actions to succeed and achieve their goals, where-
as Greek initiatives are bowed to tackle the occurrence of
socio-economic and political difficulties themselves directly.
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Community
resilience and
grassroots initi-
atives

In the last decade, the number and the importance of grass-
roots initiatives raised significantly all around Europe, and
especially in Southern European countries (KOUSIS 2017: p.
121). These self-organised and community-managed networks
are based on active citizen participation and social interactions
and present new types of crisis resilience initiatives within the
private and civic sector, churches, and local authorities. This
finds its expression in the term ‘community resilience’ which is
defined as the process of communities to prepare for, adapt to
and recover from various disasters or crises (THORNLEY et al.
2015: p. 23).

These grassroots initiatives are characterised by ‘the adaptive
and learning capacity of individuals, groups and institutions to
self-organise in a way that maintains system function in the
face of change or response to a disturbance’ (MACLEAN et al.
2014: p. 145, see also BERGSTRAND et al. 2014: p. 393). This
also means that social or community resilience is basically ‘in-
fluenced by [...] institutions [...] and networks that enable peo-
ple to access resources, learn from experiences and develop
constructive ways of dealing with common problems’ (GLAVO-
VIC et al. 2003: p. 290). Consequently, the grassroots initiatives
thus have in common that they pursue common societal aims
by addressing principles such as self-organisation, voluntary
participation, mutual benefit, learning and adaptation (DRAKAKI
& TZIONAS 2017: p. 204, KECK & SAKDAPOLRAK 2013: p. 7).
Consequently, the actors — or the grassroots initiatives — have
not only the capacity ‘to cope with and adjust to adverse condi-
tions (that is, reactive capacity) — but also search for and create
options (that is, proactive capacity) and thus develop increased
competence (that is, positive outcomes) in dealing with a threat’
(OBRIST et al. 2010: p. 289, see also KECK & SAKDAPOLRAK
2013: p. 9).

The most significant influence and value on helping people in
need, and therefore as well influencing urban and community
resilience, is represented by the so-called solidarity movements
(GIUGNI & PASSY 2001: p. 220). Those initiatives show a wide
variety of solidarity practices, including local market coopera-
tives, cooperatives for the supply of social services, alternative
forms of production, local currencies, etc. (KOUSIS & PASHOU
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2017: p. 138). But how and to what extent do the undertak-
en activities contribute to strengthening urban and in particu-
lar community resilience (in times of the crisis)? What are the
priorities of those initiatives? How do these initiatives differ in
various contexts? What role do movements play in the polit-
ical-administrative system and what influence do they have?
Therefore, the paper reviews and examines the impacts of
grassroots initiatives — more specifically solidarity movements
— on forming resilience within urban communities in cities in
Germany and Greece, respectively in Hanover and Thessalon-
iki. The primary objective of the paper is thus to identify and to
analyse the influences of various grassroots initiatives on com-
munity resilience in different socio-economic and political-ad-
ministrative contexts.

Greece has been selected as it is one of the European coun-
tries that have severely suffered from the economic crisis that
hit Europe in 2008. The negative impacts of the crisis have ap-
peared in economic and social spheres within the whole coun-
try, including the supposedly economically-strongest cities like
Athens or Thessaloniki, which resulted in continuously growing
debts, an increase of unemployment and homelessness, as
well as the rise of people living below the poverty rate (ARA-
MPATZI 2016: p. 2158). These outcomes of the crisis and the
implementation of austerity measures by the Greek govern-
ment were the driving force for forming many initiatives, whose
main aim has been either selfless help to citizens in need and
provision of essential components needed for decent living, or
the radical, in many cases rioted, opposition to governmental
actions (ibid.).

In the case of Germany, where the crisis has not been as pow-
erful and affecting as in Southern Europe, the role of grassroots
initiatives has a different focus. The general actions that are
usually undertaken by the solidarity movements concern the
current environmental issues related to climate change, such
as a promotion of a vegan lifestyle, opposition to coal-based
energy production or widespread tree cutting (THE GUARDIAN
2018). Moreover, worth mentioning are numerous initiatives on
the German scene that deal with social inequalities within soci-
ety, e.g. help with integration for migrants and refugees, as well
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Grassroots
initiatives in
Greece and
Germany

as supporters of politically-oriented doctrines - like Pro-Europe
Movements (DEUTSCHE WELLE 2017).

With the help of qualitative methods, such as detailed literature
research and conduction of interviews with local academics,
founders of grassroots initiatives, as well as with local authori-
ty representatives, including resilience officers in the selected
German and Greek case study cities, the influence of urban
communities and grassroots initiatives on community resilience
is analysed. Because of a high density of grassroots initiatives,
Hanover in Germany and Thessaloniki in Greece were chosen
in order to be compared. The cities are selected because of
the similar spatial structure with a central core city and subur-
ban environs as well as the nearly identical dimensions in size
and population of their cities and their regions. Moreover, even
though their role in the country - being second-tier cities, not
the capital regions - is of lower significance, the occurrence of
numerous active communities allows conduction of a detailed
analysis.

In the interviews with local scientists and resilient officers, it
became clear that the economic crisis in Greece from 2008
onwards was the main trigger and amplifier for the mobilisa-
tion of citizens (ARAMPATZI 2016: p. 2157). During this period,
in particular, initiatives were launched to intercept existential
benefits, which appeared to be decreased by the frequent im-
plementation of austerity measures by the Greek Government.
These significantly contributed to the further growth of the un-
employment rate in the country and resulted in lower average
income of the Greek citizens. Additionally, many essential ser-
vices could no longer be obtained or paid for, and therefore,
in order to meet this challenge and improve the situation, the
initiatives had to step in. Since then, the number of initiatives
in Greece has been steadily increasing, not only to fight back
already-occurred economic and social outcomes of the crisis,
but also because of, as claimed, too big dependency from the
European Union (EU) and growing disappointment and mistrust
towards the politicians of both - the Greek Government and the
EU. It is one of the main reasons for their current status and
relation, generally to politicians; therefore many of the Greek
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movements stand up on their own, take care and govern them-
selves, and do not show willingness for any cooperation with
officials. Nevertheless, some municipalities all over Greece,
including Thessaloniki, have tried to reach out - in many cases
with not necessarily satisfying results - to initiatives and move-
ments that are based in their areas, to regain their trust and
start a tight cooperation on various projects, which eventually
might have aimed to increase not only community resilience but
overall aspects of urban resilience.

In Thessaloniki, the cases of Perka Garden Initiative and Kinisi
136 Initiative are chosen to obtain a closer look on the local
scene of grassroots initiatives, supplemented by interviews with
public resilience officers and researchers. These two deserve
attention due to their ‘popularity’ amongst local society, as well
as the range of actions these two have so far done to bring
people together and strengthen community resilience.

Fig. 1. Density in the city of Thessaloniki. Source: Snieg

The Kinisi 136 is a citizens’ initiative that opposes the privati-
sation of the water supply in Thessaloniki and instead aims to
organise the water supply cooperatively with all municipalities
of the Greater Metropolitan Area of Thessaloniki. As a driving
force for protests against the actions of a central government
in Athens, the movement was one reason why many citizens
marched through the streets of the city and organised a ref-
erendum (STEINFORT 2014). The initiative played a major role
in delaying the privatisation process. Founded in the summer
of 2011, the movement has since focused on successful water
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management in the Thessaloniki region. It also aims to protect
the environment and natural resources and to enable rational
use under public, non-profit, democratic and social control (Ki-
NISI 136 2018).

As a non-profit urban garden project for refugees, low-income
families and the homeless, the Perka Garden Initiative ena-
bles people in need to grow their vegetables and fruits (PERKA
2018). One goal is to cultivate the products naturally and with-
out chemical additives. With the help of urban gardening, the
initiative aims to combat the crises mentioned above and thus
strengthen the community resilience to the increasing pover-
ty, prices and unemployment in the region. Although its legal
status has not yet been fully clarified at the beginning and to
some extent also today, the municipality of Thessaloniki began
to support the Perka Initiative on a small scale, e.g. by supply-
ing it with water. However, users are still in a legal grey zone
because they are building their gardens on a currently unused
military site for which they do not have an official permit. Nev-
ertheless, Thessaloniki, being a densely-built city (see Fig. 1),
has not many potential places, where urban gardening projects
could be located entirely legally; therefore the initiatives are left
with no alternatives, but to ‘occupy’ private areas.

Summing up, generally, the grassroots movements in Thessa-
loniki that emerged as a result of crisis-related hardship are
usually anchored in legal grey zones or illegally. First of all,
the initiatives are focusing on the delivery of urgent needs that
have lately been harder to obtain, due to last decades’ eco-
nomic problem which negatively affected every single aspect
of livability. Moreover, a try of resistance to political actions is
further characteristic of initiatives in the city, especially oppos-
ing the ‘buy-out’ of public infrastructures as a consequence of
neoliberal austerity measures.

The areas that they use for their actions are not officially per-
mitted for such use, and in some cases not tolerated by the city
officials. Furthermore, single examples of municipality-initiative
cooperation, that focus on the increase of widely-understood
resilience, can be found in the Thessaloniki. The resilience of-
ficers are the responsible ones for strengthening the bond to
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initiatives as it follows one of the objectives of the newly intro-
duced Resilience Strategy, by subsidising them with necessary
knowledge and tools, e.g. allowing initiative-undertaken actions
on a small green space in the central part of the city.

Nevertheless, in most cases, they are not supported by the
government and politicians but mainly try to oppose their ac-
tions due to a high mistrust towards politicians. As an aim to
boost citizens’ trust, the national government has only recently
passed new regulation for the support of solidarity movement.
It is the sign showing the increased importance of these move-
ments from a political perspective, but also a proof towards
these actors that they have been highly neglected in the latest
decades.

In Germany, the solidarity movements have been developed
due to other crucial factors than in Greece. German initiatives
(besides the support of migrants) are not focusing that much
on life-threatening or basic needs while in Greece the focus is
on these topics. Nevertheless, in both countries, the initiatives
have somehow similar basis, and the same goal - namely a
growing dissatisfaction of surrounding reality and an eventuality
of better future, e.g. fight for rights to the city, affordable housing
etc. These debates are firmly anchored in neoliberal discours-
es. Nevertheless, besides the similarities, the crucial difference
is the level of institutionalisation of initiatives. Particularly, Ger-
man movements and their actors often have a connection to
political activities in the city and therefore are usually able to
cooperate with local or regional authorities successfully.

The most significant focus is paid to healthier lifestyles, more
conscious eating habits, concerns for the environment and fu-
ture, as well as new considerations for aspects of livability are
only a few reasons for the increasing mobilisation of citizens.
Additionally, as known, they did not develop as consequenc-
es of powerful crises, but rather through societal and mindset
changes that occurred over the last decades.

In Hanover, numerous initiatives mainly follow and focus on the
trends as mentioned earlier that tend to exists all over Germa-
ny. As the examples for movements in Hanover, the “Interna-
tionale StadtteilGarten Hannover e.V.” and the “Wissenschafts-
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laden Hannover e.V.” were chosen to be analysed, due to their
increased activity in building community resilience.

The Initiative Wissenschaftsladen Hannover e.V. is ecologically
oriented and is committed to raising awareness and knowledge
about the topic of sustainability. The initiative organises various
events and activities in the city of Hanover in order to broaden
the horizons of its citizens. In doing so, they not only want to
impart knowledge but also fundamentally show people a more
sustainable way of life (WISSENSCHAFTSLADEN HANNOVER
2018).

The International StadtteilGarten Hannover e.V. would like to
create a safe and protected place for migrants and locals in
need. They do this by organising various activities in different
community gardens in districts with a high proportion of mi-
grants in Hanover. The association contributes to the formation
of a community through events and contact during gardening.
In addition, they supplement the possibility of cultivation with
educational offers in the areas of foreign languages, nutrition,
cooking and music (ISG HANNOVER 2018) (see Fig. 2).

Institutionally, both initiatives are supported by the city of Han-
over. The support is the reason why both of them are seen as
partnerships on the political and administrative levels. Conse-
quently, they both receive human and financial resources to
form successfully operating networks. These resources con-
tribute directly to the formation of resilience since they support
communities and strengthen bonds between and within them,
which eventually might lead to more sustainable and resilient
development of the city.

Fig. 2. Internationale StadtteilGdrten in the city of Hanover. Source:
Greinke
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The examined initiatives have managed to build a well-function-
ing community that expands continually. The interest in them
does not stop, which shows that there is a need in both cities
to develop and promote resilient communities. The potential of
these initiatives makes sense, both for the population and for
the administration, because they help to bond society with au-
thorities, as well as manage crises. They partly take care of
providing the food of the gardeners and thus give them security.
In addition, the people in the protected areas come into contact,
can exchange ideas and build a community.

A significant challenge of the initiatives, however, is the (le-
gal) continuity of the communities. In almost all initiatives, the
members are fluctuating, and only a few remain permanently
in the community. Those who stay are solidly anchored in the
community and form an active core group that can well absorb
the fluctuations. However, changing members is problematic
for growing communities, especially in times of uncertainty and
crises, they can cause further instability.

Overall, there are no significant differences in content between
the initiatives in Hanover and Thessaloniki. They often pursue
similar goals and similarly organise their movements. Usually,
they decide to take care of themselves and other people in a
sharing- or self-support system. Besides, it is noticeable that
there are many different forms of cooperatives in both Greece
and Germany that deal with various topics. Many initiatives
have a leader or core group, which is well networked to local
communities — and therefore knows their crucial needs — and
in some case to city representatives, which allows them to de-
velop and maintain their projects independently. Often solidarity
movements succeed in raising new questions and answering
sustainability issues (3S 2018).

Nevertheless, it is noticeable that initiatives in Greece tend to
emerge out of necessity and therefore act more robustly than in
Germany. It is resulting mainly from the fact that movements in
German cities instead tend to criticise socio-political and eco-
logical grievances whereas initiatives in Greece are inclined to
an active struggle to reduce the occurrence of socio-economic

Conclusion
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and political difficulties to gain some fundamental aspects of
humanity. The context of the economic crisis has prepared the
ground for alternative organizations and groups ‘related main-
ly to urgent needs’, on the one hand, but also to ‘carve out a
new type of politics through the creation of bottom-up partici-
patory initiatives promoting a solidarity economy’ on the other
hand (KOUSIS & PASHOU 2017: p. 141) The Greek solidarity
movements thus aim to diminish post-crisis austerity symptoms
and combat the ubiquitous non-respect of the human rights of
Greek citizens by politicians.

It is noticeable that social initiatives have positive effects on
local communities. They can increase robustness and adapt-
ability to various crises. Nevertheless, it is important to point
out, that the impacts are often only locally limited. Solidarity
movements give hope to the people and contribute to commu-
nity resilience in times of crises - they are an excellent way
to reduce occurring impacts and minimise their effects, which
might eventually lead to getting out of crises - even if only on a
very small (individual) scale. In the future, practice and science
should focus even more on the contribution that initiatives can
make to community resilience and sustainability on different
scales in cities.

Bibliography

ARAMPATZI, A., 2016: The spatiality of counter-austerity politics in Athens, Greece: Emergent
‘urban solidarity spaces’. Urban Studies, 54(9), 2157-2171

BERGSTRAND, K., MAYER, B., BRUMBACK, B. & ZHANG, Y., 2015: Assessing the Relationship
Between Social Vulnerability and Community Resilience to Hazards. Social Indicators
Research, 122(2), 391-409, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-014-0698-3

DEUTSCHE WELLE, 2017: The pro-Europe grassroots movements aimed at saving the EU. URL:
https://www.dw.com/en/the-pro-europe-grassroots-movements -aimed-at-saving-the-eu-
/a-38252439. Last accessed: 05.12.2018

DRAKAKI, M. & TZIONAS, P., 2017: Community-based social partnerships in crisis resilience: a
case example in Greece. Disaster Prevention and Management: An International Jour-
nal, 26(2), 203-216, https://doi.org/10.1108/DPM-09-2016-0190

GLAVOVIC, B.C., SCHEYVENS, R.A. & OVERTON, J.D., 2003: Waves of adversity, layers of re-
silience: exploring the sustainable livelihoods approach: Contesting development: path-
ways to better practice. Proceedings of 3rd Biennial Conference of the Aotearoa New
Zealand International Development Network (DevNet). Palmerston North, 289-293.



Filip $nieg, Lena Greinke, Frank Othengrafen

GIUGNI, M. & PASSY, F., 2001: Political Altruism?: Solidarity Movements in International Per-
spective. Solidarity Movement Organizations toward an Active Global Consciousness?
Roman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 219-220.

INTERZONES PLAYGROUND, 2018: Perka, Urban Garden, Thessaloniki. URL: http://inter-
zones-playground.net/perka-urban-garden-thessaloniki/. Last accessed: 17.12.2018

ISG HANNOVER, 2018: Internetseite des Vereines Internationale StadtteilGarten Hannover e.V..
URL: http://www.isghannover.de/. Last accessed: 05.12.2018

KECK, M. & SAKDAPOLRAK, P., 2013: What is social resilience? Lessons learned and ways
forward, Erdkunde, 67(1), 5-19

KINISI 136, 2018: Was ist die Bewegung 136. URL: http://www.136.gr/article/was-ist-die-bewe-
gung-136. Last accessed: 05.12.2018

Kousis, M., 2017: Alternative forms of resilience confronting hard economic times: A South
European Perspective. PArtecipazione e COnflitto -The Open Journal of Sociopolitical
Studies, University of Salento, Partecipazione e Conflitto (PACO), Issue 10(1): 119-135,
DOI: 10.1285/i20356609v10i1p119

Kousis, M. & PASHOU, M., 2017: Alternative Forms of Resilience. A Typology of Approaches
for the Study of Citizen Collective Responses in Hard Economic Times. Partecipazione
e Conflitto (PACO), Issue 10(1): 136-168.

MACLEAN, K., CUTHILL, M. & ROSS, H., 2014: Six attributes of social resilience. Journal of En-
vironmental Planning and Management, 57(1): 144-156, https://doi.org/10.1080/09640
568.2013.763774

OBRIST, B., PFEIFFER, C. & HENLEY, R., 2010: Multi-layered social resilience: a new ap-
proach in mitigation research. Progress in Development Studies 10(4), 283-293. DOI:
10.1177/146499340901000402

PERKA, 2018: What is the group Perka (Urban Farming). URL: http://perka.org/node/226. Last
accessed: 05.12.2018

STEINFORT, L., 2014: Thessaloniki, Greece: Struggling against water privatisation in times of
crisis. URL: https://www.tni.org/en/article/thessaloniki-greece-struggling-against-wa-
ter-privatisation-in-times-of-crisis. Last accessed: 05.12.2018

THE GUARDIAN, 2018: Could this be our Momentum moment in Germany? URL: https:/
www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jan/26/momentum-moment-germa-
ny-nogroko-grassroots-initiative. Last accessed: 05.12.2018

THORNLEY, L., BALL, J., SIGNAL, L., LAWSON-TE AHO, K. & RAWSON, E., 2015: Building com-
munity resilience: learning from the Canterbury earthquakes, Kotuitui. New Zealand
Journal of Social Sciences Online, 10(1), 23-24, DOI: 10.1080/1177083X.2014.934846

WISSENSCHAFTSLADEN HANNOVER, 2018: Der Wissenschaftsladen Hannover e.V.. Latest visit:
05.12.2018, URL: http://www.wissenschaftsladen-hannover.de/

3S, School of Environmental Sciences, University of East Anglia, UK, 2018: Insight 3: Society
can do it. URL: https://3sresearch.org/3s-key-insights/insight-3-society-can-do-it/. Last
accessed: 05.12.2018

59



