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Abstract: Urban sustainability is most often measured using a series of social, economic, and ecological
indicators. Assessment methods for urban sustainability typically factor in the ecological
dimensions of greenspace, such as biodiversity maintenance, stormwater management, and/or air
quality—yet indicator schemas that consider only the ecological dimensions largely overlook the social
benefits of some types of urban greenspace, particularly community gardens and orchards. This article
makes the case that the process of community formation and strengthening that occurs in shared
growing spaces is an important element of urban sustainability in its own right. Based on 55 interviews
of community garden advocates, policy-makers, and development professionals involved in urban
agriculture planning, this article traces the widespread understanding among practitioners that shared
growing spaces strengthen social as well as environmental sustainability, though the social benefits
are often difficult to measure. The latter concern was most frequently expressed by urban agriculture
advocates who, after involvement in the political process, perceived the need for such metrics in
order to communicate persuasively with planners and policy makers. The social values of shared
growing spaces, at once self-evident to garden advocates and difficult for them to demonstrate with
quantitative data, may be theorized by drawing on insights from sociology: A truly sustainable city
requires community coalescence among diverse citizens, and such community is fostered particularly
well in shared growing spaces.

Keywords: sustainability assessment; social sustainability; urban agriculture; community gardens;
urban ecology; community cohesion; social cohesion; social capital; collective efficacy

1. Introduction

An online image search for “sustainable cities” or “urban sustainability” yields depictions with
a consistent mix of buildings, transit pathways, and greenery. When these images contain people,
they are usually shown on the transit pathways; rarely do they occupy any greenspaces. Collectively,
these images reflect a wider pattern in sustainable urban design, assessment, and planning: The value
of greenspaces for ecological sustainability is widely understood, yet there is less attention paid to the
compounding benefits of greenspaces that invite human use. This article aims to shed more light on
the social benefits of urban greenspace, bringing together findings from existing research, sociological
theory, and interview data about the community benefits of shared growing spaces to encourage a
more nuanced treatment of greenspace in urban sustainability assessments and planning.

Systems to measure sustainability most commonly use the “three pillars” framework of
environment, economy, and society, and most calculate sustainability scores with a series of indicators or
ratings [1,2]. While scholars have suggested improving the three-pillars model with additional domains
such as culture or governance [3,4], and others question the validity of this model altogether [5],
the three pillars still constitute the most prevalent framework for selecting urban sustainability
indicators [2]. Yet since indicator-based assessment methods silo different processes and factors that
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are interconnected in complex ways, they risk drawing decision-makers’ attention to policies that
address specific indicators rather than encouraging a holistic approach to sustainability [6–9]. In other
words, frameworks that treat ecological, economic, and social sustainability as separate domains are
likely to elevate concerns and solutions at the center of each domain, while obscuring those at the
boundaries between them.

Social scientists across disciplines have grappled with the implications of how socio-natural
systems are conceptualized. For example, ecological economists model social and economic systems
as nested within the natural system, rather than as partially overlapping domains; they contend
that this approach highlights the critical importance of maintaining a manageable economic scale,
which cannot be resolved simply by pricing ecosystem services and internalizing environmental
costs [10–13]. Similarly, environmental sociologists have long argued that theoretical models that treat
the social world as separate from and outside of the natural world will consistently overlook the ways
in which a finite resource base constrains social phenomena [14–16]. Analyzing the history of the
environmental reform and environmental justice movements, sociologists and historians demonstrate
how perspectives treating the natural world as distinct from the human world have yielded different
policy priorities than conceptualizations of the environment as the places where humans “live, work,
and play” [17,18]. The choice of how to conceptualize nature is equally consequential for urban
sustainability practitioners.

The example of urban greenspace illustrates this point. Investing in urban greenspace is a common
strategy to improve ecosystem services and indicators of environmental sustainability, but research
shows that greenspaces can have widely varying social and economic effects along with their ecological
impacts. An assessment system that considers greenspace only through the lens of ecological indicators,
or that treats all greenspaces identically, will likely undervalue those types of greenspace that contribute
to the economic and especially the social sustainability of a city. Demonstrating the tendency to treat
urban greenspace only as a solution to problems of ecological sustainability, major urban sustainability
policies in the United States put far less emphasis on multifunctional greenspaces such as parks,
community gardens, and other sites that nurture both vegetation and human use relative to their
emphasis on green infrastructure such as bioswales and green roofs [19]. Similarly, researchers have
found that European cities are using sustainability indicators that are most effective regarding the
physical dimensions of greenspace; while these cities do address the social aspects of greenspace with
some indicators, measures of urban gardening activity are found to be highly efficient for sustainability
analysis, relatively easy to implement in most cases, and yet conspicuously absent from existing
frameworks [20]. In order for urban sustainability assessment and planning to incorporate greenspace
as effectively as possible [21], it is important to differentiate between types of greenspace, to understand
the kinds of benefits that each type is likely to provide, and to develop planning strategies with a
comprehensive framework that attends to this variation.

To what extent can actively used urban greenspaces contribute to social sustainability?
The remainder of the paper focuses on the case of shared growing spaces, namely community gardens
and orchards—a highly multifunctional type of urban greenspace whose community-building potential
is especially valuable for urban social sustainability. Drawing from Dempsey et al.’s conceptualization
of urban social sustainability as a combination of social equity and the sustainability of community,
this analysis emphasizes shared growing spaces’ contribution to the sustainability of community,
which is “concerned with the continued viability, health and functioning of ‘society’ itself as a collective
entity” [22] (p. 297). Following a summary of the research regarding economic and social benefits from
different types of urban greenspace, key sociological concepts that inform urban social sustainability
are discussed: organic solidarity, social capital, and collective efficacy. The article then provides
some background on the data and methods that have yielded evidence of how these sociological
concepts manifest in shared growing spaces. The results are presented with a conceptualization of
“community coalescence,” a process that benefits urban sustainability by promoting organic solidary,
social capital, and collective efficacy, and evidence of how widely this process is observed in shared
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growing spaces. Finally, possible approaches to quantifying community coalescence are discussed
along with the potential for urban sustainability assessment to better analyze the value of different
greenspaces, community institutions, and other city attributes by employing less common assessment
strategies that are integrative, framework-driven, participatory, or mixed-methods.

1.1. Economic and Social Benefits of Urban Greenspace

The environmental value of urban greenspace is widely understood, but the social and economic
impacts have only recently begun to gain attention [23]. In terms of economic impact, research has
demonstrated that new parks and community gardens have a positive effect on surrounding property
values [24–27]. Many local officials now realize that signaling urban sustainability can help attract
employers and high-income residents, and greenspace enhancements are being used as one such
signal [28,29]. However, economic growth through greenspace enhancement can have a social
downside: In many contexts, the outcome is “green gentrification” that displaces lower-income
residents [30–35]. The effects of greenspace on property values and gentrification are complex but
largely quantitative; they can generally be measured as part of broader metrics for economic growth,
income inequality, and displacement.

More challenging to quantify are the social impacts of urban greenspace, impacts that vary widely
depending on the type of greenspace, its location, and how people use it. The health effects of greenspace
are among its most-studied social impacts, and bulk of findings suggest that urban greenspace is good
for public health [36]. Urban residents living near greenspace have been found to have lower mortality
rates [37–40], improved mood and physical activity [40,41], and better self-reported health [42–45]
compared to those living in areas with less vegetation. Especially clear are the health benefits for
the elderly [37,42,43] and residents of low-income communities [42,44,46]. One study of more than
10,000 residents of the Netherlands found that, independent of urbanity, the percentage of green cover
in a person’s neighborhood is associated with fewer symptoms of illness, better perceived general
health, and better mental health [42]. Additionally, the presence of a garden nearby is associated with
fewer symptoms of illness [42] and lower self-reported stress [47,48]. Parks, gardens, playfields, trails,
and other greenspaces conducive to recreation have been found to benefit resident health as residents
engage in more physical activity [23,49]. Indeed, making use of local greenspaces appears to lower
stress levels [47] and relieve mental fatigue [50]—though some health benefits from greenspace can be
conferred even in the absence of physical activity [51,52]. Generally, across numerous studies and a
range of outcome measures, greenspace seems to benefit our health.

Recent findings suggest that greenspace may have other social benefits, as well. More vegetation
in residential areas is associated with lower levels of violence and crime [40,53,54]. When vacant,
untended lots are improved through a greening intervention, crime rates nearby tend to fall [55,56],
though the types of crime reduced may vary depending on the type of greenspace created [57,58].
Public health and crime rates may improve with additional greenery in part because greenspace
improves people’s moods [40] and their perceptions of order in the neighborhood [56]. Another possible
mechanism for these effects is that greenspaces encourage urban residents to go outside [56] and to
interact more with their neighbors [59], building more cohesive community.

The concept of community is somewhat difficult to measure, and studies on the relationship
between urban greenspace and community-building are limited [41]. However, this limited research
does suggest that greenery may help to encourage social interaction. In public housing complexes
in Chicago, the presence of trees next to buildings was associated with more people gathering [60],
and vegetation increased both the use of common spaces and the formation of social ties [61]. For older
adults, use of shared greenspaces was found to increase the strength of social ties as well as self-reported
sense of community [62]. In a Los Angeles study, the number of nearby parks was found to positively
correlate with residents’ collective efficacy, or sense of trust in neighbors and confidence in the
community’s ability to organize group behavior [63]. These studies suggest that greenspace can play an
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important role in the social connections among neighborhood residents, which may also help explain
why greenspace is so beneficial for health and crime outcomes.

1.2. Urban Social Sustainability through the Lens of Sociology

Understanding the organization of social life is at the root of sociological inquiry. As industrial
urbanization began to accelerate and cities grew larger, early sociologist Emile Durkheim questioned
how the new dense and more diverse human systems were holding together, developing the
concept of “organic solidarity” to distinguish the nature of urban social cohesion from that of
smaller, more traditional communities [64]. Whereas a village or tribe is cohesive because of
the homogeneity among members, Durkheim posited that urban populations are held together
across demographic diversity because of “organic solidarity,” the social cohesion arising from the
division of labor and interdependence among residents [64]. Most research today uses the term
“social cohesion” to describe solidarity and integration among neighborhood residents [22,65–67],
however, the term “organic solidarity” is uniquely useful for the present discussion. Social cohesion
can be assessed in the context of any social group, whereas organic solidarity is specific to the
context of urbanization and addresses the need for maintaining large, diverse human populations in
close proximity. Urban social sustainability hinges on the local community’s ability to “sustain and
reproduce itself at an acceptable level of functioning” [22] (p. 293), and organic solidarity speaks
directly to this need. Community research supports Durkheim’s insight that interdependence is key to
organic solidarity, finding that interdependence among neighbors is a leading factor in their sense of
community [68]. Applying the notion of organic solidarity to the context of urban greenspace, we can
begin to distinguish between shared growing spaces and other forms of urban greenery: While the
biophysical activity of plants in any greenspace benefits environmental sustainability and human
health, greenspaces where residents are actively and collectively involved in tending plants may also
improve social sustainability by fostering organic solidarity among participants.

An important and much-studied element of organic solidarity and social cohesion is social
capital [65,66]. Bourdieu first defined social capital as the potential for accessing resources through
one’s social network [69]. Subsequent scholars have conceptualized social capital as an aspect of
communities themselves, derived from elements of social organization—particularly network ties
and norms of trust—that facilitate collective action [70,71]. High levels of social capital contribute
to social sustainability in many ways. First, social life is more stable when people feel connected
to one another, resources can flow to where they are needed, and groups can accomplish shared
goals—in other words, when there is a strong, functional social network. Furthermore, social capital
within a community can increase the return on public investments in infrastructure and education,
because it marshals community members’ “voluntary efforts” [72] (p. 547). This is an important
consideration for the social sustainability of cities, as limited public resources must be used efficiently
in order to achieve complex sustainability goals. Social capital has been given higher priority in
participatory urban sustainability visioning as compared with expert-led sustainability planning,
and the higher emphasis on social capital can simultaneously yield a plan with better outcomes for
environmental sustainability [73]. Finally, social capital matters for urban sustainability in terms of
its potential for spreading environmental knowledge and practices [74], as strong social networks
within urban communities may increase environmentally sustainable behaviors, public support for
sustainable policies, and the ability of the community to effectively govern shared resources [75].

Scholars have conceptualized several dimensions of social capital, including a group’s ability
to coordinate and regulate behavior among group members [70,76]. The perceived potential for
effecting social control is also termed “collective efficacy” [63,76,77]. When collective efficacy in a
neighborhood is high, residents trust each other and have confidence that they can accomplish goals
together. This strengthens urban sustainability because residents are more likely to participate in and
support desired changes for their communities, such as behavioral changes, infrastructure investments,
or regulatory policies, when they have stronger collective efficacy. Climate change research has
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shown that individuals are more likely to take action, such as climate-mitigating behaviors and
social-movement participation, when they have a higher sense of the action’s efficacy [78–80]. As noted
earlier, collective efficacy among neighborhood residents appears to increase with the number of
parks nearby [63]. Furthermore, succeeding with any neighborhood initiative, such as installing a
playground or maintaining a community garden, can build collective efficacy by extending residents’
event horizons and increasing their trust, abilities, and confidence.

Organic solidarity, social capital, and collective efficacy can delineate the role of social factors
in maintaining healthy cities; they are useful concepts for evaluating and improving urban social
sustainability assessment and planning tools. With regard to urban greenspace, these sociological
concepts help explain why varied types of greenspace have different effects and also point to the
underappreciated potential of multifunctional sites such as shared growing spaces. This article draws
on interview data about the impacts of urban agriculture in US cities to highlight the important
contributions that shared growing spaces can make to a city’s social sustainability. Community gardens
and orchards support a process of “community coalescence” by attracting diverse residents to a
common greenspace, increasing the number and strength of ties between neighbors, and fostering
goodwill across demographic differences as people work alongside one another to accomplish shared
goals. The case of shared growing spaces illustrates how urban sustainability assessment can be made
more effective both by attending to the socially significant variation within the category of greenspace
and by encouraging consideration of more socially valuable greenspaces in the planning process.

2. Materials and Methods

As part of a larger project that examines local efforts to secure urban land for community
gardens [81,82], I interviewed 55 community garden program managers, advocates, policy-makers,
and development professionals involved in urban agriculture planning in three US cities.
Conducted between 2016 and 2019, these interviews centered around local efforts to develop and
maintain community gardens and orchards, as well as efforts to preserve these spaces amidst pressure
for competing land uses.

Three cities were chosen as study sites based on their long-running citywide gardening programs
and their histories of local policy struggles that have been somewhat successful in legitimizing urban
agriculture as a land use. Interview selection was a purposive sample of key informants who had
intimate knowledge of the relevant political and organizational dynamics. Following background
research on the case cities, individuals who played significant roles in the garden programs and local
policy struggles in each city were contacted. Interview participants included 19 past and present
garden and orchard program managers, 12 pro-garden policy advocates, 11 city employees and elected
officials, 7 community organizers, and 6 urban planning and development professionals. Interviews
were semi-structured, with open-ended questions and follow-up probes of the aspects of participants’
answers most relevant to the research project. Semi-structured interviews allow participants wide
latitude in how they respond to questions, eliciting their own narratives and understandings rather
than measuring only pre-determined variables [83]. The interview script began with background
questions on how participants became involved with urban agriculture, then sought their narratives
about the pivotal events in which they were involved (such as the development of a garden program,
a campaign to protect threatened gardens, a land-use policy change, or a budget vote). The interview
script closed with general questions about the city itself, including questions that asked respondents
to reflect on how urban agriculture had impacted their city and what they thought the value of
community gardens was for their neighborhood or city. Particularly in response to these closing
questions, interviewees remarked about the community-building process that tends to occur in shared
growing spaces.

All interviews were recorded, transcribed by the researcher, and coded thematically using
NVivo qualitative analysis software. In a deductive approach to the project’s broader research
questions, coding began with a list of themes developed from the literature on urban agriculture. In the
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category encompassing the social benefits of community gardens and orchards, initial codes were for
aesthetics, civic engagement, cultural continuity, economic development, education, food provision,
recreation, and self-improvement. (The code for aesthetics was defined as the attractiveness or
visual appeal of a space, design, or landscape [29,84,85]. The code for civic engagement was used
for any reference to local residents more engaged in some aspect of policy, planning, government,
or governance because of shared growing spaces [86–90]. The code for cultural continuity was used
for any description of gardens as a cultural resource, connection to one’s heritage, or strategy for
preserving a way of life [88,91,92]. The code for economic development was defined as a mention of
property values, business activity, or other economic indicators in the neighborhoods around shared
growing spaces [26,28,93–95]. The code for education was defined as educational activities or learning
taking place at a garden site [88,89,96,97]. The code for food provision was defined as the function
of growing spaces either feeding gardeners and neighborhood residents or producing food to be
distributed through food banks [29,87,94,98,99]. The code for recreation was used for any description of
gardening as a recreational activity or reference to other outdoor recreational activities occurring around
shared growing spaces [89,90,99], and the code for self-improvement was defined as any reference
to how gardening helps people provide for themselves, gain skills, or develop character [89,96,100].)
As the research progressed, new questions arose as emergent themes in the interviews called for
the inductive category development used in conventional content analysis [101,102]. Codes added
to the social benefits category included community, diversity, security, senior citizens, and youth
engagement. (The code for community was defined as references to community-building, relationships,
or friendships formed in shared growing spaces. The code for diversity was used for references
to demographic diversity among garden participants, especially diversity in race, ethnicity, age,
social class, religion, and ability. The code for security was defined as any reference to crime, violence,
or physical safety in and around shared growing sites. The code for senior citizens was used for
any reference to people over 65 or the elders of a community. The code for youth engagement was
defined as the involvement of children or teenagers in gardening or other activities at a shared growing
site.) The codebook was expanded when it was clear that interviewees frequently described these
themes as important reasons for participating in and/or advocating for urban agriculture projects.
The present study is based on extracting the transcript excerpts coded under “community” and
triangulating across the 55 interviews [103] to analyze the patterns in how the theme of community
was discussed. Transcript excerpts are included in Appendix A, and the results of this content analysis
are described below.

3. Results

Of all the social benefits that interviewees described experiencing or observing in urban community
gardens and orchards, community was the most common. Through analysis of the “community” code,
the concept of “community coalescence” was developed to describe a widely understood benefit of
shared growing spaces that, despite its manifest importance to so many practitioners, is often difficult
to measure and therefore challenging to communicate effectively to decision-makers.

3.1. Community Coalescence

Community coalescence involves a process of residents in a neighborhood getting to know one
another through repeated contact, especially around a shared activity or space, which increases trust,
collective efficacy, and the density of social ties in the neighborhood. Community coalescence increases a
community’s social capital and residents’ feelings of organic solidarity and collective efficacy, as people
establish ties with and build trust in neighbors who are different from them in many ways yet share a
goal or interest that they can work on together. Community coalescence supports social sustainability,
augmenting some or all of the five elements of the “sustainability of community” outlined by
Dempsey et al. (i.e., social interaction and social networks among community members, stability of the
community’s membership over time, collective institutions in which members participate, trust among
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members and a sense of security, and positive identification with the community) [22]. The process of
community coalescence and its outcomes are also closely related to both community cohesion [104] and
neighborhood social cohesion [66,105], as community coalescence brings together the trust and shared
identity in the concept of neighborhood social cohesion with the focus on breaking down demographic
barriers central to the concept of community cohesion. A variety of spaces or activities can serve as a
basis for community coalescence, including—and perhaps especially—shared growing spaces.

Community garden program managers, food activists, community-minded planners, and other
supporters of urban agriculture widely observe that community coalescence occurs in shared growing
spaces. Although community and other social benefits were not the focus of my interviews with these
individuals, 76% of interviewees—42 out of 55—indicated that community gardens and orchards
can initiate a process of community coalescence. They described the dimensions of community
coalescence in various ways, such as “community-building,” “relationships,” “bringing people
together,” or with specific anecdotes that illustrate the ways in which shared growing spaces foster and
strengthen community among neighborhood residents. Below, evidence for community coalescence
is provided in terms of the increased organic solidarity, social capital, and collective efficacy that my
interviewees observed.

3.1.1. Organic Solidarity

Well before the widespread attention to urban sustainability, officials in many cities were already
conscious of the need to foster social solidarity among diverse residents, especially in the US case due
to the painful and costly history of racial conflict. Following riots against police brutality in the 1960s,
community gardens proliferated in Black and Brown neighborhoods in many US cities [106]. In one
interview, a longtime public official tasked with building community in a rapidly diversifying city
explained why he had strongly supported community garden initiatives throughout his career:

Community’s all about building relationships. And you build relationships by bumping
into people over and over, the same people over and over. And so to build community,
you need bumping places . . . And community gardens are just a key bumping place . . .
All the communities that are defined by identity or by interest are one kind of people.
And it’s in neighborhoods that they get that variety of people, and I think the gardens are
one place where you really do get that variety. Places of worship tend to be pretty segregated.
Even schools, even if they’re integrated, tend to be, you know, you’ve got your special
education programs over here and you’ve got your gifted programs over here.

Compared to other neighborhood institutions like churches and schools, this city official observed,
community gardens do more to bring people together across demographic differences, which is
critical for building organic solidarity and keeping cities functional. Other interviewees echoed this
understanding, noting how shared growing spaces introduce people who might not otherwise become
connected. For example, another longtime urban planner who worked in multiple cities over his career
stated, “I think it’s one of the few things that people of different races, economic groups, religions,
backgrounds can come together [around].”

In addition to bridging demographic differences, interviewees explained that shared growing
spaces can help counteract a variety of socially isolating tendencies in modern cities. A former elected
official explained that a gardening program in his city “has brought people together who would
otherwise be in an apartment and never see anybody other than walk down the hallway or going to
their car.” Similarly, a garden program manager in another city explained the value of community
gardens to combat hyper-individualization:

I think technology is a really big influence these days . . . and people just moving around a
lot has caused communities to be weakened and people to be much more individualized.
American culture has this push for individualization, and I think we take it too far in a lot of
ways. And we forget the value of working together with people that are different than us,
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but they’re in the community and we should get along with them. So I think that’s a good
[benefit].

Organic solidarity grows among people who work together, as they come to see the value in the
diverse contributions that different people can make. One garden manager in a highly segregated
city explained that she had deliberately assigned garden plots so that people with different racial and
ethnic backgrounds would be near each other. As this manager observed,

When you diversify the people, you diversify the community. And so there used to be a time
where you could come into this garden, and you can look at a plot and you could identify the
ethnicity of that gardener simply by what they were planting. But you can’t do that anymore,
because we’ve exchanged seeds. We’ve exchanged knowledge. We’ve exchanged agriculture.
We’ve exchanged recipes.

Gardening is an interest that cuts across demographic lines—and because it requires ongoing labor
in a particular place, it is an activity that creates opportunities for both interaction and interdependence.

Even in gardens where all the plots are tended individually, gardeners interact and share ideas;
moreover, collective work is inevitably required to keep up the overall site, maintain pathways between
gardens, and address issues that may arise such as equipment needs, vandalism, or theft. Beyond these
ever-present collaborative needs, some interviewees also observed growing interdependence among
gardeners who would temporarily take over watering and harvesting each other’s plots in the event
of an illness, injury, or vacation. Because the work required for a garden encourages interaction and
interdependence, organic solidarity is likely to be supported more by shared growing spaces than by
other types of urban greenspaces.

3.1.2. Social Capital

The shared work required to maintain a garden creates opportunities for interdependence among
gardeners, and this work can also form the basis of new social ties within the community. Some people
become part of a gardening group through an existing friend or family member, and others join a
shared growing space due to their interest in gardening or proximity to the site; regardless of how
they arrive, participants in shared growing spaces tend to make new social connections once they are
involved. The value of these social connections is not lost on those who observe them up close.

After coming into contact with many community gardeners while working on land-use policy,
a community organizer noted how the gardens appeared to foster social capital among participants:
“People who are involved seem to be getting connected in really important ways, and that’s half of it,
you know, it’s like making connections, knowing who to contact to learn more about this, or get this or
that resource.” Community gardens, like other neighborhood-scale institutions, can serve as important
hubs within local social networks through which information and resources flow in helpful ways [107].

In line with earlier findings that greenspaces are linked to crime reductions [53,54],
community garden advocates I interviewed stressed that gardens improve public safety by activating
the space: Gardeners come and go throughout the day, and so they can serve as eyes on the street
that help discourage criminal behavior. While any activated greenspace might provide some benefit,
community gardens provide further capacity for social control because they increase social capital
in the neighborhood. As one city planner explained, “Community gardens can bring in neighbors
from opposite ends of the block that may not know each other, and all of a sudden, Miss Emma is now
watching the back of Miss Jones, cause they know each other. So I like to create mini town commons
where people can gather safely, and get to know each other, and start to watch each other’s backs.”
As this city official understands, the social capital cultivated in community gardens can have benefits
beyond the growing space.

Social capital is especially important for the health of communities whose residents have relatively
low levels of other forms of capital (such as education or financial resources). Many gardens in
low-income neighborhoods offer free produce to local residents, and some host public events designed
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to increase awareness about the garden and invite new participants. The longtime director of one such
garden described throwing free barbecues for the neighborhood, along with an innovative approach to
meeting nearby residents and building social connections with them:

We are a very transient community . . . . I mean, that’s the reality of living here. So, it’s hard to
build relationships when people are coming and going like that. But we try . . . . There are these
[longtime resident] anchors in the community that we have really intentionally befriended.
And we have this program with our garden, called Pollinator Pots, because we need bees for
product. So we take flowerpots to all of our neighbors, up and down the blocks . . . going to
a home, knocking on the door and chatting up the neighbors and saying, ‘Here’s a flowerpot,
can you help us? And oh, by the way, our garden is just down the street. We give everything
away, so keep an eye out . . . show up. We do barbecues, come on down.’ For Grandma next
door, she can’t walk. So we barbecue, we bring her the plate of hot dogs. So that’s for our
anchors, and . . . the new families that come in, hopefully, are connecting a little bit with
their neighbors.

When people get to know their neighbors, the social capital of the community increases. More social
ties mean a greater capacity to communicate, coordinate activity, locate resources, and find fulfillment
in day-to-day life.

Interviewees frequently stressed the value of social capital specifically for marginalized
communities, often immigrants and the elderly. A garden program manager working with a largely
Latinx population suggested that for residents dealing with demoralizing and disorienting challenges
of life in a new country, being recognized as an expert in something like growing food could boost
their confidence while building attachment to the community. She went on to explain:

My favorite part of gardens, I think, is when people grow too much, or like they grow more
than they need for themselves, they hand it out to their neighbors. And people recognize
them as like The Tomato Lady, or The Mint Lady—I just think there’s something beautiful
about that because there’s more conversations happening [and] people are interacting with
people they haven’t interacted with before.

Similarly, a program manager working mainly with Southeast Asian immigrant families found
that the garden helped participants build social ties critical for their wellbeing:

We have a lot of like, what some might call, highly vulnerable populations. So we have
the elderly and we have very young people who live in this neighborhood who are often
marginalized and not included in policy and conversations. And when you add on that
other layer of being immigrants and being refugees who don’t speak English as their first
language . . . the garden is a really intentional space for them to have autonomy and to have
their needs met. And with the elderly population, social isolation is a huge issue, just on an
epidemiological level. So it’s really cool just to see anecdotally—we don’t unfortunately have
quantitative data on it—but anecdotally, when you talk to our elder gardeners, something that
they really love is that they’ve built friendships through the garden.

Numerous gardeners, program managers, and city officials described the value of residents
building relationships with their fellow gardeners and other community members—whether for the
benefits of friendship itself, or for the resource access, stability, and trust that strong social networks
can engender. Especially when residents recognize and understand that they are contributing to the
development of robust and useful social networks, these activities improve the social sustainability of
their city.

3.1.3. Collective Efficacy

Many interviewees discussed aspects of social capital such as network ties and trust, and a few
program managers detailed specifically how their community gardens seemed to enhance collective
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efficacy. When local residents work together to accomplish shared goals, such as installing, protecting,
or improving a community garden, they gain skills and experience that can be transferred to other
community initiatives. One program manager explained how gardeners at her site took on a series of
projects and how those efforts brought the community closer together:

Especially in a garden people have to self-organize, so they have to figure out a way that
works for them to make decisions with money, to do projects, to respect each other, to protect
each other, protect their stuff. ‘Cause you know, there’s theft and things to deal with. There’s a
lot of community projects that come out of them. [Our garden] is part of a really good
example, because it’s big, it’s a couple acres in size. So it’s got this beautiful barn, pavilion,
that folks put together some years ago. You have to write grants, you have to, you know,
figure out how to do that and ask for money.

Other gardeners similarly reflected on the skills and camaraderie they developed while planning,
fundraising for, and installing infrastructure such as rain catchment or tool sheds. Since community
gardeners rarely own the land they cultivate, shared growing spaces are often vulnerable to
development [82,91,108,109]; gardeners who have mobilized to protect their sites have also extended
their social networks and acquired new skills during the preservation campaigns.

When neighbors build knowledge, skills, and confidence in one another, they build collective
efficacy. This can improve neighborhood sustainability, and it can even translate to broader civic
participation that further benefits the city’s social sustainability. After more than 30 years of helping
residents access vacant lots to establish new gardens and orchards, a retired program manager mused,
“I think, in the end, what we helped develop . . . is that community gardening is a community
development tool. And sometimes it’s as simple as helping to organize the block, and sometimes it
catalyzes much larger efforts by neighbors to revitalize their community through housing development
and infrastructure or whatever.” Shared growing spaces bring community residents together to
establish and accomplish collective goals. When groups succeed in their efforts, collective efficacy
increases, and civil society is strengthened.

3.2. Measuring Community Coalescence

The process of community coalescence is obvious to many up-close observers of shared growing
spaces, yet it is not always so evident to decision-makers further removed from the sites. Across the
55 interviews, 18 respondents (33%) specifically mentioned the difficulty of documenting community
coalescence, which was perceived as a critical need in order to effectively communicate the social
benefits of shared growing spaces to officials at various levels of government. Urban agriculture
advocates who have sought funding for growing spaces, and those who have fought to preserve them
against potential redevelopment, are particularly conscious of the gap between their understanding of
the space’s value and that of most public officials.

When communicating with city officials about the value of shared growing spaces, advocates
come prepared with numbers: the number of garden sites within a councilperson’s district, the total
volunteer hours contributed to maintaining the sites, the annual pounds of food donated to those in
need, and so on. In some cases, these metrics have worked to convey the public, social value of shared
growing spaces. As one longtime program manager reflected:

I think one of the criticisms that a lot of folks in government and in the funding community
gave was that they viewed a lot of these gardens as places to pursue a hobby. And they didn’t
see the gardens as these transformative spaces that allowed for a community to have its own
classroom, living room, you know? A place for common ground, for knitting together people
from different walks of life, as we saw them. So [the food bank program] became the way
in which these gardens could show their greater purpose for the community, because they
were growing so many pounds of food and giving to families in need . . . So [the food bank
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program] really made a big change in getting people to see the difference—that these weren’t
private little gardens, that these gardens served a larger social purpose in the community.

While coordinating and quantifying food bank donations is a common strategy for demonstrating
how community gardens and orchards benefit the wider public, many advocates feel that this metric
still does not fully capture the social value of shared growing spaces. A leader in another large
gardening program similarly described measuring food bank donations to build political support for
the program, but went on to say, “I don’t know how you measure what to me is the other half of the
program, which is the community-building. I don’t know that anybody measures that. But I think it’s
of critical importance.”

Advocates in all three cities echoed this sentiment, often emphasizing the complexity of
community coalescence and the challenges in quantifying or clearly documenting it. As one garden
advocate explained:

It’s hard to measure relationships. But in my opinion, it’s the most valuable thing of just
that—if I know what you’re up to, and then six months from now I think, ‘You know what,
she’s doing that. And she’s over there in that corner of town, and she knows people there,
let’s call her up and see what she’s doing.’ It’s that kind of stuff. It doesn’t get into grants,
it doesn’t get into books, it’s just so hard to measure that. But that’s kind of what makes the
world turn, too.

Across all three cities, interviewees frequently described the process of community coalescence
through specific anecdotes or hypothetical scenarios like the one above. However, they often noted
that this process is difficult to measure quantitatively—something they understood as important to
policymakers who make critical decisions about land use and program funding. Many successful
community gardens in US cities have been initiated with assistance from federal funding sources,
such as grants through the Department of Agriculture, the Fish and Wildlife Service, or the Department
of Housing and Urban Development. One highly effective investment in US urban agriculture was
the federal Urban Gardening Program, which ran from 1977 to 1994 and seeded numerous successful
community gardens across 23 cities with an annual budget of only $4 million [110]. The program
died with a lack of Congressional support; past and present garden managers who saw the benefits
firsthand feel that its effects weren’t fully grasped by those who controlled its budget. One former
program manager explained reporting to the program’s central office:

We had a submittal that gave it to them, so that they could use that to continue getting
funding. And it was quantitative stuff. We could never record the qualitative stuff, about how
it improved people’s health and the group dynamics of getting to know your neighbors,
or getting out of your own neighborhood and seeing what other people were doing elsewhere
. . . All of the human stuff, we couldn’t submit to Congress. But it was quite valuable for
what it did for people.

For public officials deciding between different budget items, land uses, or sustainability strategies,
the choice is often distilled into numerical terms. Advocates for shared growing spaces have attempted
to quantify their value in various ways, yet these advocates widely agree that the community-building
aspect is not effectively captured in existing metrics.

4. Discussion

Social sustainability hinges not only on reducing inequality and improving equity in access to
resources, but also on ensuring the sustainability of community itself [22]. In other words, for a city to
be considered socially sustainable, its residents must get along with each other and have the capacity
to work together to produce desired outcomes. The data presented in this paper demonstrate how
actively used greenspaces can provide a basis for improving the sustainability of community in a
neighborhood and, if they are developed and supported within a wider urban planning framework,
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in neighborhoods across a city. Shared growing spaces such as community gardens and orchards
are thus an important vehicle for social sustainability, because they provide the basis for a process of
community coalescence in which diverse people can interact around a shared interest, get to know and
trust one another through repeated contact, and work together to safeguard the viability of that shared
interest in their neighborhood. Community coalescence increases the organic solidarity and social
capital of a neighborhood, and this process also builds a sense of collective efficacy among people
when they accomplish shared goals by working together.

Despite the widespread appreciation for community coalescence among urban agriculture
participants and advocates, urban sustainability assessment tends to undervalue shared growing
spaces by siloing economic, social, and environmental aspects of sustainability and failing to fully
account for the social benefits of multifunctional greenspace. As with any conceptualization that reifies
the human-nature divide, the three-pillars framework draws attention to domain-specific solutions
at the expense of strategies that place humans within nature and seek to improve both social and
ecological systems simultaneously.

If urban sustainability assessment overlooks the social contributions of shared growing spaces,
then decision-makers, too, are likely to continue undervaluing them. Community gardens and
orchards are already vulnerable land uses, considered temporary by most landowners and funders
whose interests ultimately diverge from those of participants [82,108,111,112]. Considering that local
governments are often the landowners and/or funders in question, a firmer understanding of the
multifaceted contributions that shared growing spaces make to urban sustainability will change the
calculus around community garden and orchard preservation in cities that prioritize sustainability.

This paper presents a conceptualization for the mechanism by which shared growing spaces
benefit urban social sustainability, reflecting the understanding expressed by 76% of interview
respondents. While community coalescence appears to be widespread, this finding does not imply
it is universal, and more research is needed to measure social dynamics in specific cases. For this
project, interviews were only conducted with individuals in the US, and the sample was purposive
rather than random. Of the 55 program managers, garden advocates, community organizers, planners,
and city officials interviewed, 15 were also community gardeners themselves, but their experiences
likely reflect more of a macro-level understanding of the social dynamics in shared growing spaces
than would be typical for rank-and-file community gardeners. Interview data are best interpreted
as the understandings of individual interviewees; research using surveys, participant observation or
other methods can contribute to a more complete picture of the context in and extent to which actively
used greenspaces contribute to social sustainability.

To further address the need for research demonstrating how shared growing spaces foster
community coalescence, urban agriculture researchers and advocates can continue to explore methods
to measure this phenomenon quantitatively. Community researchers have already developed survey
tools for measuring neighborhood social cohesion [113] and collective efficacy [77]. Where new
gardens are proposed or existing gardens are slated for removal, well-timed longitudinal surveys
may be able to capture the social effects of the garden. Similarly, following Cohen et al. [63],
comparative survey research may be used to establish spatial associations between shared growing
spaces and measures of community. Community-based research methods offer additional opportunities
for measuring community coalescence in shared growing spaces, particularly when working in
partnership with advocacy coalitions or organizations that administer multiple garden or orchard sites.
Systematically tracking the frequency, attendance volume, and attendance diversity of events held in
shared growing spaces over time may serve to document the unique ability of these spaces to bring
people together across demographic differences. Finally, smartphone technology and social media
offer new avenues for analyzing community activity and social networks [114,115]. In situations where
the data are accessible to researchers, it may be possible to measure the longitudinal development of
social networks among urban agriculture participants, neighborhood residents, and others who visit
shared growing spaces.
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Due to the frequent undervaluing of shared growing spaces in cities, both researchers and
activists will likely continue to pursue methods to quantify the social benefits of community gardens
and orchards. Existing power relations governing urban land use stipulate that garden advocates
must pursue the strongest justifications possible for urban agriculture in order to protect shared
growing spaces from being sold and repurposed. In contrast, there are no equivalent power
relations creating a similar urgency among urban sustainability professionals to fully account for
the benefits of activated, multifunctional greenspaces. Thus, the results presented in this paper
serve to reinforce calls from within the sustainability research community for urban sustainability
assessment that is more integrative [2,4,8], mixed-methods [2,116], framework-driven [2,6,117,118],
and/or participatory [7,9,21,73,119]. These assessment methods are likely to produce more accurate
estimates of a city’s sustainability, especially the contributions of multifunctional spaces like community
gardens, and thus will point to policies that can more effectively navigate the landscape of tradeoffs
among ecological, economic, and social dimensions of sustainability.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Transcript excerpts coded for “community” and interpretations thereof.

ID Interviewee Expertise Question Answer Interpretation

1 City official

How do you think
that [the garden
program] has
impacted
[your city]?

Community’s all about
building relationships . . . It’s in
neighborhoods that they get
that variety of people, and I
think the gardens are one place
where you really do get that
variety.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
among different
kinds of people

2 Community organizer

What is the
program’s
relationship with
the non-gardening
public? 1

We encourage gardeners to be
friendly with the neighbors.
‘Cause they’re also eyes on your
[garden]. And be in touch with
them, and if neighbors wanna
volunteer and help... you bring
people together, do a little work,
share some food, it’s always a
good way.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
among different
kinds of people,
while increasing
social capital

3 Pro-garden policy
advocate

How do you think
that [the garden
program] has
impacted
[your city]?

When you . . . measure how
long people know each other in
these programs, and the ties
that people developed over the
years . . . We’re always saying
hello, we know a lot about each
other, you know? And we’re
supportive of each other and
what goes on in our personal
lives.

Shared growing
spaces increase
social capital
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Table A1. Cont.

ID Interviewee Expertise Question Answer Interpretation

4 Planning professional

Was [the gardening
program] always
popular with the
local community? 1

Yeah, I think so . . . There’s a
real sense of community in the
gardens, right? That people
work together. There’s always a
little competition but that’s,
there’s always a lot of
collaboration.

Working together
to develop shared
growing spaces
increases collective
efficacy

5 Pro-garden policy
advocate

How do you think
that [the garden
program] has
impacted
[your city]?

I don’t know how you measure
what to me is the other half of
the program, which is the
community-building. I don’t
know that anybody measures
that. But I think it’s of critical
importance.

Shared growing
spaces increase
social capital

6 City official

How do you think
[the garden
program] differs
from other
community
gardening
programs?

I think there are probably some
examples where community
gardens are used as ways to do
the community-building....
It’s because people are in search
of that, and somehow they
create community gardens for
that purpose.... It’s a good way
to break down barriers,
build trust in the community.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
among different
kinds of people,
while increasing
social capital

7 City official

How do you think
that [the garden
program] has
impacted
[your city]?

It has brought people together
who would otherwise be in an
apartment and never see
anybody other than walk down
the hallway or going to
their car.

Shared growing
spaces counteract
the social isolation
of cities to build
organic solidarity

8 Garden program
manager

How do you think
that [the garden
program] has
impacted
[your city]?

We have a lot of like, what
some might call, highly
vulnerable populations . . .
When you talk to our elder
gardeners, something that they
really love is that they’ve built
friendships through the garden.

Shared growing
spaces increase
social capital

9 Garden program
manager

How has [the
garden program]
changed over time?

A lot of the gardens that are the
older gardens, as they have
gone through refurbishing,
they’ve set aside more space for
community space . . .
And having the benches that
are public benches.

Organic solidarity
forms when
different kinds of
people feel
welcome in the
space

11 City official

What do you think
is the value of
community
gardens for the
neighborhoods or
city overall?

It’s been a hugely important
aspect . . . as the mechanism for
keeping open space,
and keeping people in open
space.... Every open space
should be converted for the use
of everybody, and not some.

Shared growing
spaces attract
different kinds of
people side-by-side
more than other
kinds of growing
space

12 City official

How do you think
that [the garden
program] has
impacted
[your city]?

It has encouraged a sense of
community and neighborliness.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
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Table A1. Cont.

ID Interviewee Expertise Question Answer Interpretation

13 City official

How do you think
that [the garden
program] has
impacted
[your city]?

It’s bringing people with
common interests together in a
community where they live,
working on something they
love.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
and collective
efficacy

14 Garden program
manager

Why not move [the
garden program]
into the Parks
Department? 1

Culturally . . . parks didn’t
quite mix that well. Now . . .
for the most part they really
value the way that community
gardens activate parks space
and activation of public space is
an incredibly important thing
to happen in urban areas.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
by bringing more
people into public
space

17 Garden program
manager

What do you think
is the value of
community
gardens for the
neighborhoods or
city overall?

There’s the whole community
aspect.... Especially in a garden
people have to self-organize . . .
There’s a lot of community
projects that come out of them
. . . . You have to write grants,
you have to, you know,
figure out how to do that and
ask for money.

Working together
to develop shared
growing spaces
increases collective
efficacy

18 Pro-garden policy
advocate

In [your city]
overall, is there a
narrative that it’s
affordable housing
versus community
gardens [in land
use policy
conflicts]? 1

When it comes to open space,
there is a lot of opportunity
there for us to be together,
and sometimes it crosses lines
of class . . . . I don’t think the
middle-class new folks,
mostly white folks, can do it on
their own . . . . I certainly don’t
think the long-term residents,
we can do it on our own.
And so this is the perfect place
for us to work together.

Struggles to
preserve shared
growing spaces
promote organic
solidarity

19 Pro-garden policy
advocate

Would permanent
community
gardens become a
rigid space and lose
that flexibility [that
informal urban
agriculture has]? 1

I think it’s proof, the fact that
we have gardens that have
survived in their communities
as long as they have—in [this
city] you have gardens that are
70 years old.... Once you have a
community operating in space,
and you have the organization
for a community to operate in
space and you keep it flexible,
and then it does fill different
needs.

Shared growing
spaces can provide
a basis for realizing
community needs,
which may increase
collective efficacy

20 Planning professional

Has there been a
narrative [in this
city] that gardens
can gentrify
neighborhoods? 1

They can help sustain, both
create and sustain important
amenities or public spaces. And
community-controlled spaces.
And that in some ways helps
stabilize parts of people’s lives
. . . networks of support and
such, among other cultural,
social, and educational
functions like exercise, et cetera.

Shared growing
spaces increase
social capital and
social stability
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Table A1. Cont.

ID Interviewee Expertise Question Answer Interpretation

21 Pro-garden policy
advocate

Since you’ve been
interacting with the
city this whole
time, have you
seen a shift in their
priorities? 1

[I have seen] acknowledgement
that gardening is a viable land
use . . . because these gardens
that have been there, in some
cases for decades, have helped
to stabilize those land values by
creating community and by
creating space for neighbors to
come together.

Shared growing
spaces increase
organic solidarity
and social stability

22 Garden program
manager

How did you first
get involved with
urban agriculture?

Community gardening is a
community development tool.
And sometimes it’s as simple as
helping to organize the block,
and sometimes it catalyzes
much larger efforts by
neighbors to revitalize their
community.

Working together
to develop shared
growing spaces
increases collective
efficacy

23 Community organizer

Could you explain
more what you
mean that [your
organization] is
radical? 1

People who are involved seem
to be getting connected in really
important ways, and that’s half
of it, you know, it’s like making
connections, knowing who to
contact to learn more about this,
or get this or that resource.

Struggles to
preserve shared
growing spaces can
increase social
capital

24 Garden program
manager

How did you first
get involved with
urban agriculture?

It was really wonderful to do
that . . . seeing how people
engaged and how they would
get involved, and how the kids
would get involved . . .
coming more from that
technical perspective of ‘these
are the design principles that
we should be thinking about
and these are the best practices
around creating these urban
spaces’ to thinking about
people in that.

Working together
to develop shared
growing spaces
increases collective
efficacy

26 Pro-garden policy
advocate

How did you make
the case to city
council that
gardens should be
preserved? 1

[One large] refugee garden in
[the city has] become sort of a
site for cultural revitalization
for these refugees . . . . And
there’s some evidence that came
out of some hospital studies
that the suicide rates have
apparently fallen . . . . And they
attribute that to the community
gardening because it’s symbolic
and it’s a site where they can
gather and build community
and educate their youth.

Shared growing
spaces counteract
social isolation and
promote organic
solidarity

27 Planning professional
How did you first
get involved with
urban agriculture?

There were these community
gardens, and some people—it
was a community building tool.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
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28 Garden program
manager

Did [the USDA
program] have
specific
requirements or
did they just want
you to keep track
[of demographic
information]? 1

We could never record the
qualitative stuff, about how it
improved people’s health and
the group dynamics of getting
to know your neighbors . . .
or having Blacks and Koreans
gardening next to each other
. . . . For men who were
unemployed or retired, it gave
them a place to go and a social
life.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
among different
kinds of people

31 Garden program
manager

Have you focused
on preserving
gardens in those
areas because they
are really needed
there? 1

One of the important things to
me about the gardens is that
they are a place for people to
learn to do community
building, and talk to their
neighbors, and organize . . . .
The tools that you learn to talk
to your neighbors and build a
community garden are the
same tools that you can use to
organize your neighbors to do
anything!

Working together
to develop shared
growing spaces
increases collective
efficacy

34 Community organizer

Could you talk
more about the
work that you and
[your organization]
were doing
regarding [the
city’s land
dispensation
policies]? 1

[One farm I work with]
employs no less than 50 young
people per summer . . . Being on
the farm and seeing that it’s an
option, and then seeing that we
are farmers, and changing the
image of farming has been just
really life-changing for folks
. . . . We just need to continue
making space for front-line
communities so that our kids,
our elders, our adults who are
underemployed or unemployed
can see themselves making jobs.

Shared growing
spaces can provide
a basis for realizing
community needs,
which may increase
collective efficacy

35 Garden program
manager

How did you first
get involved with
urban agriculture?

[The organization’s] history
and approach to working with
residents around reclaiming
land and repurposing vacant
spaces into really useful
community spaces . . . because
of the conditions in the
neighborhood, that developed
into urban farming and
gardening, because of the need.

Shared growing
spaces can provide
a basis for realizing
community needs,
which may increase
collective efficacy
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39 Garden program
manager

Could you tell me
more about the
partnerships
you’ve been
forming? 1

We are a very transient
community . . . so it’s hard to
build relationships when
people are coming and going
like that. But we try . . . . There
are these [longtime resident]
anchors in the community that
we have really intentionally
befriended . . . . We take
flowerpots to all of our
neighbors, up and down the
blocks . . . . The new families
that come in, hopefully, are
connecting a little bit with their
neighbors.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
and increase social
capital

40 Pro-garden policy
advocate

How did you first
get involved with
urban agriculture?

And then of course there’s
community gardening, which
has a, a different kind of
experience. That just gets
people active, physically active.
Away from screens, outside,
chatting with people, as well as
the generational knowledge to
pass down.

Shared growing
spaces counteract
the social isolation
of modern life and
promote organic
solidarity among
different kinds of
people

41 Planning professional

What do you think
is the value of
community
gardens for the
neighborhoods or
city overall?

And the community-building
aspect of it . . . I think it’s one of
the few things that people of
different races, economic
groups, religions, backgrounds
can come together [around].

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity

42 Pro-garden policy
advocate

How do you think
[the local garden
movement] differs
from urban ag in
other cities?

There is a rich, vital mesh of
relationships, with grade
school, high school, faith
community, civil society, and
the activists doing it.... One of
the most positive adaptations of
the . . . challenges that we face.
You know, you grow things,
you get people to eat together,
to grow together . . . . It’s a
boundary-crossing resource.

Shared growing
spaces counteract
undesirable forces
in urban life to
promote organic
solidarity among
different kinds of
people

43 Garden program
manager

What do you think
is the value of
community
gardens for the
neighborhoods or
city overall?

I see the garden as a place to
connect with your neighbor . . . .
It really is that social, it gives
you that social good feeling.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity

44 Pro-garden policy
advocate

Are conflicts of
development
pressure, replacing
gardens with other
uses, maybe still in
[your city’s] future?
1

I think people come to value . . .
the relationship. And I don’t
think that relationship would
necessarily disappear because
the physical space disappears
. . . . You create relationships. I
go visit [my friend] at least once
a week.... I would not have
known [him] without
community gardening.

Shared growing
spaces increase
social capital
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45 City official

What do you think
is the value of
community
gardens for the
neighborhoods or
city overall?

Community gardens can bring
in neighbors from opposite
ends of the block that may not
know each other, and all of a
sudden, Miss Emma is now
watching the back of Miss Jones,
‘cause they know each other.

Shared growing
spaces increase
social capital

46 Community organizer

How do you think
that [the garden
program] has
impacted
[your city]?

From the time we had the
garden from 1998 to 2004,
converted a bunch of vacant,
abandoned homes to
owner-occupants, just because
they loved the idea of not
having to deal with neighbors
across the street other than a
community garden . . . . It
brought a number of people
together across ethnic and
racial lines as well. There were
white growers, Black growers,
primarily Asian growers.

Shared growing
spaces increase
social stability and
promote organic
solidarity among
different kinds of
people

47 Garden program
manager

What do you think
is the value of
community
gardens for the
neighborhoods or
city overall?

I think working together is a
good benefit. I think
communities, especially
before—I think technology is a
really big influence these days
. . . . We forget the value of
working together with people
that are different than us, but
they’re in the community and
we should get along with them.

Shared growing
spaces counteract
the social isolation
of modern life and
promote organic
solidarity among
different kinds of
people

48 Garden program
manager

What do you think
is the value of
community
gardens for the
neighborhoods or
city overall?

[From a survey of community
gardeners we participated in,] a
couple takeaways would be . . .
everybody loved the communal
aspect, they loved the nature,
becoming better stewards of
nature. They loved sharing the
traditions with their kids, with
their grandparents.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
across generations

49 Garden program
manager

What do you think
is the value of
community
gardens for the
neighborhoods or
city overall?

I just think there’s something
beautiful about that because
there’s more conversations
happening [and] people are
interacting with people they
haven’t interacted with before.

Shared growing
spaces increase
social capital

51 Garden program
manager

How did you first
get involved with
urban agriculture?

As my work started, it became,
like we still build garden beds,
but we’re still, we were now
working to create those
community experiences . . . .
It’s not solely just the garden
that they see, they see the spot
where the kids can play. They
see where the yoga classes are
held, where the community
meetings are sometimes held,
where the barbecue grill is.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
when they become
centers of
community life
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53 City official

Is there a concern
that conflict will
arise if a garden is
slated to sell for
housing or
commercial
development? 1

The benefit to the
neighborhoods are, you’re
doing community building,
you’re activating a space,
you’re beautifying it. So there’s
a lot of non-tangible benefits
that come along with that as
well. So it has worked out, and
if anybody has to move, we can
always find them another spot.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity

54 Garden program
manager

How has [the
garden program]
changed over time?

When you diversify the people,
you diversify the community.
[Before] you could identify the
ethnicity of that gardener
simply by what they were
planting. But you can’t do that
anymore, because we’ve
exchanged seeds. We’ve
exchanged knowledge. We’ve
exchanged agriculture. We’ve
exchanged recipes.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
among different
kinds of people

55 Garden program
manager

Did [a commercial
composter
previously
discussed] learn
composting from
[the city’s
prominent master
composter]? 1

I actually funded him to go to,
it’s a yearlong farmer training
program that they used to
offer.... But being able to get
that funding . . . if we can get it
back into the hands of the
people who have no hope, no
concept of moving ahead . . . it
changes a lot of people’s vision
of their own potential. And it
also makes for a lot better
relationship-building between
people of color and people of
white, which is also a very
difficult problem in our city.

Shared growing
spaces promote
organic solidarity
and collective
efficacy

1 Indicates an interview-specific follow up question.
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