Urban Community Gardens

Urban gardens provide an innovative way to cultivate community
relationships and hyper-local produce in dense city environments.

Community garden in New York City (Photo courtesy of Hunter College NYC Policy Center)

The Impact

Urban community gardens can have a dramatic impact on the livelihoods of cities, becoming
places of community interaction, cultural diversity and a sustainable source of food. Increasing the
availability of nutritious food is a key step in fighting food deserts and food insecurity. Furthermore,
promoting sustainable agriculture comes with a plethora of environmental benefits, including
establishing new natural habitats for species, mitigating water runoff and reducing miles traveled to
transport food. Urban community gardens also help increase the value of homes in surrounding areas.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, food insecurity proved to be a challenge that many families
faced; however, community gardens helped these families supplement their diets with nutritious foods.

Description

Community gardening has long been a way for a group of clustered homes to raise plants and
vegetables together. The idea is simple: A certain number of gardening beds are made available in a
specific plot of land decided by the city and community, and residents plant any crop they want. Today,
community gardening continues to expand in urban areas, where residents, regardless of income
status, can grow local food in the comfort of their neighborhood while also meeting new people. Urban
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community gardening is a great way for residents to bond, grow sustainable produce and improve their
quality of life by removing processed foods from their diet.

Where It Has Been Implemented

Numerous urban community gardens exist throughout the San Francisco Bay Area, including 42
in San Francisco, 16 in Oakland and many throughout San Mateo County. San Mateo County’s Office
of Sustainability has been working with local communities to build more gardens by providing resources
such as funding for gardening beds and irrigation systems, as well as workshops on how to garden.
The City of San Mateo has two community gardens: one near Beresford Recreation Center and the
other in Los Prados Park. Both provide fresh produce for lower-income communities.

Community gardens have played a large role in bringing urban neighborhoods together in San
Francisco. They enable young elementary school students and low-income residents to participate in
educational classes centered around gardening and cooking classes. In 2004 Urban Sprouts was
created in the Sunnydale neighborhood in San Francisco as a community garden to serve students
through a program called Green Schoolyards. Urban Sprouts has since expanded to partner with
another local nonprofit operation by cooking and sharing recipes to prepare food pantry staples at its
weekly distribution. It also has developed educational programming and vocational training for
transitional age youth. It provides more than 1,000 meals every year to those in need and 50
internships to low-income individuals. It also serves at least 2,000 pounds of garden-grown food each
year to under-resourced areas of San Francisco.

Across the U.S., community gardens are becoming more popular. From 2012 to 2018, the
number of community garden beds across the United States grew by 44%. In America’s 100 largest
cities, the increase was 22% between 2017 and 2018 alone. The number of people growing food in
community gardens increased by 200% between 2008 and 2016.

Key Drivers

Well-funded county sustainability programs coupled with a strong outreach program are
essential for robust community gardens. For instance, San Francisco’s Recreation and Parks
Department has drawn upon many resources to promote the benefits of homegrown agriculture and
expand the opportunities at each site. Sustainability advocates have been instrumental as well in the
development of community gardens, particularly in areas that don’t focus on sustainability otherwise.

The diversification of plant and produce species is also important to drive community interaction
in community gardens. When communities grow a variety of species native to a variety of cultures, they
promote cultural diversity as citizens can share, teach and celebrate their cultures and food in relation
to the produce they grow.

Key Factors for Success

In order for community gardens to thrive, they must have reliable funding and a neighborhood
willing to maintain the garden. They are more likely to be successful in urban areas where residents are
willing to farm and are eager for sustainable and affordable produce than in wealthy areas where
customers frequently shop from higher-end markets offering fresh, organic produce. Many gardens find
success via “champion gardeners” who ensure the gardens are well maintained over time.

Site selection also matters. There needs to be an adequate amount of sunshine and the garden
must be connected to the city's irrigation system, in addition to being easily accessible.
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Key Obstacles

Every community garden must gain approval from the city. In most cases, the only gardens
approved are ones backed by a large group of community individuals with knowledge of gardening and
concrete plans for the project. Finding this type of support can be challenging in poorer urban areas
unless the effort is driven by a nonprofit organization.

Urban community gardens sometimes present the challenge of growing plants and vegetables
in the presence of dirty water and poor air quality. In a 2014 study, Baltimore researchers asked 70
local urban community gardeners if they knew of any soil contaminants and 66 percent responded that
lead was a problem. Because land use in urban areas often changes, plots are frequently prone to soill
contamination by chemicals from past land use. A residential plot that was previously occupied by an
industrial site may contain more lead, putting homeowners and their gardens at risk.
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