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Abstract. The aim of this paper is to present the author's spatial 
typology of community gardens by defining their spatial characteristics, 
forms of development, and socio-cultural context. The typology was 
developed based on field research conducted in three U.S. cities and 
three European cities. As a result, it was determined that community 
gardens can be classified into six distinct spatial types.
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1. Introduction

The current dynamic development of cities is due, 
among other things, to people migrating to them 
from outside areas (Zhang et al., 2023). In DOI:ng so, 
a number of unfavourable phenomena are occurring, 
such as urban sprawl (Kremer et al., 2013; Gasperi et 
al., 2016). Sprawl can affect the degradation of central 
areas in the city (Anderson & Minor, 2017) and, for 
example, the formation of vacant spaces (of various 
sizes and shapes) with no specific function (Kim et 
al. 2018). At the other extreme of this phenomenon, 
there is a  process of increasing urban density 
(development of vacant spaces, e.g., neighbourhoods) 
(Kaczmarek, 2021). This densification reduces the 
amount of green space in the city and, at the same 
time, worsens the living conditions of the residents of 
the area (de Oliveira & Thomson, 2015). 

Urban development does not usually proceed in 
a harmonious manner, resulting in the spatial structure 
of agglomerations becoming a  set of mosaic spaces 
with different functions, forms of development or 
amounts of green areas. The result is a differentiation 
of living conditions in different areas of one city. This 
differentiation has an impact on social stratification 
in the areas in question – the emergence of more and 
less privileged groups. This leads to the accumulation 
of inequalities between individual city residents. One 
example is environmental inequality – understood 
here as unequal access to, for example, green spaces 
(Bojar-Fijałkowski, 2018) and, consequently, to the 
ecosystem services they provide. These services 
include air cleaned from pollution, reduced air 
temperature and a  healthy living environment 
(Dudzińska-Jarmolińska, 2019). Degraded (and 
often abandoned) areas are characterised by a  small 
amount of green space, which makes them more 
vulnerable to the effects of climate change (heat waves 
or local flooding) (Kato-Huerta & Geneletti, 2023). 
Thus, so-called climate inequality (Jasikowska et al., 
2022) between better-off and worse-off residents also 
occurs here. 

This article characterises different spatial types 
of community gardens, whose implementation 
in the urban fabric can be a  tool for redressing 
environmental inequalities between different urban 
communities.

1.1. Urban wastelands and attempts to 
redevelop them: impacts on urban 
development

In urban spaces, we see the phenomenon of 
wastelands. These are empty, undeveloped spaces. 
Abandoned land in the city may have been previously 
developed and used or may have never had a specific 
function. Its presence in the urban fabric may indicate 
the state of crisis of a given space and the community 
that inhabits it (Kim et al., 2018), a  decline in the 
growth rate of a  given population, or population 
aging or migration (Nassauer & Raskin, 2014). 

The emergence of such areas has a varied genesis, 
including areas where: there was previously some kind 
of development that was destroyed or demolished; 
original functions have been lost, e.g. post-industrial 
or post-transportation areas (e.g., post-port, post-
rail) (Kim et al., 2018); or there was some kind of 
disaster, e.g. of a climatic nature (Nassauer & Raskin, 
2014), warfare, etc. Gaps in urban spaces are also the 
result of poorly implemented urban policies, such as 
the lack of development plans for a  given space or 
the blocking of given areas for long-term planned 
investment purposes or even for the purpose of land 
speculation (Kim et al., 2018). The deterioration 
of certain spaces can also be the result of current 
economic factors (Smith et al., 2021) or financial 
miscalculations in the real-estate market (Nassauer 
& Raskin, 2014). Another type of abandoned areas 
comprises those at risk of a catastrophic phenomenon 
(e.g., areas prone to flooding, landslides, etc.) (Kim 
et al., 2018). 

The spatial characteristics of vacant spaces in 
cities vary in form, size and location. These areas are 
perceived negatively by local communities (Kim et al., 
2018; Preston et al., 2023) because urban wastelands 
contribute to the generation of many negative 
phenomena, such as increased crime (Anderson & 
Minor, 2017). These phenomena prevent the building 
of a stable urban community (Kim et al., 2018). The 
identity of these communities is then lost (Kim et 
al., 2020). 

At the same time, gaps in urban spaces can 
be an important resource for social, economic or 
environmental development (Anderson & Minor, 
2017). They can become areas for the implementation 
of greenery – thus having an impact on improving 
environmental conditions (e.g., through retention 
and treatment – phytoremediation – of rainwater) or 
social conditions (e.g., by reducing crime) (Anderson 
& Minor, 2017). Over time, they can then become 
a  producer of the following ecosystem services: 
provisioning, regulatory, cultural and supportive, 
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which is important in building urban social-
ecological systems (Kremer et al., 2013).

The implementation of green spaces in these areas 
is the result of various types of political mechanisms 
(Kremer et al., 2013), grassroots initiatives, and local 
community involvement. This is a process of socially 
planning a common neighbourhood and thus taking 
responsibility for it (Kim et al., 2020). An important 
tool here is the organisation of community gardens, 
which represent either a  temporary solution (Foo et 
al., 2014) or a long-term solution – the development 
of a given space. 

Community gardens can be classified according 
to various criteria. One is the way in which they 
are managed – top-down (e.g., by local authorities, 
government departments, etc.) or bottom-up (by the 
gardeners according to rules they themselves set) (Fox-
Kämper et al., 2018; Petrovic et al., 2019). Another 
applicable division of these spaces is based on status 
of use – or the division of space into smaller plots for 
individual gardeners (Rogge & Theesfeld, 2018). They 
can also be classified according to the functions they 
perform, such as recreational, productive, school/
educational, therapeutic/therapeutic, etc. (Temizel, 
2022).

Sites of this type are used for growing vegetables 
(including in plastic tunnels and greenhouses), fruits 
(urban orchards) or flowers (Firth et al., 2011), and 
there are also sometimes areas for growing hops 
used by local breweries (www.asla.com). Very often 
their form of development is much more elaborate. 
Community gardens comprise many additional 
elements, such as ornamental ponds, apiaries, chicken 
coops, compost piles, retention barrels, elements for 
recreation and integration of the local community 
(gazebos, bread ovens, barbecues). These elements 
create a  unique genius loci (sculptures, mosaics, 
toys, frescoes), giving them a  kind of identity and 
narrative. Thus, community gardens are not built 
according to a single model but are the result of the 
current demands of a  particular community using 
a particular urban space (Firth et al., 2011). 

1.2. Historical outline; the emergence of 
community gardens in the cities of the 
study area

Community gardens began to appear as early as 
the 1970s, with the emergence of the first urban 
movements in the U.S. (Firth et al., 2011). One of 
them was the so-called urban guerrilla movement 
(Christensen et al., 2019), which, among other 
things, dealt with the development of vacant spaces 

emerging as a  result of the financial and industrial 
crisis of the time, beginning in the 1960s (Torres et 
al., 2018). The gaps in the urban space created at that 
time were the result of arson attacks on tenements 
to defraud insurers or to demolish them (Drake & 
Lawson, 2014). At the time, vacant land in New 
York City accounted for 13% of the city's  total land 
area, and by the 1990s, the area had shrunk to 9.7% 
of the city (Kremer et al., 2013). In the first phase 
of the emergence of community gardens, vacant 
and neglected plots of land were occupied by local 
communities (ethnic and religious groups), who 
cleared the area and then gave it a utilitarian function 
by raising animals and vegetables (the gardens were 
tended mainly by women) that were the basis of 
local cuisine (Graf, 2022). In 1978, the City of 
New York initiated the GreenThumb programme, 
which coordinated the leasing of vacant urban lots 
for community gardens, and also educated local 
communities and provided expertise and materials 
to help them create gardens (www.nycgovparks.org).

In the 1990s, during Mayor Rudy Giuliani's tenure 
in New York City, many community gardens were 
liquidated, and the plots of land they occupied were 
used for commercial purposes (Drake & Lawson, 
2014). However, some of them have been preserved, 
such as through the purchase of land on which 
they operated, with funds from both municipal 
and private organisations (www.nycgovparks.org). 
Currently, the city's spatial policy is moving towards 
the development of urban wasteland for temporary 
forms such as community gardens (Kremer et al., 
2013). They are regulated by the GreenThumb 
organisation administered by the New York City 
Parks Department (www.nycgovparks.org). In 
Europe, urban gardening began to develop in the 
early 21st century (Maćkiewicz et al., 2018). In 
Paris, the structure of the city is very compact, with 
little greenery (according to data from 2004, there 
was 14.5 m2 of greenery per Parisian). To change 
this in line with the so-called new city development 
plan (according to the Grenelle Law), tools such 
as community gardens were used to make the city 
greener. These gardens have been created in urban 
gaps, as well as on rooftops and terraces (the “Green 
Thumb of Paris” programme is run by the municipal 
authorities). This is intended to be a temporary form 
of development of a  given area for one year, with 
the possibility of renewal for five years. Selected 
investments are financed by the city, which has 
contributed to the spread of this type of landscaping 
in the French capital. In 2002, Paris had only five 
community gardens, but in 2018 there were already 
119. The idea is that these spaces provide not only 
beneficial (for the ecosystem) greenery but also have 
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social functions (by integrating the local community 
and promoting environmental activities) (Torres 
et al., 2018). Community gardens in Copenhagen 
are developed as part of the city's  spatial planning 
and are also co-financed by the city (Rutt, 2021). 
Their development by the city authorities is seen 
through the prism of a tool to integrate multicultural 
(immigrant) communities into the city, where they 
can simultaneously maintain their cultural identity 
(Christensen et al., 2019). In Oslo, the development 
of urban gardening is supported by the City of 
Oslo’s  Environment Agency. It has developed the 
“Sprouting Oslo” programme, which funds the 
construction of new community gardens, as well 
as education in this field (including environmental 
education). An interesting form of community 
gardens is school gardens grown by students. Urban 
gardening is subsidised both by the city (EUR 
250,000) and by individual districts (EUR 25,000) – 
(in 2020) (Gustavsen et al., 2022). 

Thus, community gardens are spaces designed 
with the participation and shared responsibility of the 
local communities. They are created on vacant urban 
lots (private or public) for collective or individual 
benefit, with a  specific distribution of the resources 
obtained (Okvat & Zautra, 2014). According to 
Japanese researchers, community gardens are 
Productive Urban Landscapes (PUL) (Hino et al., 
2023). In addition to this, they perform many other 
important social and also environmental functions – 
diverse social groups interact and integrate in these 
small spaces, making them a  tool for solving the 
problems of urban communities (Firth et al., 2011; 
Petrovic et al., 2019).

They are also an element of environmental 
education (Caneva et al., 2020). They participate 
in the formation of so-called collective memory, 
building national belonging and identity. This can 
be seen in the names of individual gardens or in 
the elements that create them (Petrovic et al., 2019). 
Examples include the Fireman's  Memorial Garden 
and the Carmen Pabon del Amanecer Garden on 
the Lower East Side of New York City.

It is also important to remember that community 
gardens also become public spaces with free access 
and democratic control (Petrovic et al., 2019), 
although the example of the “Jeff Dullea Inter 
Generational Garden At Penn South Coop” illustrates 
that they can also be spaces that contribute to various 
types of social conflict. As such, they also play an 
important role in civic engagement and increase 
collective efficacy (Petrovic et al., 2019) (Table 1).

2. Research materials and methods

The purpose of this article is to attempt to present 
a  typology of community gardens by defining their 
spatial characteristics. To this end, three research 
questions are posed: (1) What is the possibility of 
calibrating community gardens in terms of their 
relationship with the urban fabric (buildings, traffic 
routes, green spaces)? (2) What form of landscaping 
is most commonly used in this type of area, and (3) 
What socio-cultural context guided their construction 
in the urban spaces concerned? The conducted 
analysis brings additional knowledge about building 
community gardens around the world, which can 
be used to popularise this idea in Poland. This is 
particularly important in the context of inhabitants 
creating a  city, which may contribute to building 
local communities resistant to the consequences of 
climate change. Three research methods were used 
in the study: a  literature analysis of the emergence 
of urban wastelands and their impact on urban 
functioning, and the origins and role of community 
gardens in cities. Field studies were also conducted 
(2022) in Paris (04/05), Copenhagen (06), Oslo 
(06 and 09), New York, Boston and Philadelphia 
(08) under an international research grant from 
the IdeaLab (a  project called CoAdapt). Their 
scope included an urban inventory in terms of: 
the relationship of the garden to the urban fabric, 
the determination of the size and shape of the 
garden, how the garden progressed, and the form of 
organisation. Ethnographic observations (passive and 
participatory) were also made to explore the social 
and cultural value of these units. As a  result of the 
research and analysis, 88 community gardens were 
catalogued in New York (43), Boston (9), Philadelphia 
(5), Paris (17), Copenhagen (5) and Oslo (9).

The analysis of the collected material made it 
possible to assign individual community gardens to 
specific types of spatial organisation in relation to 
the existing urban fabric. The results are presented in 
a  table, in which individual gardens are categorised 
into seven types.

The first category comprises gardens created 
on plots where a  building once stood. The second 
category consists of gardens in vacant spaces between 
traffic routes and residential buildings. The third type 
is gardens located within built-up areas. The fourth 
category comprises gardens situated in green spaces 
between modernist buildings. The fifth group consists 
of gardens established next to public buildings. The 
sixth category is gardens located in designated park 
spaces, while the seventh type encompasses gardens 
on former allotment sites.
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Source: author's own elaboration

Table 1. The role of community gardens is diverse. They are important in environmental, economic, 
social, and spatial aspects

The article concludes with findings and answers 
to the research questions posed at the beginning.

3. Research results

3.1. Classification of community gardens in 
terms of their relationship to the urban 
fabric; analysis of spatial form

Field and theoretical research shows that community 
gardens are established in neglected areas and 
urban wastelands as a  grassroots activity aimed at 

the economic betterment of a  given community 
– through the cultivation of vegetables and fruit. 
Another purpose of this type of land development 
is to clean and regenerate degraded areas for social 
and recreational purposes. Community gardens are 
becoming a  tool to fill vacant gaps in the city. This 
improves spatial conditions in cities through new 
forms of social and political activities (Swyngedouw, 
2009).

The field research permitted the identification of 
spatial forms of community gardens, which result 
from their spatial location within the urban tissue. 
The typology is presented in Table 2.

Community gardens are also found on rooftops 
and terraces. As a space for community interaction, 
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Table 2. Classification of community gardens in terms of relationship to urban fabric; 
analysis of the form of their development
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Source: author's own elaboration

Fig. 1. Campos Community Garden”, New York
Source: author

Fig. 3. “Baggesensgade Street Gardens”, Copenhagen
Source: author

Fig. 2. “La Guardia Corner Garden”, New York
Source: author

Fig. 4. “Jardin au Ver Tetu”, Paris
Source: author
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Fig. 5. “Community Garden in Martin Luther King Park”, 
Paris
Source: author

Fig. 7. Spatial placement of community gardens in urban spaces. A) In gaps of urban spaces, B) In gaps between 
existing buildings and types of use, C) Within development quarters (community gardens as semi-private spaces), D)  
In green areas in the spaces of modernist complexes, E) In park areas, as a separate space, F) Transformed from 
allotment gardens
Source: author

Fig. 6. “Oslo Kommunale Sholehager”, Oslo
Source: author

they also serve the role of traditional green roofs. 
There are also publicly accessible community gardens 
of this type, which are additionally recreational 
spaces. Two such examples were catalogued during 
the research: Jardin Suspendu in Paris and on the 
Økern Portal building in Oslo. As their shape 
depends on the size, shape and construction of 
the roof, and the urban space does not influence 
or interact with their final shape, they have been 
deliberately omitted from Table 2.

The typology presented (which identified seven 
spatial types of community garden) indicates that 
the size and form of a  community garden are 
a consequence of the spatial conditions in the area.

3.2. Analysis of the socio-cultural context of 
community gardens

As previously stated, community gardens are, by 
definition, temporary spaces. However, for many 
communities that utilise them, they become 
significant locations for the preservation of 
cultural or ethnic heritage. Additionally, they are 
beginning to function as social or public spaces 
where workshops or meetings are organised for the 
communities concerned. Furthermore, they play 
an important role in the education of children and 
young people. The fact that community gardens have 
a  function in a  given space that is accepted by the 
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Source: author's own elaboration

Table 3. The socio-cultural context of community gardens (based on field observations)

local communities means that many gardens have 
been in existence for many years, with some having 
been in use for 50 years. As Table 3 shows, the social 
functions of community gardens are many and 
varied. One of the most important is their ability to 
preserve the cultural identities of ethnic minorities 
through language interactions, celebrating holidays 
and festivals, and cooking together in these small 
spaces. These gardens are often named after a local 
leader from a  particular community, helping to 
maintain the identity of the group that has formed 
in a particular urban area. Studies have also shown 
that these spaces complement the system of public 
green spaces in cities, contributing to more equitable 
access to green spaces and the benefits they provide. 
They also provide a  venue for many educational 
activities for children, young people and the elderly.

4. Discussion and conclusions

Community gardens are a  relatively new form of 
urban land use that is increasingly common in 
metropolitan areas around the world. They are 

seen as low-cost and effective interventions in 
urban problem areas, helping to integrate local 
communities and support regeneration processes. 

The research carried out shows that community 
gardens follow a  pattern that is repeated all over 
the world, which allows them to be categorised 
(according to certain characteristics). In the 
literature, the classification of this type of spatial 
organisation is done according to the way they are 
managed (Fox-Kämper et al., 2018; Petrovic et al., 
2019), the forms of their use (Rogge & Theesfeld, 
2018) or the functions they perform (Temizel, 2022). 
This article, on the other hand, attempts to classify 
them according to an urbanistic classification 
resulting from their relationship to the existing 
urban fabric. The research has shown that they can 
be classified as: objects in existing gaps in urban 
spaces, between a building and another form of use, 
e.g. a  roadway, within neighbourhoods (as semi-
private spaces), between buildings in modernist 
housing estates, a  separate space in urban parks, 
and on the site of former allotment gardens. This 
classification made it possible to answer the first 
research question posed before the analysis. The 
classification also distinguished the most popular 
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type of space for community gardens, i.e. those 
created in the spaces of urban wasteland, the so-
called gaps in the compact urban fabric (of the 88 
gardens studied, 45 qualified for this type).

The gardens described also have a similar spatial 
composition, as a  coherent spatial system with 
a  smooth transition between the different types of 
functions located within it. Such gardens are jointly 
maintained by a specific group of users and are also 
open to the public, becoming a  complementary 
green space for the residents of the neighbourhood. 
The study also showed that there are communal 
gardens within neighbourhoods, where the garden 
is shared by several gardeners who look after their 
crops individually. They have a utilitarian character 
and are generally not accessible to other residents of 
the neighbourhood. These findings made it possible 
to answer question number two.

In response to research question number three, 
the socio-cultural analysis carried out showed 
that community gardens are important elements 
of integration for the communities concerned 
(which is particularly important in multicultural 
neighbourhoods), which is used by city authorities 
in integration policies and in the revitalisation of 
multicultural neighbourhoods. Good examples 
are Copenhagen (Rutt, 2021; Christensen et al., 
2019) and Osolo (Firth et al., 2011; Petrovic et 
al., 2019). They are also important spaces for 
communities at risk of exclusion, for example on 
the basis of sexual orientation (e.g., in New York). 
A community's attachment to the land it cultivates 
is also expressed in the names of the gardens 
themselves, such as Liz Christy Garden or Carmen 
Pabon del Amanecer Garden, which commemorate 
important local leaders – or events, such as with 
Fireman's  Memorial Garden. This illustrates the 
need to promote ethnic and cultural distinctiveness 
through these gardens and to build a  new cultural 
heritage for the area.

Community gardens are not built to a  single 
model but are the result of the ongoing needs of 
a  particular community using a  particular urban 
space (Firth et al., 2011). They also provide an 
alternative to traditional forms of green space 
in densely built urban areas, often inhabited by 
low-income populations. They help to bridge 
environmental and climatic inequalities between 
communities within a city. As a  result, community 
gardens are becoming an important tool in the 
design of modern cities and an alternative to 
traditional forms of urban greenery.
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