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THE GREEN SPACE OF CITIES ACTIVATES
THE LIFE COMMUNITY OF HUMAN AND ENVIRONMENT
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Text/KUANG Xiaoming[Chief Editor of Urban China]
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A PUBLIC SPACE ANGLE ON SMALL GREEN SPACES

Text/ Xl Tingxia Edit/ WANG Hui [UCRC]

According to the type of urban green space and its
coverage area, green spaces such as street green
spaces and sporadic green spaces, which cover
within a 100-meter to 300-meter radius of resi-
dential areas, can be called small green spaces.
Instead of public open spaces such as urban parks,
small green spaces are scattered among streets,
communities and buildings, which are closer to
people's daily life. Furthermore, such small green
spaces are essential for the greening of a high-den-
sity city, and also act as the base for the fornation
of urban public space system.

Small green spaces are based on the street public
area, which includes median strips, the green area
in front of buildings, the grey area of the road
junction, the green belt under the elevated road, the
space between residential areas or buildings. This
kind of small green space is distributed along the
road. The denser of the road network, the stronger
demand for public activities, and the easier it is for
the creation of small open spaces. Moreover, with
its traffic function, it is easy for such green space
to exist as a street node, which is accessible to the
public. The effective use of these small green spac-
es probably helps to blur the boundaries of streets
and revive urban public life.

Under the existing urban environment, small
green spaces share the following conditions: most

of them are covered by simple natural greening,

which are not fully identified and utilized; a few

0841 .indd 146-147

are actively transformed into street squares or
pocket parks with high green coverage or passing
areas; very few have been abandoned due to loca-
tion or ownership, leading to a barbaric growth of
plants, which unfortunately become unseen cor-
ners and even breed wrongdoing.

UNDERSTANDING THE WAYSOF HOW TO
ACTIVATE STRATEGIESFROM DESIGN
GUIDELINES

In August 2016, Shanghai Planning Guidance of
15-Minute Community-Life Circle was released.
It suggested that the public open space for leisure
plans to be renovated from large to small in scales.
That is, improving the service of small squares and
small green spaces within the scope of communi-
ties and expanding the coverage of small spaces
in terms of accessibility. Also, the public space
is expected to develop potential open spaces and
transforming existing unused areas. In October of
the same year, Shanghai Street Design Guidelines
was released, which implied that, including com-
mercial streets, streets that provide living services
should improve the impervious land in the green
area and coordinate with landscape and activity
needs. Thus, by replacing open green spaces to
closed and decorative green spaces, the street life
islikely to be active.

‘Developing the potential’, ‘Removing decoration’

and ‘Opening border’ provide an idea of both

finding and developing open spaces, which is also
one of the main schemes for the transformation
of small green spaces. ‘Develop the potential’ can
be understood as the need to explore the various
possibilities of the transformation by using current
resources. It encourages to opening and discover-
ing the availability of existing public space with
different tenures. Otherwise, ‘remove decoration’
and ‘open border’, to some extent, are supplemen-
tary explanations on how to ‘develop the potential’.
‘Remove decoration’ refers to the diverse functions
of median strips. Making changes to the space
needs fully consideration on the residents a in the
neighborhood. ‘Open border’ indicates that, for
transformation and activation, it is important not
only to the enclosure space attached to the unit, but
also to the front areas of buildings and grey spaces
without wallsin the street.

EXPLORATION AND PRACTICE: HOW TO
ACTIVE SMALL GREEN SPACES

In a high-density city, the transformation of small
green space in the street is full of potential. For
a community, the small green space will help to
enhance the community landscape. For an urban
street, it can noticeably improve the street land-
scape and enrich the street life. For a business and
commercial area, the small green space will play
an important role in the public leisure scene. To
achieve the above goals, designers are expected to
identify the small green space before planning and
are able to interpret the potential needs of people.
Such assessment, on the other hand, is the key of
whether or not the transformation is needed. On
the basis of this, the particular purpose, with future
strategies to implement, could be finally clarified.
The transformation plan follows four principles:
Anti-Negative Space: ‘negative space is coined by
Japanese contemporary architect Yoshinobu Ashi-
hara. In his book Exterior Design in Architecture,
it refers to those spaces that occur naturally and
lack of orders. Also called ‘lost spaces, while they
have no fixed boundaries and do not connect the
landscape elements in a coherent way, they need
to be redesigned according to the current environ-
ment and users. The anti negative space strategy, as

aminimally invasive, proposes to awake the small

green space that is losing its appeal and causing

displeasure. It encourages designers to discover the
details that are desirable for a city or acommunity
as a citizen, and to identify and address problems
that are difficult to be solved from a general and
broad perspective. For example, by collecting the
public's ideas about how to transform a ‘negative
space via WeChat online platform, it seems more
efficiently and accurately to identify the targeted
area.

Compounding Function: Different from the mul-
tifunction of a comprehensive park and the single
separate function of the median strips. The small
green space intends to satisfy different usersin a
limited space. It desires a complex design to inte-
grate varied activities or devising a time planning
of space usage for different activities.
User-friendly: The small green space serves
high-frequency daily activities, which requires the
space to provide facilities that meet the specific
needs and preferences of people of all ages.
Socialization Needs: The transformation of small
green spaces is based on the high-intensity com-
munication and social needs of the neighbourhood.
It requires designers to deeply understand users
expectation and ways of life through observation
and investigation before planning.

COLLABORATION BETWEEN GOVERN-
MENT, COMMUNITY AND MARKET

The transformation of small green space in the

street is characterized by the small scale, the short
progress and complex land tenures. In addition to
relying on government, such as the project ‘beau-
tiful city’, it is also possible to individually launch
project. There are three suggested models: First,
the government-led type, whose economic cost is
greater than the economic benefit. Second, the res-
idents-oriented type, whose economic cost is ba-
sically equal to the economic benefit. The last one
is the market-oriented type, whose economic cost
is less than or dightly equal to the economic ben-
efit. The purposes and effects of three models are
different. For the government-led or residents-ori-
ented type project, their objective is to complete
project economically and practically, with less
maintenance. Otherwise, the market-oriented
transformation tends to be thematic. In order to
attract people and ultimately obtain considerable
economic benefits, it normally associated with new
real estate projects.

Although the transformation of the small green
space in '‘Beautiful City' or '‘Beautiful Home' is led
by the government, in practice, because the rights
of land use covers multiple individuals or units, the
procedures from planning to implementation are
more complicated. For instance, the renovation of
street flowerbeds needs to be permitted by the mu-
nicipal greening administration. There has been
a case where the green area is reduced due to the
shape change of green land, and the design is re-
quested to adjust. Likewise, the transformation of

the complex entrance needs to negotiate with the
community, and since the needs vary greatly from
resident to resident, such plan is difficult to carry
out and evaluation vary either. For those cases ask
for ‘opening border’ from units, receiving supports
from local residents is as significant as convincing
these institutions to approve. On one hand, prob-
lems mentioned before are the result of lacking
a broad consensus among government agencies,
making the cooperation hard to reach accordingly.
On the other hand, owing to wide-range public
interests, once the government-led transformation
has not conducted a properly comprehensive ne-
gotiation with local communities and units for the
future maintenance and management, the latter
may be inactive to avoid unnecessary troubles.

There are full of variations during the transforma-
tion of small green spaces, from the dormant to
the activation, it needs efforts in many aspects. As
a project intending to benefit the public, to create
an open and positive urban environment and to
enrich the daily life of citizens, the transformation
of the small green space needs to be supported by
a long-term mechanism, particularly a consensus
of opinion and the collaboration between varied
government agencies. It is expected, with the aid of
user-friendly design technology, problems could be
remedied with an exclusively targeted design, and
eventually the vitality of city could be inspired.
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COMMUNITY GARDENS IN DILEMMA

Text/PAN Jiahong Edit/LIU Yani [UCRC]

Since the renewal of common green space among
communities, those areas have been used by local
residents for growing vegetables, fruits and flow-
ersin small scales. For years, due to the unclear
relationship between authority and responsibility,
and negative impact on environmental sanitation,
vegetable fields have existed in many communities
without leaving a trace. The theme of this article
and interviews are mostly derived from the investi-
gation of the phenomenon of community vegetable
plotsin the suburban neighborhoods and the estab-
lished urban areas seven years ago when the author
was astudent. Earlier this year, the author revisited
those communities, seeing part of the vegetable
fields remained the same appearance, but the sit-
uation of planting vegetables and fruits seemed to
be still in the grey area of community life. With
the rise of pastoral sentiments and new farming
methods, the public has gradually shown atolerant
and optimistic attitude towards the phenomenon of
vegetation land in communities and is willing to
make more positive attempts. In the context of the
increasing importance of “community” with the
process of urbanization, the localization strategy
of considering community vegetable fields as a
green open space deserves further discussion.

Gunan, Gudong and Gubei communities are three
typical old communities under Gudang Sub-dis-
trict, which are distributed between the East and
West main roads — Tianmushan Road and West
Wensan Road in Hangzhou. These three commu-
nities spread an area of 28.95 hectares, comprise
80 residential buildings, and were all built between
the mid-1980s and the early 1990s. In 2015, the
total population of these three communities was
about 1,4300, and the degree of community aging

was as high as 20%.

ENHANCED SOCIAL ATTRIBUTESOF
THE COMMUNITY GARDENS

Growing vegetable fields has become a common
sight in these three communities. Vegetable fields
are mainly distributed around the houses, along
the river and by the fences. Among them, space
around the buildings seems to be an easy spot for
those who grow vegetables in public space. Such
behavior has also becomes one of the methods
to transform the "negative space" of green space,
which avoids the trouble of trespassing by pedestri-
ans. By contrast, most of the vegetable fields along

the river and at the foot of the fence are not easily
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accessible, be in the shadow of trees, they are not
easily found by pedestrians. Generally speaking,
the typical distribution points of the three vegeta-
ble plots coincide with the residents' attention to
the ownership and privacy of them. In addition,
the community vegetable planting sites are mostly
filled with small and movable plots, while strip or
block vegetable plots are relatively large and rare.
The former choice can meet the objective needs
of the community vegetable land, such as to min-
imize the use of space, movability and so on. For
this reason, residents show a rich imagination in
the choice of containers for carrying vegetables.
Apart from flowerpots, almost all containers in life
can be used, such as washbasins, cement basins,
foam boxes, plastic barrels, and glass boxes and so
on.

Through interviews with 38 vegetable growers,
we found that nearly 60% of the respondents have
been growing vegetables in the community for
more than a year. Among all the interviewees, the
proportion of the elderly (aged over 60) is more
than 50%, and half of them have a monthly income

less than 3000 yuan. By considering the situation

of household registration, more than half of the

vegetable farmers hukou status are rural or agri-
cultural to non-agricultural status. More than 70%
of those people have experience in farming, and
some of them even have farming experience for
more than five years.

Although vegetable growers all have different
reasons for doing so, seek for a personal lifestyle
and realistic aspirations lie at the root of the inten-
tions. First of all, vegetable cultivation can meet
the needs of vegetable growers for leisure and
entertainment. Most of them have past experience
in farming. As a "new citizen", growing vegetables
has become an important way for them to recall
their lifelived in rural areaand to satisfy their pas-
toral sentiments. Secondly, vegetable cultivation
can provide food for daily life. The primary reason
why some vegetable growers choose to grow vege-
tables in their community is to ensure food safety
by controlling the use of pesticides themselves. On
the other hand, some vegetable growers believe
that vegetable planting can save money and relieve
economic pressure, which corresponds to the

condition that people mostly have relatively low

incomes shown in the previous study.

In such an aging community, growing vegetables
has more social significance to some extent. For
many elderly people, growing vegetables is not
only alifestyle that is close to home, appropriately
intense, low-cost, but also could be regarded as
a spiritual sustenance. One of the interviewees
mentioned that he has spent almost all his life
farming in the countryside. Now he moves into the
city in order to bring up his grandson. "During the
day, | can't stay idle, but there is no other way of
entertainment, so | planted two pieces of vegetable
plots at my door." Another individual admits that
onewill feel lonely when he lives alone, so he con-
sciously plants some vegetables in the community.
On the one hand he can exercise, and on the other
hand it becomes an excuse for him to get out of the
house. Whether it is customary or conscious as a
way of exercise, growing vegetables has become
an important channel for this part of the residents
to find a sense of living and participation in social
life. Especially in the age of internet, it is difficult
for the elderly to get used to the social media, al-
though the physical space sometimes cannot meet
all their demands, growing vegetables therefore is
the best option they would seek for.

COMMUNITY GARDENSIN THE GREY
ZONE

The vegetable growers are still minority, consid-
ering the interviews with 262 residents who do not
grow vegetables in communities, 38.2% of them
opposed these community gardens. They said that
vegetable farmers occupied public green spaces. To
them, setting up barriers and fences around plant-
ing areas occupied the public resources of other
residents, and caused mosquitoes to breed in sum-
mer. For those who are not involved in community
vegetable activities, they are affected by a series of
problems brought by the vegetable garden without
obvious benefits. Conflicts occur not only between
vegetable growers and non-vegetable growers, but
also amongst groups of vegetable growers. Vege-
table farmers prefer sunny and concealed corners,
which represent scarce and precious resources in
the community. They cannot coordinate the allo-
cation of these "shared" resources, and resource
competition has become a fuse of contradiction
among them.

The emergence of various conflicts relating to
community vegetable fields is also directly related
to the absence of direct management of vegetable
gardens and the lack of relevant laws and regula-

tions. In Gudang community, the street greening
working team is responsible for the daily mainte-
nance and management of green space. In order
to avoid disputes and ensure a clean community
environment to achieve the development goals
of "civilized community”, they will carry out
irregular renovation of vegetable fields. However,
due to the lack of effective supervision system
for common property rights such as public green
space, vegetable plots will disappear for a while
during the renovation, and then they will reappear
and emerge quietly afterwards. In this regard, most
community managers have to turn a blind eye to
the community gardens as long as nobody reports.

At the same time, in the face of the possibility that
vegetable plots will be eradicated by the commu-
nity managers, the vegetable growers will choose
more concealed sites, such as putting vegetables
into movable foam boxes or using deserted cor-
ners. In the absence of recognition and institution-
al guarantee, community vegetable plots exist in
obscurity without woo much attention and affec-
tion. It has been seven years since the first time
| did research in Gudang communities, however,
vegetable plots still a topic in the shadow and in-
formal space in the community. Considering such
repeated behaviors that are difficult to prohibit
and control, it seems too hasty if using Property
Law to explain the illegality of vegetable planting
behavior, praises the germination of residents
autonomy value, and exaggerate the value of rural
life. Rational and in-depth analysis seems to be
more important. Does the existence of community
vegetable land have its unique value, and where is

their way out?

VEGETABLE FIELDSBECOMING PUBLIC
SPACE

In fact, not only the Gudang community involved
in this interview, but also some resettlement com-
munities and established communities can find the
phenomenon of private vegetable cultivation. The
popularization of community vegetable garden
shows that the public resources provided by the
community cannot meet and adapt to the living
needs of some residents. The resettlement com-
munity is usually located in a relatively remote
location, and the surrounding area lacks the cor-
responding infrastructure and public space; while
the established urban community is at the opposite
extreme, due to its good geographic location, large
scale commercial development has swallowed up

some of the recreational spaces of the community.

Both two types of communities are facing the
shortage of public space for recreational use. As
a result, the emergence of the vegetable gardens
played the role of informal communication space
during the urban development process and satisfied
the daily needs of residents' leisure and socializa-

tion.

Through surveying domestic media reports on
community vegetable gardens from 2009 to the
present, we can roughly understand the current
situation of community vegetable gardensin China
and what kind of attitude the public holds towards
this issue. From the perspective of social equity,
some reports suggest that community gardens
should be resisted and eradicate because they are
“encroaching on public interests and destroy the
community environment". However, some other
articles believe that vegetable plots have a positive
role in enriching community landscape and pro-
moting residents intercourse from the perspective
of community communication and vitality.

Transforming the inefficient green space and open
space into vegetable plots, using design methods
to enhance the ornamental of the vegetable gar-
den and form an "edible landscape" is becoming
agreen trend in dealing with community public
space. Transforming the community public space
into vegetable plots, on one hand, enriches the
landscape environment of the community. On the
other hand, education on nature can be promoted
through the practice of urban farming. More urban
residents involved in this activity could also pro-
mote the integration and information exchange of
neighborhood communities. At present, a number
of living examples show the potential of commu-
nity vegetable land to become new green carriers
for community construction under a reasonable su-
pervisory system. For instance, Shanghai Yangpu
Chuangzhi Farm, Yangpu Anshan Sicun Commu-
nity “Baicao Garden” and Hangzhou Jiubao Bolin
Community Garden. These practices attempt to
break the barriers of community green space and
pay more attention to reutilization and redevelop-
ment of inefficient green space. In order to improve
the landscape quality of vegetable land in spatial
form, controlling vegetable species and clearing
planting details seem to be the appropriate method.
Meanwhile, the whole process from the planning
and designing to construction and operation, all
of them are carried out under the supervision and
support of the government meanwhile agreed by

the owners committee.
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