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Abstract: Over the past few decades, development in China (including Shenzhen) has been led by 
the State, meaning that the government has been responsible for major decisions in urban construc-
tion and management. However, the current enormous contradiction between people’s demand for 
livability and Shenzhen’s unequal and inadequate urban development means that leaving all the 
administrative work to the government alone has become unsustainable. Since 2020, Shenzhen has 
introduced a new urban management approach called “We Garden”, in which the government sup-
ports public participation aimed to transform idle public lands into green spaces in the form of 
community gardens. Because this ongoing but novel community garden experiment is a recent de-
velopment in China, literature investigating the phenomenon context, especially the associated mo-
tivations and governance structure, remains scarce. This paper aims to clarify the governance struc-
ture and operation mechanism of the Shenzhen community garden program through all stages: 
from planning and design through construction or implementation to management. Fieldwork with 
active participation, direct observation, and semi-structured, qualitative interviews as participant 
in a nonprofit organization revealed that the Shenzhen experiment was driven by urban environ-
mental public governance rather than individual needs. The community garden development ap-
proach is a new top-down governance structure that expands on existing governance types in the 
literature, while emphasizing the key role that nonprofit organizations play in the process. There-
fore, this new governance approach expands beyond the environmental improvement of urban 
communities, serving as a new mechanism for sustainable public participation in urban environ-
mental protection. 
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1. Introduction 
For decades, the development process of China has been State-led, emphasizing the 

government’s role in making major decisions about urban construction and management 
[1]. However, China’s continuing economic growth and the improvement of urbanization 
(with the urbanization rate reaching a new level at 63.89%) [2]) have led social develop-
ment to enter a new stage where citizens, no longer satisfied with basics such as food and 
clothing, have also developed high expectations regarding the quality of life and their 
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living environment. Therefore, a large contradiction has emerged between people’s de-
mand for livability and the inequality and inadequacy that have characterized urban de-
velopment. In essence, this contradiction represents a conflict between population and 
resources that has become prominent in Shenzhen and is at the forefront of China’s eco-
nomic development. Overs the course of only 40 years, Shenzhen, China’s first Special 
Economic Zone, has become a megacity, exhibiting an explosive growth from 0.31 million 
to 17.56 million permanent residents, a 55-fold increase within the span of four decades. 
Shenzhen, which is the only city in China with an urbanization rate of 100% [3], retains 
about 50% of the ecological control line (In other words, the city has set aside 50% of its 
land to function as green lungs), severely limiting the amount of developable urban land. 
However, in a high-density urban environment, the green and public urban space left to 
the public falls far short. In the meantime, migrant young people who have become new 
citizens have put forward higher requirements for the quality of the living environment. 
The rising grassroots demands have created a situation where guidance by the govern-
ment alone has become unsustainable. Therefore, in 2020, following the grassroots gov-
ernance concept of “We are the cities we make” that was initiated at the national level [4], 
the Shenzhen Municipal Government proposed a new urban management approach 
called “We Garden”. This emerging community trend in Shenzhen is transforming idle 
public land into green space in the form of community gardens. The government formu-
lated the scheme with associated financial support, encouraging public participation. The 
local government has announced plans to build 120 community gardens in Shenzhen per 
year to improve the greening rate in high-density residential areas [5]. The launch of this 
new scheme, along with official encouragement, has led different stakeholders from gov-
ernment institutions, nonprofit organizations, schools, communities, and professional 
agencies (e.g., design and gardening companies) to come together to implement commu-
nity gardens on the ground, transforming the project into a process of co-construction and 
governance. 

In this context, developing community gardens in Shenzhen has gone beyond the 
basic concept of a planting space and social space in the community and is now poised to 
solve the contradiction between the city’s future environmental development and the 
ubiquitous shortage of land and financial pressure, while simultaneously encouraging 
grassroots autonomy. Once one community has successfully implemented the idea, the 
process can be replicated and promoted at the municipal level at a low cost. In terms of 
the process of community garden planning, construction, and management, it was also 
found that its motivation and governance structure differed from typical patterns illus-
trated by the study. 

Scant literature is available regarding this type of ongoing, novel community garden 
experiment in the Chinese context. Accordingly, this paper aims to clarify the governance 
structure and operation mechanism of the Shenzhen community garden program through 
all stages: from planning and design through construction or implementation to manage-
ment. Furthermore, this investigation delved into the new mechanism of public participa-
tion in urban environmental protection in the Chinese context. 

The study was based on the following research questions: (1) What is a diversity in 
participants/actors and their action styles? (2) How is the new community garden scheme 
carried out in local contexts, and what were the results? (3) How can the Shenzhen case 
help scholars better theorize the governance structure in community gardens and beyond 
the city level? 

This discussion addresses these questions and identifies the relevant gaps that 
emerged in the research process through an initial review of the research status, motiva-
tions for community gardens, and types of governance structure in this context. Then, as 
a reflection of nonprofit organizations and deeply involved in the development of com-
munity gardens, we describe the study’s research methods. Next, the paper will present 
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the findings from the interviews, along with details of the process and results of the de-
velopment of a particular community garden. Lastly, the focus of the discussion of the 
findings will center around governance structure. 

By comparing the governance structure of Shenzhen with other community gardens 
worldwide, we believe that the model in Shenzhen (described here as top-down with pub-
lic engagement driven by nonprofit organizations) complements the governance structure 
of community gardens while also representing an innovative mechanism to promote pub-
lic participation in urban environmental protection. This model, which will allow mem-
bers of society to fully participate in the construction of green cities in the future, is inno-
vative and reproducible from an international perspective. 

2. Literature Review 
A community garden—distinguished from a private garden [6]—refers to open 

spaces managed and operated by local community members, which allow people to work 
together to grow herbs, fruit, vegetables, or flowers [7–10]. It is widely acknowledged that 
the contemporary community garden originated in the United States in the 1970s [11,12], 
although some researchers have asserted that the idea originated from the two World 
Wars [13,14]; in any event, all conclusions point to the appearance of this phenomenon in 
terms of people who decided to grow food to contribute toward self-sufficiency.  

To date, the number and diversity of community gardens have significantly in-
creased. There are several streams of research on community gardens. The main stream 
of research has featured the social sciences, including but not limited to planning, health, 
geography and sociology, and education, covering topics such as social capital [15–18], 
health and well-being outcomes [13,19–21], and community engagement and develop-
ment [7,22,23]. 

In our review of the previous research, we focused on the literature on the motiva-
tions, as well as governance approaches/organizational structures of community garden 
projects. Among the insights that emerged, we found that while community gardens can 
serve as an alternative food/medicine to provide economic benefit and supply healthy 
food and supplies, at the same time, they can also provide open spaces for social activities 
or recreation [24,25]. Multiple studies have reported similar motivations for building com-
munity gardens, such as consuming fresh foods, making or saving money by eating from 
the garden or selling produce, social cohesion, and improving health. Other identified 
motivations included education, enjoying nature, and enhancing environmental sustain-
ability [26]. 

Another discovery was that community gardens usually start from bottom-up efforts 
by a grassroots community, individuals, or groups [13,17,27]. In addition to the bottom-
up approach, a top-down structure organized by the public sector (e.g., municipal agen-
cies) provide an essential complement to community garden development [28]. After 
comparing community gardens between fall 2011 and fall 2016, Rees & Melix (2019) found 
a disappearance of gardens established from the top-down and an increase in grassroots 
neighborhood gardens from the bottom-up, which they thought is a more pragmatic ap-
proach [29]. The bottom-up approach encourages more participation and commitment 
from people [30], which might improve the likelihood of a garden’s longevity [31,32]. 
However, Rosol (2005) and Baker (2004) argued the top-down approach was a good way 
to ensure the effective management of gardens [33,34]. Specifically, McGlone et al. (1999) 
subdivided community gardens into five different governance structures under the two 
mentioned basic modes: top-down, top-down with community help (gardens planned, 
established, or managed by paid professionals with community involvement), bottom-up, 
bottom-up with professional help, and bottom-up with informal help [35]. Fox-Kämper et 
al. (2017) later expanded this theory by adding a new category called bottom-up with po-
litical and/or administrative support (PAS), which refers to using a bottom-up approach 
with some external support, mostly involving local government agencies that provide 
land, funding, and/or expertise [36]. 
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A comparison of motivations and governance approach reveals that the ongoing 
Shenzhen community garden experiment differed from the previously described defini-
tions in terms of motivation and governance structure in the Chinese context. The follow-
ing points present four limitations of the prior studies and how we addressed them: 
(1) Research background. Overall, few studies have taken place in non-English speaking 

countries [26]. In China, community gardens involving public participation in con-
struction and management have only emerged in this decade [37]. Thus, in China 
(mainly in Shanghai) [38–40] and especially in Shenzhen, very little research has been 
conducted, and understanding is lacking in this area, especially in terms of 
knowledge about how community gardens work in a Chinese context. As members 
involved in communication and coordination with actors, we delved deeply into the 
community garden in Nanshan district, Shenzhen, which can be seen as representa-
tive of China’s evolving local socialist market economy in pursuit of sustainable de-
velopment [41]. 

(2) Governance approach. The governance structure of the ongoing Shenzhen commu-
nity garden development appears to be top-down with community help or PAS lit-
erally. After conducting a content analysis of articles with information on governance 
structures, several cases of community gardens using these two models are searched 
and summarized as follows: As for top-down with community help, first, most cases 
were involved in paid professionals from political and administrator support. For 
example, the Philadelphia Urban Gardening Program in America was sponsored by 
university cooperative extension service with technical assistance and supported by 
the Philadelphia Horticultural Society with materials [42], ‘Dig In’ community gar-
den projects in England, Australia (same as the British case), Cape Town, and Sha-
kashead community gardens in South Africa were all supported from a professional 
organization with a dedicated trust or funding [17,29,30,43]. Second, several commu-
nity gardens initiated a top-down approach in the planning and implementation 
phases, although they underwent the transition from top-down to bottom-up during 
the management phase [9,10,17,44]. As for PAS, despite being a bottom-up initiative, 
projects have received significant support such as financial or advisory support, do-
nations of materials, free water supply. Some received support during the construc-
tion and implementation phase, which is a common form in the planning and design 
phase [38,45–48]. After comparison, the governance structure of Shenzhen still has 
unique qualities. More information about the ongoing Shenzhen community garden 
governance structure is needed to promote a complete understanding, reflecting Gui-
tart et al.’s (2012) suggestion that “future studies should shed light more on how par-
ticipants garden” [26]. In focusing on the governance of the community garden, as 
well as the construction process, a deep understanding of the processes around par-
ticipation in the community garden was gained. 

(3) The role of each participant (especially nonprofit organizations). In general, the suc-
cess of a community garden depends on the degree of its internal organization [17]. 
For example, in the case of a temporary post-earthquake community garden in cen-
tral Christchurch, New Zealand, a local organization—Greening the Rubble (GtR)—
acted as a coordinator that created new, linked social capital that was vital to the 
success of the project [48]. Similarly, even though the success of the community gar-
den project in Shenzhen has also been closely related to nonprofit organizations, only 
a few studies have explored the active role of nonprofit organizations in the devel-
opment of community gardens. This topic could be explored because we were in-
volved in the entire process of community garden construction and management. 

(4) Motivations. In the international or traditional sense, most community gardens are 
initiated on the community scale to meet individual’s needs, though some are di-
rectly initiated by project managers and institutions [26]. From the perspective of fu-
ture urban environmental development, few governments have directly issued com-
munity garden plans. That is to say, the motivation behind the ongoing Shenzhen 
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community garden has changed from meeting the material, spiritual, and cultural 
needs of individuals to an urban management approach in which the government 
issued policies and encouraged public participation to realize the sustainable devel-
opment of the city. Through the interview with government officials, the Shenzhen 
community garden was discussed in terms of giving a new mission. 

3. Material and Methods 
The section comprises three parts. The first introduces the overall situation of com-

munity gardens in Nanshan District of Shenzhen and describes the selected community 
garden program. The second explains the six groups of participants in this experiment 
and their characteristics. The third discusses the data collection protocol, which unfolds 
participatory observations and semi-structured, qualitative interviews. 

3.1. Case Selected 
Nanshan District government announced that 20 community gardens will be built 

through public participation per year from 2020 to 2025, which means that by the end of 
2025, the number of community gardens will be 100. The number of gardens, which is also 
the work KPI of the government, is larger than that in other districts due to the financial 
income level of the district.  

From 2020 to 2021, as a member of the Nature Conservation (TNC, one of the world’s 
famous Non-Government Organizations), the author participated in the whole process, 
from planning to completion, of 12 community garden projects in the Nanshan District. 
During this process, TNC, as an environmental protection organization, was responsible 
for providing nature-based solutions and promoting public participation. Each project 
took an average of nearly 3 months, and multiple projects were carried out in parallel. It 
is found that the governance approach would gradually tend to be the same in general. 
Therefore, we will select one typical case—Pen Garden (The names mentioned in this paper 
are pseudonyms)—for discussion. 

Pen Garden is in an idle public green space on the roadside of Changhai Community 
in Nanshan District, covering a total area of about 800 square meters, and the garden ren-
ovation area is about 400 square meters. The plot has several characteristics: (1) The plot 
is owned by the government, avoiding insecurities such as other American community 
gardens being withdrawn after a certain duration [26]; (2) It was originally a public green 
space furnished with garden pavements and seats, but due to the lack of management, the 
garden is overgrown with weeds, making it difficult for people to enter, thus becoming a 
negative green space of urban waste (Figure 1); (3) It is located next to the traffic artery of 
the community and close to commercial residential areas, schools, and shops. Thus, the 
plot has a large flow of people every day, which can be utilized by surrounding residential 
residents, schools, enterprises, and even passers-by. Considering the existing issues and 
the promising greater social benefits, it was determined and supported by the government. 

 
Figure 1. Pen Garden before the transformation. (Source: ZHOU Yu, 2020). 
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3.2. Participants Characteristics 
In the “We Garden” project, all participants could be mainly divided into four catego-

ries: The first is the officials of government institutions. The effect of the community gar-
den is their work KPI, but as a public participation project, they need to make a balance 
between their work standards and the needs of residents. The second refers to nonprofit 
organizations, including: (1) Community organizations, including foundations and Party 
member service centers rooted in the community. They have community influence and 
appeal and are essential to fostering public participation. (2) Non-Governmental Organi-
zations that are not rooted in the community but have more technologies or resources help 
the community link more social capital. The third category is landscape designers from 
design companies. Different from the previous projects who are commissioned to design, 
this time they served as technical representatives to support community gardening and 
help the residents without any experience realize their design concepts in garden con-
struction. The fourth category is communities, who studied, lived, or worked within about 
a walking distance of 500 m of the garden (in the Pen Garden project, mainly students). 
They have the greatest right to enjoy the garden and have the obligation to maintain it. 
The other small part is volunteers from outside the community who participate in the 
project. 

3.3. Data Collection Methods 
The methods of data collection included participant observations and semi-struc-

tured and qualitative interviews. As members of nonprofit organizations who were 
deeply involved in the development of community gardens, we collected information 
during site gardening and via meetings, impressively exploring how the various actors in 
this project performed through active participation and direct observations. 

In addition, semi-structured, qualitative interviews were conducted between Octo-
ber 2020 and January 2021 among ten of the Pen Garden project actors (Table 1). They were 
recorded and transcribed. Quotations from Chinese interviews were translated into Eng-
lish by the authors. The interview mainly includes the following questions: (1) Their roles 
in the development of community garden development, and (2) Evaluations before and 
after participation. 

Table 1. Profile of interviewees. 

Interviewee Position Organization Sector 

Interviewee A Deputy  
director 

Urban Management Bureau of 
Shenzhen Municipality 

Government 

Interviewee B Director 
Urban Management Bureau of 

Shenzhen Municipality Nanshan 
District 

Government 

Interviewee C Officer 
Urban Management Bureau of 

Shenzhen Municipality Nanshan 
District 

Government 

Interviewee D Officer Shekou Community Foundation Nonprofit Organization 
Interviewee E Coordinator Shekou Community Foundation Nonprofit Organization 

Interviewee E 
Landscape 
Designer Local council Designing Enterprise 

Interviewee G Landscape 
Designer 

Local council Designing Enterprise 

Interviewee H Teacher Community School Public institute 
Interviewee I Student Community School Public institute 
Interviewee J Student Community School Public institute 
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4. Results 
In addition to the governments, each actor involved in “We Garden” played a partic-

ular role at different stages (including planning, pre-research, co-design, co-building/co-
construction, and maintenance phase) in the community garden development. Their roles 
and action styles were listed in Figure 2. Among them, nonprofit organizations were in-
volved throughout the process and were essential in promoting public engagement, as 
well as the success of the project. In the first four sections below, we took Pen Garden as 
an example to illustrate how nonprofit organizations cooperate with the government, 
communities, and professionals in the whole phase. In the last section, we listed the rep-
resentative feedback from the government director, designer, and student on participat-
ing in the transformation process of Pen Garden with the help of nonprofit organizations. 

 
Figure 2. Roles and action styles of each actor in the whole phases of We Garden community garden 
development. (Source: Author). 

4.1. The Government Involved Nonprofit Organizations in the Planning Phase 
In the planning phase, the Nanshan district government took an open and innovative 

approach, inviting different nonprofit organizations to take part in a think tank to provide 
professional suggestions. Examples include TNC, which focused on urban environment 
conservation, and the Community Foundation, whose efforts centered around commu-
nity service and governance. In the meantime, nonprofit organizations also facilitated 
government understanding of people’s needs and provided feedback for administrative 
decision making. For example, when implementing the “We Garden” scheme, the govern-
ment initially approached the community garden project as a topic for consideration; that 
is, it issued administrative instructions to start the site-selection process, and requested 
that the sub-district offices perform the preliminary investigation and make decision con-
cerning site selection. Although the site may be located in the community, this type of 
compulsory approach may eventually discourage participation if it leads to situating the 
community garden at an inconvenient distance from the residents’ activity area or causes 
a lack of public understanding. Therefore, the Community Foundation advised the gov-
ernment to adopt an open approach by encouraging the public to offer input about com-
munity garden site selections. This technique facilitated the collection of the real needs of 
the public and is a prerequisite for promoting public participation. The government 
adopted this advice, released the news of the opportunity to the public through social 
media, and encouraged them to submit suggestions concerning idle space in the commu-
nity that they wanted to transform into a community garden. If a location qualified, the 
government would provide financial support according to the garden’s location, area, and 
situation. Pen Garden is an example of such a garden recommended by the public. As the 
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garden is on public land owned by the government, it can generate greater social benefits 
after evaluation, and for that reason, it has received government support. 

4.2. Nonprofit Organizations Helped the Community Promote Public Engagement 
In the next stage, the public needed to be involved in the co-design and co-construc-

tion of the community garden. This part of the process represents an area where nonprofit 
organizations could help with various skills and resources. In this case, Pen Garden had 
been neglected by the surrounding residents for a long time, making public participation 
difficult to attract. Therefore, the Community Foundation and TNC cooperated and began 
their efforts at a school next to the site. In cooperation with the schools, they represented 
the community garden project as a social practice course for students and organized an 
environmental education workshop, inviting a professional team of animal and plant ex-
perts and garden landscape designers to lead students in carrying out site research (Table 
2, Figure 3). This workshop was recognized by the government and the school. Teachers 
and students gradually became interested in community garden construction and became 
the main participants in this project. In addition, the Community Foundation recruited 
volunteers to participate via social media; nevertheless, compared with the stable groups 
in the school, most of the participants attracted by this temporary recruitment method 
were one-time contributors whose involvement was unsustainable. 

Table 2. The sample site plant survey questionnaire. 

Garden: Pen Garden         Recorder: XXXX                Date: XXXX 
No. Species Name Density Class Number Coverage Growth Other 

1       
2       

…       

 

  

Figure 3. The students conducting the site survey. (Source: Action, 2020). 

4.3. Nonprofit Organizations Helped the Community to Reach Out to More Professional Re-
sources 

Only a few communities have experienced gardeners, and these individuals usually 
become the leaders of community gardens and organize their communities to carry out 
garden construction and maintenance. However, most of the participants had no garden-
ing experience and consequently needed training and guidance. Under the circumstances, 
nonprofit organizations were able to use the resources and networks of social organiza-
tions to help them quickly find appropriate professional resources. In the We Garden pro-
jects, the government adopted TNC’s proposal and held a community garden design com-
petition with local foundations, design competition platforms, and other institutions to 
solicit good works. The winner received government funds as the competition prize 
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through the local foundation. Some designers also participated as volunteers, working 
with the public to realize their design concepts. At the same time, nonprofit organizations 
also organized workshops and meetings to facilitate public consultation with experts and 
continuously promoted increasing participation. 

In the Pen Garden project, after completing the ecological background investigation, 
TNC found that the original biodiversity of this place was relatively rich, making the lo-
cation suitable to be transformed into a habitat garden, meaning that the focus was on 
protecting the area’s original natural resources through low-impact design. Accordingly, 
TNC asked for a suitable designer for the community and organized a workshop. The 
workshop process included: (1) Discussion and analysis of the site survey results to deter-
mine the transformation intention characterizing the garden renovation; (2) Sketching and 
modeling the community garden; (3) Group sharing and exchanging ideas to determine 
the final plan. Twenty students, divided into five groups, participated in the whole pro-
cess. Some of them proposed preserving shade plants on the site, while others come up 
with the idea of creating a bird habitat. Another topic of focus involved older adults’ need 
for a restful oasis. Finally, these ideas were integrated into the garden design (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. The students in the design workshop. (Source: Action, 2020). 

The cooperation described here continued into the garden construction process, 
gradually promoting increasing intensive public participation, which helped the commu-
nity to establish a volunteer group to participate in the follow-up maintenance and man-
agement. As a result, Pen Garden retained the original vegetation of the site, comple-
mented local plants, set up bird “rooms” and bathing basins with plants, created bird 
habitats, and added seats and sand pools for children’s play. This location now features 
an elder-friendly, child-friendly, and rich-in-biodiversity garden, providing natural well-
being for the people who live or work in proximity to the site (Figures 5–7). 
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Figure 5. Pen Garden after transformation. (Source: ZHOU Yu, 2020). 

 
Figure 6. Pen Garden after transformation. (Source: CHEN Feng, 2020). 
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Figure 7. Pen Garden after transformation. (Source: CHEN Feng, 2020). 

4.4. Nonprofit Organizations Encouraged the Public to Participate in the Governance 
After a two-month construction, a transformed Pen Garden was created and entered 

the maintenance stage. The government’s role was to evaluate and assess the effectiveness 
of the community gardens. After determining that the requirements had been met, the 
government’s continuing contribution at this stage was to provide maintenance funds to 
the community in the first year to help the community transition to autonomy. More im-
portantly, the nonprofit organizations proposed and adopted a method, in which a leader 
was elected by the participants collectively to lead the team in maintaining the community 
garden and finally achieve grassroots autonomy. 

The first garden master of Pen Garden was elected by the students: a teacher who is 
also a biology hobbyist. He actively participated in the whole process of garden transfor-
mation, organized students from different grades to participate, and used the community 
garden as his outdoor natural teaching class. This process doubtless helped the teacher 
and his students establish a relationship with the garden and take the initiative to main-
tain the garden, such as watering plants, cleaning up leaves, recording plant growth, and 
performing other daily work (Figure 8). 

  
Figure 8. Student volunteers carry out garden maintenance under the guidance of teachers. (Source: 
CHEN Feng, 2020). 
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4.5. The Change and Integration of the Participants in the Community Gardens Process  
We interviewed government officials, designers, and students at the Pen Garden to 

obtain their evaluations before and after participation: 
(1) Interviewee A from the government said, “I found that the process of transformation is 

also the process of youth environmental education. A community garden can become a place 
for community environmental education.” This inspiration was also reflected in govern-
ment policy for the following year. The government consulted experts to develop an 
environmental education toolkit for gardens provided at no cost to communities to 
help them carry out daily gardening activities. For many officials who had previously 
confined their efforts to formulating policies without going on to participate in policy 
implementation, this action represented a change in their working methods. They are 
now more willing to go deep into the community, understand people’s real needs, 
and obtain first-hand feedback. 

(2) Interviewee E from a designing enterprise said, “When we studied landscape design at 
the university, we were reminded to pay attention to the needs of users, but in real projects, 
we should cater to investors, who always pay attention to business needs.” Since most of the 
designers had no experience with the community garden co-construction, the work-
shop provided a process that changed their work-related thinking. Interviewee E 
continued, “At first, I always inadvertently regarded the public at the workshop as investors, 
but later, I realized it was cooperation. This is different from the traditional way; now, the 
garden is a design work that meets the needs of users, which makes me look forward to it.” 

(3) The students at the school next to the Pen Garden are the primarily participants and 
the biggest beneficiaries of this project. They were organized to participate from the 
beginning, then spontaneously carried out garden maintenance. Interviewee I from 
the school observed, “Before participating in the construction, I passed this place every day 
but never paid attention to it. Until the first site survey, I saw many different animals and 
plants here, and even a bat, which made me feel that this place is alive and full of vitality.” 
Meanwhile, Student J from the community school said, “During the investigation, I 
found that there were no chairs in the garden, nor in the surrounding areas, which was very 
unfriendly to the elderly, so I proposed to add chairs in the community garden in the workshop 
until today I install chairs by myself. When I see people sitting there, it makes me feel very 
fulfilled.” 

5. Discussion 
In the “We Garden” program, the process of public engagement moved from the top 

(government) in the form of guidance to the bottom (community) in the form of auton-
omy. The overarching motivation for launching a community garden laid in the Shenzhen 
government’s desire to change the image of state-led development in urban management 
[49], reduce financial pressure, and return more green space to the city while encouraging 
public engagement. Moreover, the project represents a governmental exploration of grass-
roots autonomy, as well as the implementation of the governance concept of “We are the 
cities we make” at the national level.  

In the first place, in the case of a city that is characterized by its immigrants, starting 
from the top-down was necessary. Despite Shenzhen’s 17.56 million permanent residents, 
its census-registered population is only 5.84 million [50]. As a result of this difference in 
the city’s population, most of the people living in Shenzhen have no sense of belonging to 
the community, making their willingness to participate in public affairs relatively low. 
This environment complicates following a bottom-up governance approach characteristic 
of Shanghai, Guangzhou, and cities with more native-born residents. Therefore, the We 
Garden scheme, which offered a top-down policy with governmental support and guid-
ance, was of great significance in promoting social participation in public environmental 
governance in Shenzhen. 
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However, in light of China’s unique socialist institutions, this top-down public par-
ticipation scheme was itself contradictory. Public attitudes toward the government policy 
often hover between “for” and “against”, and cooperation between the two sides is lim-
ited. This circumstance makes the coordination of nonprofit organizations indispensable. 
On the one hand, nonprofit organizations are government partners. Thus, even as these 
organizations give full play to the advantages of dealing with public relations as the main 
promoters, they must also accurately transmit government information in an approacha-
ble way that will avoid the public perception of strong governmental intervention in the 
process of participation. Moreover, this approach provides members of the community 
with adequate decision-making space, which is the key to effective co-construction. From 
the community side of the equation, nonprofit organizations serve as community partners, 
gather feedback about public needs, help members of the public establish an autonomous 
mechanism, and promote public engagement. In contrast, a scheme that is only promoted 
by the government without the participation of nonprofit organizations will eventually 
be dominated by administrative forces and implemented in the form of ordinary garden 
construction projects, lacking the element of community involvement and shared motiva-
tion. Thus, an approach characterized by government investment, recruitment, design, 
and construction in terms of organizing residents’ activities exerts limited influences and 
is often short-lived, meaning that a government-driven process would make the commu-
nity garden scheme unsustainable and ineffective. 

After the construction of the community garden under consideration had been com-
pleted, the government began to encourage grassroots autonomy in the management 
stage. It is consistent with several cases that transitioned from top-down to bottom-up 
during the management phase in the literature review [9,10,17,44]. The Shenzhen experi-
ment has improved management feasibility by engaging both top-down and public par-
ticipation in the planning and construction stages of the community garden, followed by 
encouraging grassroots autonomy in the management stage, which may be conducive to 
the sustainability of the community garden as some researchers proposed [31,32]. This 
kind of grassroots autonomy management deserves more attention in later research, es-
pecially support in the form of government funding is later reduced or eliminated. 

Through the analysis presented in this paper, we found that the Shenzhen approach 
differed from the six governance structures summarized in the literature review. The 
Shenzhen approach is unique compared with two particular structures out of the six. First, 
in contrast to the top-down with community assistance approach, nonprofit organizations 
joined as volunteers and served the community free of charge in Shenzhen (some design-
ers as well), which is not paid, as the literature and cases showed [17,29,30,42,43]. Follow-
ing an approach that includes some of the same elements as the PAS approach and its 
typical cases [38,45–48], the Shenzhen Municipal Government has taken the initiative to 
provide funds, land, and professional knowledge to the community on a top-down basis, 
launching this scheme, while remaining well aware that a solely government-driven 
scheme would be unsustainable. Therefore, the municipal government has called for the 
development of more community gardens as a method of public engagement. 

These considerations led to formulation of a new (seventh) category: top-down with 
public engagement driven by nonprofit organizations. We define it as the government 
taking the lead in launching the policy, providing matching funds and land support, while 
nonprofit organizations offer coordination and assistance, mitigate administrative inter-
vention, and promote public participation in the planning and design, construction, and 
management stages of community garden development. The roles and action styles of the 
main participants are summarized as follows: 
(1) Government as the initiator: The community garden scheme has been promoted from 

top to bottom in the form of policy. The government has been the main supplier of 
funding and resources for the community. The government monitors the scheme via 
KPI, promotes and supervises its on-time completion, and assesses the effectiveness 
of community gardens. 
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(2) Nonprofit organizations as the engine: Their participation methods and roles change 
dynamically through different stages of the project, including government think 
tanks, project promoters, community partners, and other roles. Their involvement 
persists throughout the whole process of the project, giving full play to the ability 
and value in dealing with public relations. These entities also promote effective com-
munication between the government and the public, as well as the public and experts. 
Nonprofit organizations are the key to the success of the project, and without their 
participation, enormous obstacles will arise that may be insurmountable. 

(3) Experts/designers and community locals as the public: Experts and designers pro-
vide professional knowledge and skills to inexperienced participants. At the same 
time, this approach also represents a new model for them to build with the commu-
nity. Unlike traditional landscape projects, instead of magnifying their responsibility, 
community garden projects call for them to be more like partners cooperating with 
the community. Community members include residents, nearby workers, and teach-
ers or students, among others. The participation of community members can be char-
acterized a passive-to-active process. In particular, focusing on people’s actual needs 
can foster public engagement. Thus, members of the public are the main part and the 
biggest beneficiary of social engagement, linking community garden connections to 
increased social impact and sustainability that extended beyond policy considera-
tions. 

6. Conclusions 
First, the findings supported theorizing a new governance structure (top-down with 

public engagement driven by nonprofit organizations), which differs from the six previ-
ously identified governance structures. Compared with the bottom-up approaches, this 
governance structure has been shown to facilitate public participation faster and more 
effectively. Moreover, in comparison to other top-down approaches, this new model may 
be more sustainable and resilient because it involves more social engagement. We also 
highlighted the critical role that nonprofit organizations have played throughout the pro-
cess in fostering the development of community gardens by dealing with public relations 
and facilitating effective communications among other actors. Nonprofit organizations 
play an indispensable role, acting as government partners in delivering information from 
top to bottom, as well as community partners, in helping the public establish an autono-
mous mechanism. Moreover, these organizations build a communication bridge between 
the government and the public. 

The second point to be made here is historical and evolutionary: community gardens 
were originally the product of the economic depression, mainly targeted to meet the needs 
of individuals, but in today’s China, this type of project has become a way for the govern-
ment to promote public participation in urban environmental conservation efforts. From 
a broad perspective, this governance approach can increase the area of urban green space, 
uphold standards of high quality, and improve the ecological service function. Mean-
while, from a grassroots perspective, such a program can help public attitudes toward 
community gardening from passive to active, effectively enhancing public awareness of 
participation and the decision-making ability available through public participation. 
While this approach is eminently applicable to the environmental improvement of urban 
communities, it is also worth referencing in urban projects related to community govern-
ance (e.g., urban renewal). Briefly stated, this concept comprises a new sustainable public 
participation mechanism in urban environmental protection in the Chinese context. 

Although the findings reported in this paper provide a new governance structure 
and dynamics for community gardens in the existing literature, more empirical studies 
are needed to further test and refine these findings. In addition, since most We Garden 
projects have only recently completed the preliminary management stage, the sustaina-
bility of the subsequent management based on grassroots autonomy is a worthy topic for 
further study. 
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