The International Garden of Many Colors

Supporting a Community Food Resource through Collaborative Visioning
a project between UC Davis Students and the Community Gardeners of River Garden Estates

About this document
This document has been co-produced by students of Landscape Architecture at U.C. Davis
under the direction of Professor David de la Peña and community development graduate student
Alex Cole-Weiss. It is one outcome of a collaboration between gardeners, students, faculty and
communitiy organizers at Mutual Housing at River Garden. Plans and images were generated
by students after careful consultation with gardeners; images shown here were produced
individually and in groups.
The site of this community garden is along the Niños Parkway, property of the City of Sacramento
and managed by the Department of Parks and Recreation. The garden is managed by a committee
of gardeners with support from Mutual Housing. This planning project was not initiated by the
City but rather by gardeners and their supporters. The opinions expressed here not necesssarily
those of Mutual Housing, U.C. Davis, or other contributors.
For more information, contact Professor de la Peña:
David de la Peña, PhD
Assistant Professor, Human Ecology
111 Hunt Hall, University of California Davis
dsdelapena@ucdavis.edu (530) 902-6080
Landscape Architecture Program
Community Development Graduate Group

UCD students explore the edges of the International Garden of Many Colors and planned site of the City’s proposed community garden
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A Beloved Garden
with a Long History
Planted in the underutilized space beneath giant
electrical towers, winter crops such as cabbage,
potatoes, fava beans, and wheat grow well, and
bright orange calendula flowers spill out into
the paths. In spring, the buzz of the power lines
above is matched by bees hard at work below; the
gladiolas, roses, and irises start to bloom, alongside
growing tomato forests, dense raspberry bushes,
and meandering squashes. The International
Garden of Many Colors is a great example of how
community gardening contributes to a fulfilling
environment for immigrants to both build new
lives in new places, and maintain traditions even in
the context of migration.
The history of this 3-acre garden dates back to
the mid 1990s, before the affordable housing
non-profit Mutual Housing California took over
the management of the neighboring apartment
complex, now called River Garden Estates (RGE).
Built little by little over time, today the garden

supports over 40 households, including many
intergenerational families. The fresh fruits
and vegetables are primarily grown for home
consumption and preservation, and any surplus is
generally shared with friends and neighbors. Many
gardeners grow fruits and vegetables from home
countries not easily found in typical American
grocery stores, like black currants, sorrel, and fresh
garbanzo beans. For those who have the skills
and passion to devote to growing food, the garden
greatly contributes to the health and happiness
of entire families, particularly in times of limited
resources. Moreover, the garden is a place of
contemplation, serenity, and beauty, or as one
gardener puts it, “a little piece of freedom in the
hood.”
Like other community gardens around the U.S.
and elsewhere, the International Garden of Many
Colors is a site where differing visions of public
greenspace in the city have clashed. The city of
Sacramento owns the land and is managed by
the department of Parks and Recreation as part
of the Niños Parkway. Safety, code compliance,
and liability are all concerns expressed by the

The IGMC is located at the southern end of the Niños Parkway, adjacent to Mutual Housing at River Gardens and just north of the American River
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city and Parks and Recreation. Moreover, a little
under a third of the garden sits right beneath two
transmission towers, operated by Sacramento
Municipal Utility District (SMUD) and Western
Area Power Association (WAPA). There is a long
history of compromising and organizing to protect
the garden, and the gardeners have weathered
several removal attempts, demonstrating the
garden’s enduring value. Their successes are
reflected in the long-range plans for the Niños
Parkway, which acknowledge and include the
garden as an existing amenity.

Mutual Housing
at River Gardens
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Location of the International Garden of Many Colors

However, the vision for the Niños Parkway is still
in debate, especially in the context of increased
attention and excitement around the potential of
urban agriculture in Sacramento. Since 2012, the
city of Sacramento and the utility companies have
been in communication about the need to clear
30-foot buffers around the transmission towers
for maintenance access and Homeland Security
regulation compliance. This would entail the
destruction of about a third of the existing plots,
an issue that has prompted a larger discussion
about the future of the entire garden and opened
up a dialogue on the possibilities of urban
agriculture in the Niños Parkway.
The Parks and Recreation department and city
councilmembers have held conversations with the
garden committee over the last few years to lay
out the city’s plan to address the utility companies
needs as well as those of the gardeners. As of
September 2015, the garden committee at RGE has
been informed that the city’s plan is to:
• build an access road that would displace
all gardens surrounding and south of the
transmission towers,
• build a new garden in Niños Parkway, and
• move all gardeners to the new garden in three
years.

Over 3 acres of highly productive gardens have been cultivated under
the power lines since 1995.
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Under this plan, displaced gardeners from plots
beneath the towers would receive priority in the
new city garden, after which point the plots would
be made available to the general public. While
many gardeners acknowledge the access and safety
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The Niños Parkway Master Plan was approved in 2004 by the City Council, which cited this community garden as an amenity during its
discussions (City Council Resolution 2004-260)

issues around the towers, the proposal to build
a new garden and eventual relocation brings up
numerous questions and concerns.
While the city’s plan to provide a new garden is
commendable, many of the gardeners feel that
the new garden, built according to city design
principles, will not meet their needs as well as the
existing garden.
The most recent garden committee organizing
efforts began in September 2015 to document the
benefits of the garden, seek community-driven
solutions for enhancing the existing garden, and
develop a vision for how the proposed garden
might integrate with the existing garden. To this
end, the committee partnered with UC Davis
landscape architecture students in an advanced
studio class focused on designing for urban
agriculture and making equitable food systems in
Sacramento.

Students and gardeners engaged in a ten-week
collaborative learning and design process with the
goal of supporting the gardeners in articulating the
value of the existing garden, providing a real-world
opportunity for students to apply their drawing
and landscape analysis skills, and producing
deliverables such as maps, images, and alternative
design proposals. With input and feedback from
gardeners, the students have produced creative
plans that incorporate the needs and preferences of
the gardeners into the City’s garden plans.
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Gardeners Introduce the Garden
The first collaborative meeting was held on October 26th at
River Gardens. The purpose of this meeting was for students
and gardeners to meet each other, and for gardeners to talk
about the importance of their garden. Fourteen landscape
architecture students and around ten gardeners came to this
meeting, wherein they discussed what types of plants are
grown in the garden, how long people have had a garden,
and why it is a valuable asset to the community. Many people
talked about how much they loved their garden; “ I love
everything about it” said one gardener, another said “it’s the
way we live.”
Students learned about how many of the gardeners come
from places where they were accustomed to growing their
own food, and that the garden at RGE continues to provide
organic and healthy food for their families. Gardeners also
asserted the value of the garden as a fire barrier historically,
and the benefits of the vegetation in helping to cool ambient
temperatures. Students listened as gardeners spoke to their
role in taking care of vacant land that otherwise might be full
of trash, and in having improved the soil.
During this initial visit, gardeners also showed the students
some of their plots and students did sketches of the different
landscape elements they saw. At the end of the first meeting,
when asked about how the how the process was going so far,
one of the long-time gardeners expressed her appreciation at
how all the students were diligently taking notes—“everyone
is writing!” she said with a smile.
Among the most significant comments from the gardeners:
• The garden is good for physical/mental well-being
• It helps teach kids where food comes from
• Is a peaceful place
• It builds community
• Gardeners tend to the garden year-round
• Gardeners have been anxious about plans to demolish part
or all of the garden
• Many gardeners have been active in the garden for many
years; some since its inception in 1995
Gardeners introduced the garden to students
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Students discovered the garden’s hidden informal charm through sketches, observations, and listening
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Designing Together
Professor de la Peña’s landscape architecture students
began the fall term exploring the best practices of
urban agriculture (UA) through a study of prototypes,
case studies and then by mapping UA throughout the
Sacramento region. As designers, they have acquired skills
in analysis, ecology, plant sciences, soil, site planning, and
urban design. They have also learned that this expertise
alone is insufficient when designing with communities.
For this project, the students carefully designed a
collaborative design process to best understand the needs
and wishes of the gardeners. One group of students
formulated a statement of values:
“Our position as environmental designers is to listen to
the community’s needs, sympathize, and design for the
community while working within the city’s policies. [We
will] build workshops in which these relationships can
occur and build the trust between us.”
In addition to setting values, goals and objectives,
students also designed a design workshop, surveyed the
site to produce accurate maps of the existing conditions,
and wrote a community assessment report. On November
4, 2015,students gathered with gardeners to present their
initial work and to continue working on issues related to
the garden design.
The following topics were covered in the workshop:
• Favorite aspects of the garden
• Challenging aspects
• Layout of existing plots
• Fair allocation of plots
• Locations of pathways and gates
• Security and fences
• Community amenities
• Water supply
• Drainage issues
• Food production
• Growing methods
• Trash and compost facilities
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Students designed a process of collaborative design;
created a site inventory and a community assessment
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The November 4th workshop focused on generating
ideas for enhancing the existing garden and designing
the proposed garden to reflect gardener needs. Students
brought homemade snacks and set up interactive activity
stations where gardeners could give input, discuss options,
and be exposed to new ideas. About 15 gardeners attended
the workshop overall, some engaging in a lively debate
about what kinds of community amenities might work well
in the existing garden and the new garden--not everyone
saw the value of community spaces the same way. Students
were able to learn about the different ways people enjoy
the garden--some people like to do garden projects, some
are mostly interested in growing food, and others seek
tranquility in the space. By the end of the meeting, some of
the gardeners were more open to the idea of incorporating
shared spaces for compost, storage, and gathering together.
At the same time, students were able to learn about how
much people value independence and freedom in the
garden as well.
Several themes from gardeners were noted by students:
• Most gardeners were concerned about their safety and
security
• A balance of public and private spaces was important
but opinions differed on whether gathering spaces were
necessary
• Community amenities should be strategically placed
• Some gardeners prefered spaces for quiet relaxation
• Water infrastructure was in need of upgrading
• Consolidated areas for trash, compost and storage were
seen as desirable

Students created flyers and orchestrated a lively session
focused on the garden design

Gardener preferences were solicited and recorded
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A careful survey of the site along with interviews with gardeners yielded this map of the garden highlighting its complexity
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After the second workshop, the students were
tasked with incorporating the many great ideas
and visions into a design of their own making.
Thirteen designs in total were brought to the
design review meeting on November 18th. Each
student gave a brief presentation highlighting the
main elements of their design and gardeners asked
questions and gave feedback. Around 8 gardeners
attended the design review.

Students each prepared a design proposal that showed relocation from the base of the towers, improvements to the existing garden, and
integration with a new city-managed community garden and community orchard; designs were intended to be creative explorations
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As a final term project, students worked in teams to develop
three distinct proposals for the garden. Like the previous
assignment, they were encouraged to be creative while also
directly addressing the gardener’s needs and wishes. The
three designs are not expected to be fully implementable
at this point, but rather they offer examples of how the new
garden, existing garden, orchard, parkway, and surrounding
neighborhoods could be integrated. All three proposals
maintain the existing garden into the near future with minor
changes to the layout but with improvements to circulation,
water access, community spaces and security.
The first group project, titled “Tilth,” took inspiration from
urban agriculture examples across the globe. It focused on
how a new garden could be integrated with the adjacent park,
providing spaces for water retention, animal husbandry, and
youth activities. This proposal includes technically challenging
design elements, but also opens the imagination to how the
Niños Parkway could begin to accommodate a variety of uses
to enhance community life. Additionally, the new garden could
be added to the existing at a low cost, continuing the pattern of
gardener stewardship of the land.
The second project, called “A Favourable Turn,” proposed
a systematic approach to the new garden, creating a semicircular form that is visually appealing and also innovative in
how it addresses functional needs. The garden is divided into
smaller sections, allowing for smaller groups to determine the
use of collective space, but also providing a clear management
of water and other resources. This plan entertains the idea that
in the long term, the existing garden could be wholly renovated
and integrated into the newer garden to the north.
The third project is titled “Spaces of Celebration.” The most
practical of the three, this plan has a simple form with new
trails that direct circulation to either side of a new garden
through orchards. Stormwater is managed with a swale that
meanders along the parkway’s western edge, providing a soft
buffer between the garden and existing residences. An allee
of trees and pollinator plants sits between the existing and
new gardens, providing an attractive edge to the International
Garden of Many colors while placing the new garden in a parklike setting.

Gardeners completed surveys to document what
they liked and disliked about the student projects
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Tilth - by Alex Croft, John Rabago, Min Kyung Seo, Megan Ma, and Elizabeth Gorman
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A Favourable Turn - by Shuyang Wang, Yanchuan Tian, Alejandra Cervantes, Alexandra Arjo, and Boya Ye
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A Favourable Turn - by Shuyang Wang, Yanchuan Tian, Alejandra Cervantes, Alexandra Arjo, and Boya Ye
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Spaces of Celebration - by Eddie Cortez, Robyn Huey, Julio Perez, and Lara Remitz
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Spaces of Celebration - by Eddie Cortez, Robyn Huey, Julio Perez, and Lara Remitz
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Conclusion & Next Steps
The International Garden of Many Colors is an invaluable asset
to the gardeners who tend it as well as to the community at
large. In the course of this project, students and gardeners were
able to bring in their respective areas of expertise to brainstorm,
debate, and learn from one another. This collaborative learning
and design process has helped to bring out some of the key
positive aspects of the garden and has generated innovative
design ideas for its future, furthering the conversation about
how to incorporate diverse needs in the Niños Parkway. The
effort to preserve the existing garden is important, but just as
important is thinking about its sustainability into the future. in
addition to ongoing collaboration with the city, new partnerships
with urban agriculture advocacy groups can help to connect the
garden to resources, ideas, and solutions to support its future.
The collaboration between students and gardeners will continue
past the proposals shown in this document. A small group will
work over through early 2016 to help develop a single refined
plan that represents as closely as possible a collective vision
of the gardeners. As the first gardens are demolished over the
coming months, support for the existing gardeners will be
needed. It is a hope that this document and continued design
and planning will help the gardeners find additional support
through outside organizations, and from the city.
Finally, this collaborative process demonstrates a way of
designing public space that allows designers and decisionmakers to learn from the expertise of local residents. The plans
that have already emerged would not have been possible without
building these closer relationships. Community gardens can
be sites of many public benefits, but these are best realized by
working closely with the communities they are rooted in.
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