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The Changing Meaning of Public Space: Emergence of Temporary Land Use for

Community Gardens in Taipei City

Chen-Yu, Lien
PhD candidate,
Graduate Institute of Building and Planning, National Taiwan University
(d9544002@ntu.edu.tw)

Abstract

Although Taipei is a high density city, some land owners kept their dilapidated buildings for
ensuring the right of joining urban renewal process in the future. Others didn’t care about their
empty lands and just had fences around because of the low land tax.

Facing the development and landscape in Taipei, neighbors deeply wish to have more
open space just in their community even for a short period. Between the status of waiting land
and renewal building, some citizens want these lands to become green and open spaces.

This article examines the experience of emergence of temporary land use for community
open space in Taipei city. Several temporary open spaces are created by the cooperation of
NGOs, communities, designers, neighbors and city government. Participatory activities went
through the whole process including negotiating with land owners at the beginning, discussing
the content of the garden during design period, maintaining the open space by NGOs and
neighbors, and bringing up the new vision and policy in the end.

The meaning of public space in Taipei is changing. A new idea “Temporary Community
Space” are arising. Public space refers not only parks or permanent spaces but short period
community gardens now. Besides waiting for urban renewal as empty lands and dilapidated

buildings, the new third idea leads the emergence of both green space and civil society.



I.Urban Planning and Consciousness of Public Space

What Taipei’s public spaces look like are really from the laws about urban planning and
the people’s consciousness of public life. In Taipei’s Urban Planning Act, there are several
public parks served for around people. And many open spaces were created from the Urban
Regeneration projects and buildings reconstruction. For encouraging urban development, city
government set up regulations of bulk reward system. Under Urban Renewal Act, land owners
have to keep their dilapidated buildings for ensuring the right of joining urban renewal process
in the future. Because of the small lots of property, it takes a long time to integrate the owners
for an urban renewal project. So Taipei’'s landscape and the status of open spaces are much
related with these regulations.

Another important viewpoint is the people’s awareness of public spaces in Taipei. In the
tradition, going to the park isn’t a habit with Taiwan’s people. We have the public life in the
temple square, along a city road or arcade. These public spaces are different from the modern
public park. They are mostly close to the definition of semi-public open space and people have
their own rules which are not published from city government. They can have commercial
exchanges and put their own furniture there. These kinds of consciousness of public life are
against the modern imaginations of public parks from the Urban Planning Act and related rules.
Finally people think the responsibility of maintaining the public park belongs to the city
government. And most open space around the housing are only for getting bulk reward. There

is a big gap between public life and open space.

[I.Community Empowerment and Participatory Design

Responding the lack of public sphere in the daily life and urban development, Taipei city
government launched a series of community empowerment policies. Community people get
together and propose their own plan to improve environment. They went out to fight gas
station, redesign their neighbor park and hold community parties. What they do is made their
life better and have a sense of community. After some cases like that, city government set up a
“Community Planner” system. People can attend the training courses to have knowledge and
skills about community planning. These planners finally join the community develop affairs and
co-work with local people.

Although there are more and more community empowerment affairs happened in Taipei,
public parks and neighbor environment are getting better, it seems people don’t have enough
open spaces for their everyday life. Some land owners kept their dilapidated buildings for
ensuring the right of joining urban renewal process in the future. Others didn’t care about their

empty lands and just had fences around because of the low land tax. People started to aware



that private land should have to take a active public role for environment. Facing the
development and landscape in Taipei, neighbors deeply wish to have more open space just in
their community even for a short period. Between the status of waiting land and renewal

building, some citizens want these lands to become green and open spaces.

[ll.Taipei Beautiful Project and Community Gardens with NGOs

For welcoming the Taipei International Flora Exposition® in 2010, Taipei City Government
announced “Taipei Beautiful Series Project” in 2009. The project consists of 8 series and 3
Synthetic Plans? to solve the visual improved needs. In the policy of “Taipei Beautiful Series I1”,
city government encouraged land owners to create temporary open spaces by bulk award.
They finally removed old buildings and maintained these temporary open spaces at least 18
months. Not until the new building start constructing, keep it open to the public is needed. This
new type of open spaces breaks some regular thinking and rules about public affairs.

Before the policy, lands seem to be used only for new buildings or public parks. There was
nothing to do with those vacancies and old buildings which were waiting for the urban renewal
process completed.® It opened the new idea about interim use as a temporary community
garden. And these temporary open spaces are not defined and ruled by the Urban Planning
Act, so the space form and use program are much more flexible than public parks. People can
farm, make a fire, have water collecting installation and use it easily without complex
procedures of borrowing.

On the other side, a project “Green Life Axis along Roosevelt Rd” from Taipei Urban
Redevelopment Office tried to gather local people and NGOs for a new public green life.
Neighbors and leaders of some NGOs that involved in sustainable environmental movement
are invited into the decision-making sessions during the participatory design process. Through
the workshops, the concept and the form of open spaces in temporary use were further

identified, and the connection between design and maintain stage was also built at the same

! The 2010 Taipei International Flora Exposition (2010 Flora Expo) opened on November 6, 2010 and
ran until April 25, 2011 in Taipei, Taiwan. It is a garden festival recognized by the International Association
of Horticultural Producers (AIPH / IAHP). It was the first such internationally recognized exposition to take
EJIace in Taiwan.

The 8 series are: (1) Increasing Open Public Space for Landmark Buildings in Taipei, (2) Regenerating
the Urban Environment and Decreasing the Number of Obsolete buildings and Waste, (3) A Good
Location with a New Look: Cleaning and Decorating External Wall Space in the City, (4) Attractive Shops
with Beautifully Designed Signboards, (5) Friendly School Campuses with Bright and Welcoming Fencing,
(6) Utilizating Unused Urban Land for Gardening and Forestation, (7) Great Lighting Design Brightens Up
the Night in Taipei, (8) Displaying Public Art on Public Buildings. And the 3 Synthetic Plans are: (1) New
Roads and Street Scenes with Unifying Design Concepts and Themes, (2) Rendering Riverside Scenery
Elegant by Integrating Waterfront Resources, (3) Demonstrating the Government's Administrative Vigor
by Integrating Public Assets and Resources. More details see the url:
http://ebook.taipei.gov.tw/yearbook/2009/fscommand/english.pdf.

8 By the Urban Renewal Law, the building existence proof is needed, there was no other legal way to
make the land owners tear down the ageing buildings before the renewal projected is approved. As
results, lots of vacancies and old buildings were fenced up waiting for the reconstruction, which produced
the problems of urban landscape and local environmental issues.
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time. After the garden construction, the NGO (Green Citizens’ Action Alliance, Willow Den
Independent Bookstore Alliance, etc.) held the activities to spread their ideals, and local

community helped for the daily maintenance. These co-cooperated POPS open the

imaginations of new urban life in public spaces.

- . il :
Figurel: The old house had become the awaiting Figure2: Rain Water Garden as the temporary
site of urban renewal.(Before) open space.(After)

Some people are against the “Taipei Beautiful Series II” because of its bulk award. And
they held many events to enlarge the public discussion about the issue. Although the
argument is much more on the topic that if we ought to have this kind of temporary open
spaces by giving land owners long term floor area bonus, citizens learn the concept of interim
use from those open spaces and public debate. After the social movement, Taipei City
Government had decided to stop giving extra floor area bonus for exchanging temporary open
spaces. Some researchers start to find the better possibilities for creating temporary open

spaces to continue the emerging alternative public spaces after Flora Expo.
IV.Emergence of New Public Sphere and Open Space

One of the temporary open spaces along Roosevelt Rd. called “Rain Water Garden” is
located in a neighborhood without any public park. A real estate company wants to integrate
nearby lands to become a whole urban renewal project unit. This awaiting land applied for the
temporary open space. After holding workshops with local people and leaders of NGOs, “Rain
Water Garden” has been made used of an outdoor environmental education site because its
rain water collecting installation. Neighbors, nearby office staffs and passengers and even the
school teachers and students use this garden in different time and purposes. People could not
be aware of water conservation in general public parks, but from this site offered the
educational function. Green Citizens’ Action Alliance adopts this open space and advocates

water conservation with local people there. It’s a new page of civil society in Taipei.
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rain water collecting installation. in Rain Water Garden.

These temporary open spaces under the policy encourage people to have a dream of
green city. More and more neighborhood chiefs learn from these cases and start to apply for
this kind of open spaces in their community. Some local group adopt national public lands to
promote the activities of farming in the city, or holding farmer’s markets, ecology observation
activities and so on. Additionally, developers open their lands or buildings as “theme center” to
the public. People can have coffee, go to exhibition and listen to the speech in these kinds of
temporary open spaces. Obviously, urban performs itself with many new expressions. We can
recognize this type of temporary open space as a creative, an alternative way to offer the field
of communications among public sphere.

Besides NGOs participated in the maintenance of community temporary open spaces and
some young students stood out to fight the bulk reward of “Taipei Beautiful Series 11", several
researchers got together and had a study group tried to find the better following policy about
temporary community open spaces. They suggest Taipei city government to set up a “Space
Share Center” to match the land supply and demand. By doing that, the owners can easily
share lands or empty buildings with other citizens. And they will share not only spaces but
happiness in a dense network. Now Taipei Urban Redevelopment Office had accepted the

research solution and starts to co-operate with NGO recently.

LA < 2
Figure3: NGO held educational activity to see the Figure4: Citizens gathered together to make tea

Figure5: Study group held public discussio'ﬁ’!in the Figure6: Study group got together to have

temporary open space. workshops for finding the better policy suggestion.

The meaning of public space in Taipei is changing. A new idea “Temporary Community
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Space” are arising. Public space refers not only regular parks or permanent spaces but short
period community gardens now. Besides waiting for urban renewal as empty lands and
dilapidated buildings, the new third idea leads the emergence of both green space and civil
society. It brings citizens a new way of creating urban landscape and a better tool to

understand the city.

V.Conclusion

This article examines the experience of emergence of temporary land use for community
open space in Taipei city. Several temporary open spaces are created by the cooperation of
NGOs, communities, designers, neighbors and city government. Participatory activities went
through the whole process including negotiating with land owners at the beginning, discussing
the content of the garden during design period, maintaining the open space by NGOs and
neighbors, and bringing up the new vision and policy in the end.

Long before “Taipei Beautiful Series Project” was launched, there has been a lengthy
clamoring of non-government sectors, and communities claim for those idle spaces to be
released for the diverse use. “Taipei Beautiful Series II” makes the use of FAR bonus to create
temporary open spaces in the city. Besides offering the green visual landscape of the city,
some of them exhibit the accessible, useful, educational functions which benefit the
surroundings, and stimulate the social discussions.

Following the effect of the policy, civil society actively widened the public sphere by many
different activities. It is the community participation process completes the urban social realm.
And several debates made the better suggestions happened. Now we can say the meaning of
public space in Taipei is changing. The emergence of temporary land use for community
gardens in Taipei will lead the deep transformation about the public sphere and urban

landscape.
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