
Where Do Things 
Grow?

 
Gardening Through 
Rupture in West 

Oakland 
 



West Oakland has long been shaped by transportation systems, industrial 
growth, and patterns of migration. While community gardens, informal 
markets, and urban farms have provided access to fresh food and local re-
silience, larger forces—such as redlining, freeway construction, and indus-
trial zoning—have continuously reshaped access to land. These changes 
fractured neighborhoods, displaced families, and left behind soil contami-

nation and disinvestment. 
 

This project traces the intersection of infrastructure and food systems 
across time. What once included backyards, orchards, and shared plots has 
become a patchwork of vacant lots, food deserts, and fenced-off parcels. 
Still, urban gardens remain. Beyond growing food, they hold space for cul-

tural memory, ecological repair, and intergenerational knowledge. 
 

Through mapping, historical research, and spatial observation, this work 
documents how West Oakland’s land has been lost and reclaimed—highli-
ghting the role of gardens not as romantic gestures, but as practical, groun-

ded responses to structural neglect. 

 
What do we inherit when our soil is      

paved over? 
 

Infrastructure, Land Use, and Ur-
ban Agriculture in West Oakland
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Urban gardens in West Oakland operate on two planes—one vi-
sible to policy, the other rooted in lived experience. This project 
mapped how gardens exist both within and beyond zoning logic, 
often defying formal classifications to meet everyday needs. In a 
neighborhood fractured by industrial expansion and housing dis-
placement, gardens reclaim backyards, sidewalks, and vacant lots 

as systems of care. 
 

At one site, zoning technically permits small-scale gardening—yet 
what actually takes root reveals more. Residents share tools, raise 
goats, compost food scraps, and host cultural events. These are not 
just food-growing spaces but informal infrastructures built by and 
for the community. They form networks of survival where public 

systems fall short.

Does the city support its gardeners, or 
simply tolerate them?

 
Where does formal zoning end and     

mutual aid begin? 

Urban Gardens as Formal and In-
formal Practice





The water that reaches West Oakland originates over 90 miles away in the 
Sierra Nevada and is delivered via the Mokelumne Aqueduct, managed by 
EBMUD. Despite this regional network, water infrastructure within the 
neighborhood remains unreliable. Aging sewer systems, sealed creeks, 

and rising groundwater compromise water access and management at the 
local level. Project 3 maps this fragmented journey—tracing water from its 
source to its points of rupture and loss in West Oakland’s residential fabric. 

 
In response to these failures, residents implement informal and decentra-
lized strategies. Rain barrels, drip irrigation, greywater reuse, and raised 
beds built above contaminated or flood-prone soil reflect a localized form 
of environmental adaptation. These methods are not merely provisional—
they constitute a form of infrastructural agency, shaped by necessity and 

supported through shared knowledge.
 

How do communities reclaim land when 
the soil itself is unsafe? 

 
What forms of stewardship emerge in 

spaces marked by toxicity? 

Water Systems and the Informal 
Infrastructures of Survival
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