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The City and County of Honolulu Department of Parks and Recreation is revising the rules and 

regulations regarding the Honolulu Recreational Community Gardening Program. A draft of the new 

proposed rules has been shared with garden members and the public. Below are ten of the most 

common questions asked throughout the community engagement process about these proposed rules. 

 

1. Why are the rules being revised? 

The community garden rules and regulations were last revised in 1984. A lot has changed for the 

program in that time, with staff and gardeners identifying several necessary rule updates. As a result, 

the proposed revised rules aim to: 

 

• Enhance safety through: plot visibility requirements, no roofing, tree & fence height limits, 

border height limits, no cactuses in common areas, no hazardous plants near plot border, no 

changing surface run-off patterns, certain structures not allowed, and no hazardous 

materials (bird spikes, barbed wire, etc.). 

• Increase fairness and ease turnover of plots with: trees/woody plants in pots, no inheriting 

plots, City staff oversight of the application process, clearer list of violations, detailed 

revocation & appeal process, and requirements for new gardeners to begin plot work within 

14 days. 

• Reduce the burden on volunteers through: City waitlist and application process oversight, 

annually updated contact information provided to the plot officer for each gardener, 

community gardens determining meeting & cleanup requirement within certain parameters, 

and modernizing systems by allowing email use, virtual meetings, digital payment, etc. 

• Promote ecologically sound practices, including: no herbicides/pesticides/fungicides or soil 

amendments without prior approval, water conservation measures, invasive species 

measures, and ban of certain materials in plots, such as Styrofoam. 

• Improved clarity & transparency of processes & procedures with: a clearly identified 

penalty process for violation of rules, fees & dues structured on a fixed schedule, roles and 

responsibilities of gardeners/garden officers/temporary helpers, and detailed procedures 

for meetings, elections, and how information is communicated. 

 

2. Why is the application process moving from individual community gardens to the City? 

There are several reasons why we are proposing to move the application process over to the City. Firstly, 

garden officers have expressed the Applications Officer role is a lot of work, especially for larger gardens 

and gardens with a high turnover rate. In the new rules we propose that the Applications Officer 

becomes the “Plot Officer” whose duty is more focused on keeping a plot inventory, up-to-date contact 

information, and orienting new gardeners to the program. The City would then take on the 

responsibility of intaking requests, keeping a waitlist, and approving/storing applications. 

 



In the past, gardeners and other members of the public have expressed concern that plots were not 

distributed fairly. With City oversight for the application process, we can ensure a fair and transparent 

allocation of permits on a first-come, first-served basis. Having a centralized location for permit 

applications also removes the possibility of one person having more than one plot at different gardens. 

 

Other reasons for this change include: increasing the potential for future digitization of the application 

and payment process, creating a centralized place for wait-listed gardeners and their contact 

information, and facilitating better communication on gardening opportunities.  

 

3. Why can’t trees/woody plants be planted in the ground? 

A lot of our gardeners have expressed concern over rules that reduce the number of trees in the 

community gardens. And rightfully so – trees are critical infrastructure that provide a myriad of benefits, 

including shade, water filtration, carbon sequestration, food, and beautification to name only a few. This 

is why we want to continue to allow trees in the proposed rules, but with certain parameters. In 

particular, trees/woody plants must be planted in pots with a barrier underneath. 

 

Unfortunately, the issues that trees planted in the ground pose in this program outweighs their benefits. 

This includes: safety issues with falling branches, unsanctioned pruning when trees get big, turning over 

plots that are rootbound, shading out plot neighbors, reducing visibility (and therefore security of 

garden plots), and roots damaging pipes and other structures. 

 

4. Why is there a five-foot height limit for fences, structures, and plants? 

What the Community Garden Coordinator and Garden Officers have observed over time is garden plots 

with low-to-no visibility inside are more susceptible to theft, dwelling, and misuse for non-gardening 

activities. The five-foot height limit intends to increase safety by improving visibility. The tendency is for 

plants to grow along fencing, often blocking visibility on both sides and limiting the view plain to over 

the top of the fence.  It is important to note that the fencing height limit aligns with City permitting 

requirements: https://www.honolulu.gov/dpp/permitting.html  

 

5. Why are the rules the same for all the gardens? 

Over the years, individual gardens have created bylaws to fill in the gaps found in the 1984 Amended 

Rules & Regulations. The new proposed rules aim to capture what these bylaws cover. It is important 

that any rules pertaining to this program follow the rulemaking process so that any violation of these 

rules can legally be enforced. In the past, bylaws were not enforceable. The proposed rules are entirely 

enforceable. Also, by having thoroughly planned and vetted rules and regulations that work across the 

gardens, we increase their longevity through time. We will also be better able to provide consistent 

support on the rules and regulations (such as trainings, guidance documents, and translations) for all. 

 

That said, the proposed rules do allow for some variation between gardens which can be voted into the 

new garden bylaws. Guidance for what the new bylaws might be used for can be found on the Rule 

Revision page of our website:  https://bit.ly/hrcgp-rule-revision  

 

https://www.honolulu.gov/dpp/permitting.html
https://bit.ly/hrcgp-rule-revision


6. Why are plot permit applications limited to two people? Can multiple people in a household or family 

have separate plots? 

We received feedback from Garden Officers that everyone listed on the application should be equally 

responsible for caring for the plot and following the rules (rather than having co-gardeners or 

“secondary” gardeners who have different responsibilities). The proposed rules limit the number of 

people named on a permit application to two people for this reason, and because this is a manageable 

number for tracking purposes. This doesn’t restrict permit holders from inviting friends and family to 

garden with them in the plot. However, it does restrict them from inheriting the plot should the named 

permit holders abandon or leave the program. 

 

Additionally, the proposed rules remove any language around “household” or “family member”. 

Multiple people in a family or in a household may be permit holders for separate plots. We propose this 

revision because we are not in a position to define what a family member is, and we want to avoid 

restricting access to the program based on socioeconomic status. If we limited the number of plots to 

one household (as is the case in the 1984 Amended Rules & Regulations), then those who can afford to 

live alone on O‘ahu have more access to the program, which wouldn’t be equitable.  

 

We have received concerns that when family members or household members secure multiple plots in a 

garden this can sometimes lead to one person in that family/household caring for all of the plots. This is 

a risk we are willing to take for three reasons: 

• The proposed rules require that plots are attended by permit holders of that plot. 

• This scenario could happen with a friend group, just as much as it could with a household group 

or family. 

• The heart of this issue is the fact that we have long waitlists with folks who would happily take 

on a plot that is otherwise being “hoarded” in this scenario. We hope to address this by 

expanding the program. 

 

7. How will the unfair inheriting of plots be restricted? 

In addition to moving the application process to the City, the proposed rules reduce the risk of unfair 

inheriting of plots by proposing new rules. First, we propose a rule that allows a new gardener to add 

someone to their permit application (as long as that person is next on the waitlist). Then, if either one 

leaves the garden, the remaining person cannot then add another person. Second, the proposed rules 

specify the role of a “helper” and that they are meant to be temporary. 

 

8. Can I still transfer to another plot that opens up? 

The proposed rules limit the transfer of plots, in order to comply with the City’s first-come, first-served 

policy regarding permits. If a gardener wishes to transfer, they must submit a new permit application 

and be added to the waitlist. If the request to transfer to another plot is based on a need for reasonable 

accommodation, then a request may be made to the Community Garden Coordinator. 

 



9. Why is there a cap to the amount of money a community garden organization can have in their bank 

account? 

In the proposed rules, the community garden's bank account funds are capped at $30 multiplied by the 

total number of plots. If the account reaches this cap, all dues for current members must be suspended 

until the funds are spent down below the cap. This rule is based on City regulations that allow 

community gardens to collect dues only for specific, relevant purposes. If funds accrue without being 

spent, they are no longer being collected for a specific purpose. However, the community garden may 

request a waiver from the director to raise funds above the cap for an approved purpose. 

 

10. What will plots be monitored for? 

The plots will be monitored for visibility on at least two sides, five-foot height limit (of plants, trellises, 

border, fences, shade cloth and other structures), trees/woody plants in pots with a barrier underneath, 

unsafe structures or objects/household items, hazardous plants, herbicides/pesticides use, standing 

water, unattended watering, fire hazards, rubbish, functioning mail container, invasive or 

diseased/infested plants, and plants growing outside of the plot boundary.  

 

To quote the proposed rules, “Each gardener shall keep the plot and plot edges free of insect-infested 

plants and over-ripe fruits and vegetables.” Further, “Each gardener shall routinely maintain their 

assigned plot…” and “If a plot remains unattended for more than four weeks; or if a gardener fails to 

notify the community garden president of the gardener’s extended absence, the plot will be considered 

abandoned and the director shall initiate revocation of the plot.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Honolulu Recreational Community Gardening Program's revised rules 

are designed to address the evolving needs of our growing and changing 

community. By prioritizing safety, fairness, ecological sustainability, and 

transparency, these updates aim to ensure that the program remains 

accessible, enjoyable, and beneficial for all participants. 


