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I. Introduction
An enduring paradox of the American landscape is the persistence of hunger in
the world’s most productive agricultural system. Geographic proximity to food
production does not overcome the economic and social distances many Americans face in
their daily efforts to stave off hunger (Allen, 1999). The agricultural production and food
distribution systems in the United States routinely produce more than enough food to
feed the nation’s population. Further increases in the production of food alone will not
solve the problem of hunger in America. Rather than insufficient production, the
problem of hunger and food insecurity, the lack of access to sufficient foods, is due to an
uneven distribution of the food supply and insufficient incomes among many to avail
themselves of the food stuffs that are available. The food security movement has focused
on the problems of distribution and incomes in the fight against food insecurity. The
obstacles to access adequate foods have caused communities across the nation to suffer
from food insecurity.
Thirty-one million Americans live in homes with limited or uncertain access to
adequate nutrition (Lawson & Knox, 2002). The same demographic that
disproportionably suffers from food insecurity, low income minorities, is also prone to
higher rates of diabetes, stroke, asthma, obesity, heart disease, cancer and other chronic
health issues (Prevention Institute, Cultivating Common Ground). The Surgeon General
has issued a “Call to Action” to fight the growing epidemic of obesity in America,
especially in this specific population.
Indeed, obesity has become the number one public health problem of the United
States (U.S.) entailing large costs for the health care system. The Surgeon General
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estimates that in 2000, the total cost of obesity in the United States was $117 billion
(Surgeon General Call to Action, 2001). In 2002, the world health organization reported
a link between food insecurity and obesity (Lawson & Knox, 2002). Chronic diseases are
directly related to poor diet and eating habits. With the growing increase in health care
cost as a proportion of GNP, it is in the national interest to prevent these chronic diseases
from occurring. Lack of access to nutritional foods in low-income communities has led
to poor diets which are high in caloric intake but inadequate in nutrients. One important
step towards stemming chronic diseases linked to poor or inadequate diets is ensuring
access to healthy nutritious foods in the most vulnerable communities. Obesity and food
insecurity concerns overlap as they disproportionately affect low-income minority
households and communities.
Local governments have an opportunity to play a vital role in achieving food
security within their communities as they can promote a variety of programs that allow
their low-income residents to gain improved access to nutritious foods. The opportunity
exists for municipal governments to cooperate with community development
organizations and members of the community as well as nutrition, health, food security,
and environmental advocates to help those not well served by the “supermarket” system.
A range of options exist that can enhance opportunities for low-income urban residents to
access healthy, nutritious foods. Community gardens currently play a vital role within
many municipalities. Many more cities have the opportunity to expand and create
community garden programs.
Community gardens supplement food security efforts by increasing the
availability of nutritious foods to low-income urban residents. Community gardens can
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supply vegetables and fruits to needy participants and their families, but gardens alone
will not eradicate food insecurity. Community gardening offers other benefits to society
beyond providing a nutritious supply of fruits and vegetables. These include
environmental benefits such as reuse of remediated Brownfield sites and reductions in
crime, vandalism, and health care costs as well as increased social cohesion.
Many challenges must be addressed before community gardening can be
implemented successfully including assuring land tenure, toxic land clean-up (in some
instances), and start-up costs. These concerns limit the ability of community members to
create and maintain gardens. Local governments have the ability to help their citizens
overcome these challenges. Unfortunately, the majority of cities have yet to adopt active
roles to promote community gardening or to help stem food insecurity within their
populations. The principal cause of food insecurity, lack of access to nutritionally
adequate foods, is multi-faceted. Any one community may need a variety of programs to
combat food insecurity as well as outside help from organizations with larger resources
such as state and federal governments.
This paper explores the potential of community gardening as a tool to augment
food security efforts within low-income communities. It begins by describing the general
problem and providing a brief background on food security and urban agriculture before
delving into the benefits and challenges common to community gardens. The paper
concludes by briefly examining the experience of two municipalities, Philadelphia and
Toronto, which have taken active roles in supporting and promoting community gardens.
Their efforts are regarded by health, nutrition, environmental and food security advocates
as models worthy of emulation. Philadelphia has used community gardens to turn many
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of its vacant parcels into community assets. Toronto uses community gardens to support
the efforts of its Food Policy Councils’ fight against food insecurity. The Food Policy
Council is a group of diverse stakeholders commissioned by the local government to
assess the food system in Toronto. By examining municipalities that have successfully
taken active steps to promote community gardening, this paper will shed light on the
ongoing challenges and concerns endemic to successful creation and maintenance of
urban community gardens.
II. Defining the Problem
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) has defined food security
as access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life. Food
security is one requirement for a healthy, well-nourished citizenry. The USDA has
reported that in 2007 11.1 percent of United States households were food insecure at
some point in time. 4.1 percent were considered to have very low food security which
means “that the food intake of one or more adults was reduced and their eating patterns
were disrupted at times during the year because the household lacked money and other
resources for food” (Birch & Wachter, 2008). More than eleven percent of the U.S.
population translates into 13 million households or roughly 36 million people including
12.4 million children. Food insecurity rates are highest for single family minority
(specifically African-American and Hispanic) households with incomes below the
poverty line. Nationally, 18% of Hispanic households and 22% of African-American
households were unable to purchase enough food for their needs to be considered food
secure (Birch & Wachter, 2008).

5
Earlier in this decade, low-income families experienced the same difficulties now
affecting households nationwide as the nation experiences a widespread recession
(Lawson & Knox, 2002). Under pressure from the high cost of housing, millions of poor
families in the United States were forced to make tough decisions concerning whether to
go without food or pay their rent. Today, with the recent burst of the housing bubble and
a sharp rise in unemployment, more people than ever are seeking food assistance. The
continued relatively high cost of housing and lack of earning potential, especially for the
poor, present a serious impediment to food security in many communities.
Low-income communities face a further hurdle in their relative lack of access to
quality, nutritious foods. Supermarkets have followed the people in urban flight and
abandoned inner city neighborhoods in droves since the 1970’s. South Central Los
Angeles, for example, lost 30% of its supermarkets from 1975 to 1991 (Gottlieb &
Fisher, 2005). The trend in South Central has been repeated in inner city neighborhoods
across the country. Low income communities have fewer options to shop at supermarket
and grocery stores than predominately white, middle and higher income neighborhoods
(Rudd Report, 2008). Convenience stores are often the only option for poor shoppers,
but these often do not supply healthy foods. When available, for example, fresh produce
often costs more in inner city stores for products that are lower in quality and nutritional
value than those available in supermarkets (Lawson & Knox, 2002). Low-income
households spend three times more of their disposable income on food than middleincome households, meaning that even a small increase in price substantially alters their
purchasing power. In order to gain access to supermarkets and quality nutritious foods,
many low-income people must rely on public transportation. A trip to a supermarket
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outside the neighborhood is time consuming and inconvenient at best, or not possible at
worst. This situation makes it less likely for low-income residents to enjoy a healthy
diet.
The lack of convenient access to a necessary variety of foods and a similar
deficiency of economic means erects a significant social barrier for low-income
minorities to eat healthy. Inner city low-income residents enjoy much greater access to
foods with added sugars and fats than they do to fresh fruits and vegetables. These same
unhealthy foods are generally cheaper than fruits and vegetables, when these are
available. In order to reduce diet costs, low-income populations select the energy dense
unhealthy foods that tend to lead to problems with obesity. The relatively high cost of
healthy eating creates obstacles for poorer populations to achieve dietary change
(Morland & Evenson, 2009). Easy and cheap access to unhealthy foods has led to a
linkage between food insecurity and obesity.
The combination of the food environment and too few economic resources
constructs hurdles that are difficult for individuals to overcome. Drewnowski, of the
Center for Public Health Nutrition at the University of Washington, has suggested “If
higher food costs represent both a real and perceived barrier to dietary change, especially
for lower income families, then the ability to adopt healthier diets may have less to do
with psychosocial factors, self-efficacy, or readiness to change than with household
economic resources and the food environment” (Drewnowski, 2004). Barriers to healthy
and reasonably priced foods have led to significant health costs for adults and children.
These in turn contribute to a host of problems with significant social implications.
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Food insecure children are more likely than their well nourished peers to have
poorer health and be more susceptible to illness. Lack of adequate nutrition also
diminishes children’s potential to learn: “Malnourished children are more likely to
perform poorly on tests, repeat grades, and experience behavioral problems such as
hyperactivity, aggression, tardiness, absences, and suspension from school (Lawson &
Knox, 2002).” The inability of children suffering from food insecurity to gain a proper
education all but guarantees the continuation of the poverty cycle.
III. Recognizing the Problem
In a land otherwise characterized by abundance and plenty, the variables that lead
to food insecurity have much to do with a deficiency of political capacity and knowledge
at the local level. The lack of knowledge among low-income individuals and households
about nutrition and the food environment suggests that the food insecurity and obesity
problem are endemic to the household level. As a result, traditional methods to address
these twin concerns focus on individuals and households instead of community-wide
solutions. As a result, the inequities implicit in the food distribution system often go
unnoticed. This situation has led the majority of municipal governments to have no
direct programs, policies, or planning efforts to help stem food insecurity at the
community level.
Food assessments help tell the story of how food systems work. Generally, they
involve extensive research of the community food environment. Most integrate resident
participation in the process. The appraisal allows for a comprehensive view that sheds
light on the potential barriers to a balanced diet a community’s residents may face.
Analysis of the food system also helps to initiate dialogue among diverse stakeholders.
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The data generated by such assessments provides a powerful foundation on which
advocates may stand to help influence policies and programs and garner support for
action among all levels of government, nonprofit and private entities, and community
residents. Food assessments have resulted in a variety of community outcomes. These
include creation of food policy councils, increased availability of public transportation for
the poor to supermarkets, legislation allowing state land to be used free for community
gardens or farmers markets, farm-to-school programs, increased food stamp outreach, the
establishment of grocery stores within low-income communities, increased public
awareness of the challenge of food access, and the creation of partnerships among diverse
stakeholders to advocate and lobby for access (Pothuckuchi et.al.,2002).
Community food assessments help communities recognize access to food as a
system with a variety of actors that has numerous social, economic, and health
implications for their residents (Franck, 2005). The process from production to
consumption of food extends beyond agricultural policy and needs to be integrated into
urban policy and planning. The food needs of a community are at least as essential as
other traditional planning functions including housing, land use, economic development,
transportation, retail development, environmental planning and historic preservation. The
activities spawned by food assessments work towards social, economic, nutritional,
educational, and entrepreneurial goals while increasing the health and well-being of
individuals and communities (Franck, 2005).
Food assessments have often resulted in community gardens. Community
gardening has been a successful tool in working towards a wide variety of goals.
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Municipal government strategies and roles used to encourage and create community
gardens in low-income communities vary depending on the government involved.
IV.

Background on Food Security and Urban Gardening
Community gardening is the progeny of two intertwined social movements:

community food security and urban agriculture. It is important to share some background
concerning both of these phenomena to understand the dynamics of community
gardening.
“Food security” as a term originated in the United States during the civil rights
movement of the 1960s and 1970s out of concern about the relatively poor nutrition of
inner city children (Gottlieb & Fischer, 2006). During the 1980s, the food security
concept began gaining ground as it replaced a more medical model of hunger and
malnutrition. Preventing hunger became an established goal of U.S. policymaking as it
became clear that the health damages of sustained poor nutrition to children may be
irreversible by the time their clinical effects become evident (Allen, 1999). The timing of
the movement’s rise was also no doubt tied to the reduction of federal responsibilities for
social welfare programs. In the early 1980s, Congress cut food stamp benefits to levels
below those considered necessary by many experts to be sufficient to allow low-income
households to obtain an adequate diet (Allen, 1999). This reduction in social welfare
support came at a time of declining real (inflation adjusted) wages. The combination of
decreased wages and continued (inflation adjusted) erosion of the nation’s social safety
net has led to an increase in demand for private programs such as food banks and soup
kitchens to satisfy the food needs of the poor. For example, demand for emergency food
increased from 25 million pounds in 1979 to 450 million pounds in 1990 (Malakoff,
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1995). Private sector programs are stretched thin, as a lack of resources hinder them
from filling the gap left by reductions in federal government programs.
The United States Department of Agriculture operates 15 nutrition assistance
programs that form a national safety net against hunger. The largest effort, the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) formerly known as the Food Stamp
Program, assists 28 million low-income people monthly (USDA, 2008). The program’s
name was changed in 2008 to reflect a new emphasis on nutrition and accessibility. In
2005, the Food Stamp Program served 25.7 million people a month at a cost of $28.6
billion for the year (USDA, 2009). The program, which does not eliminate food
insecurity for all of the families it serves, nonetheless significantly contributes to the
nutritional intake of the nation’s low-income households. In the aggregate, SNAP
benefits increase the dietary quantity of low-income people, but it is uncertain how the
program affects dietary quality. Recent (October 2008) changes in the program increased
the program’s monthly benefit and indexed it to inflation. SNAP also provides nutrition
education to promote healthy eating and active lifestyles. The income subsidy provided
to SNAP participants significantly increases food consumption and security. Nutrition
education is an important component to promoting healthy eating. SNAP, however, is
limited in its ability to influence consumption decisions since healthy foods remain
difficult for the program’s participants to obtain and afford. Community gardens can
help augment SNAP support by contributing fresh healthy foods to the diet of poor
families.
Many communities have begun to recognize the dangers of relying principally on
federal assistance programs when these have not been predictably funded and cannot
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address the issue of access, whatever their level of funding. As a result, food security
activists have begun to advocate for greater food self-reliance and have begun to rethink
broader food production and consumption patterns. While community food security
activists embrace short-term hunger relief programs like SNAP, they also emphasize
finding long-term solutions to hunger. Instead of passively relying on outside assistance
to assist the hungry, food security movement advocates emphasize community selfreliance and empowerment in solving nutrition related problems. The food security
movement thereby differentiates itself from anti-hunger advocates, who focus on the
immediate needs of individuals, by teaching people to fish or grow food instead of simply
giving them food or fish at a soup kitchen. One of the frequently stated goals of
community food security activists is to create a more “autonomous food security… that
would phase out the need for the emergency response mechanisms” (Bellows & Hamm,
2002). In order to address this aim, the movement has focused on the consumption needs
of low-income communities on the one hand and on the production of food through a
more local and “sustainable” system, on the other hand. The Community Food Security
Coalition, a North American group consisting of 300 organizations, has broadly defined
the issue as addressing the production, distribution, and consumption challenge
confronting the food insecure via a food systems approach (Bellows & Hamm, 2006).
The Coalition advocates a multi-faceted strategy to alleviate food insecurity that
considers the cost, quality, and availability of food to low-income communities.
The World Health Organization defines food security as “when all people, at all
times have access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active life”
(World Health Organization, Retrieved April 2, 2009, from
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http://www.who.int/trade/glossary/story028/en/). To address food security in North
America, the Community Food Security Coalition ambitiously advocates a
comprehensive approach to “address many of the ills affecting our society and
environment due to an unsustainable and unjust food system” (Community Food Security
Coalition- About CFSC, Retrieved March 14, 2009, from
http://www.foodsecurity.org/views_cfs_faq.html). The Coalition has two primary goals:
first, to meet the food needs of low-income communities to reduce hunger and improve
health and secondly, to create local, sustainable food systems. To meet the needs of lowincome residents, the Coalition uses a community asset-based approach that advocates for
the availability to vulnerable populations of such resources as supermarkets located in
their neighborhood, farmers' markets, community gardens, support for transportation to
supermarkets when these are not located nearby, community-based processing ventures,
and urban farms.
Movement advocates also raise a number of social concerns linked to “the food
system, community development, and the environment.” These grow out of “increasing
poverty and hunger, disappearing farmland and family farms, a dearth of inner city
supermarkets, rural community disintegration, rampant suburban sprawl, and air and
water pollution resulting from an unsustainable food production and distribution pattern”
(Community Food Security Coalition- About CFSC, Retrieved March 14, 2009, from
http://www.foodsecurity.org/views_cfs_faq.html). These multiple foci have allowed food
security movement organizers to form collaborations with a diverse array of
environmental, health and nutrition, and social justice organizations.
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Urban agriculture, defined as the growing, processing, and distributing of food
and other products through intensive plant cultivation and animal husbandry in and
around cities, has been at the forefront of the advocacy efforts of the Community Food
Security Coalition. The Coalition highlights the ability of urban agricultural initiatives to
help combat food insecurity in the United States. The group also maintains that
sustainable urban agriculture can enhance environmental stewardship and result in
greener cities. Decreasing the average distribution distance between sites of origin for
foodstuffs and grocery stores from the current 1,500 miles, these groups contend, will
result in significantly decreased air pollution. According to the Coalition, urban
agriculture includes farms on the edges of cities and community gardens that produce
vegetables and food production on inner city lots. Also included are schoolyard and
public housing gardens, restaurant supported vegetable plots as well as balcony and
backyard window boxes, and rooftop gardens (Brown & Carter, 2003).
Urban agriculture is typically divided into three principal categories or forms:
commercial farms, community gardens and backyard gardens. The average commercial
urban farm cultivates fewer than 25 acres (Brown & Carter, 2003). Often classified as
recreational operations, these entities mostly operate in niche markets. Many of these
farmers sell their produce through direct marketing efforts at farmers markets, food
stands and by means of community-supported agriculture. Some farms rely on producerto-institution relationships such as the farm-to-school program created by the USDA.
Other nonprofit urban farm operations offer entrepreneurial education programs
including job training for the homeless and youth. Commercial farms in urban areas face
many challenges and stiff competition from larger corporate farms. Farms on the urban
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fringe are threatened by the encroachment of suburbs and artificially low food prices
supported by federal farm subsidy programs. The majority of urban commercial farms
rely on the relatively high profit margins attributable to increases in demand for local
organic produce to remain economically viable. Unfortunately, most such farms do not
serve low-income communities due to hindrances that include the high price of organic
produce, the lack of market avenues/infrastructure for farmers to sell their wares there, or
the inability of low-income households (time/transport) to volunteer at a communitysupported agriculture operation. The Coalition recommends drastic agricultural policy
changes at the local, state and federal level to ensure the long-term food security of the
nation. Members of health, nutrition, environmental and hunger organizations have
begun lobbying for changes in the upcoming U.S. farm bill to help support the
urban/local farm agenda.
V.

Community Gardens
Community gardening generally consists of lots that have been divided into plots

for individual use. Ownership patterns vary, but these efforts may be operated by
municipalities, institutions, community nonprofits, land trusts or private citizens. Some
community gardens are considered guerilla plots. Such gardeners neither own the
property they till nor have permission to use it. Most gardeners keep production for
themselves to supplement their families’ diet and income. Some sell their food to put
money in their pocket. Other community gardens grow food to donate to local pantries
and soup kitchens. Some schools use community gardens as an active teaching exercise
in ecology and nutrition while also serving the vegetables their gardens produce in their
cafeterias. Community gardens often are placed on vacant lands, remediated Brownfield
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sites and other unused lots within urban areas. Community garden participants range
from urban condominium dwellers, who do not have land to till, to low-income residents
who lack access to quality nutritional foods.
The last form of urban agriculture is the backyard garden. Many in America
today have the luxury of gardening for “horticultural therapy.” In many places in the
world, the backyard garden produces vital food on which families subsist. In the United
States backyard gardens range from plots near the home, to balconies, decks, and
rooftops, to sophisticated hydroponic systems. Many low-income families use their
backyard garden to stretch their food budgets.
Food production in community and backyard gardens has a rich history. The
United States and Canada strove to provide food for North America as well as other
allied countries in World Wars I and II. Planting gardens was considered a patriotic duty
and efforts were made to “put the slacker (unused/vacant) land to work.” Incredibly,
World War II Victory Gardens alone produced up to 44% of the nation’s vegetables
(World War II Victory Gardens: The Second Time Around, Retrieved March 14, 2009,
from http://sidewalksprouts.wordpress.com/history/wwii/).
The efforts to grow produce in “liberty and victory gardens” respectively during the
World Wars produced remarkable amounts of food in tumultuous times. Food security
and local agriculture advocates point to the success of those gardens to underscore the
potential of urban/local agriculture to feed the nation.
The Community Food Security Coalition argues that industrial scale agriculture is
not sustainable in the long run. The Coalition argues for the necessity of urban
agriculture as the primary source of food for a sustainable food system. According to the
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Coalition, a local approach to the food system is critical for future food security.
Community food security advocates cite the dangers of relying on food sources 1,300
miles away, the average distance food travels from farm to shelf in the U.S. (Allen,
1999). Nonetheless, not all agree that local food systems can adequately address food
quantity or security issues.
One critique has suggested that the long-term goal of creating local food systems
contradicts the short-term aim of addressing food security in low-income communities.
The implication is that the movement does not know which goal to press. The aim of
creating a local food system has been criticized as an anachronistic return to a romantic
view of an agrarian past. Supermarket and industrial agriculture have been successful
because of their ability to supply large quantities of food efficiently. Food production
and, subsequently, prices are relatively, perhaps artificially, cheap. One potential
limitation of locally produced foods versus industrial agriculture is the cost of inputs such
as labor, which may prohibit access to low-income residents. The core concerns of food
security hinge on the issues of access and distribution and these challenges may be
addressed in a variety of ways.
VI.

Community Gardening: What is it? Benefits and Challenges
Community gardening seeks to turn otherwise unused lots within urban areas into

productive land. The concept, although not new, provides a means to address partially
issues of food security in low-income urban neighborhoods. Community gardens are
located on otherwise vacant or derelict lands, school and public housing lots as well as on
municipal or state-owned property. Gardens allow a variety of organizations to meet a
diverse set of objectives and goals. Organizations create community gardens to gain
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social, economic, and environmental and health benefits. Community gardens bring
together a wide array of participants ranging from wealthy high-rise urban condominium
owners to the homeless.
The popularity of community gardens has risen with the food security movement
as they share many common goals. Community gardens give people the ability to grow
their own food. The fruits and vegetables grown help to decrease dependence on
emergency supplies and allows the poor to gain increased access to nutritious food.
These gardens provide low-income residents access to affordable and nutritious produce.
Most gardeners share their production with friends and family while others choose to sell
some of the fruits of their labors. Either outcome increases access to fresh vegetables
within the community.
Many community gardens also act as educational forums. Acting as an outdoor
classroom, gardens provide youth an opportunity to learn a variety of topics from
biology, ecology and nutrition to business and work skills. School gardens provide fresh
vegetables to their cafeterias with an incentive born from sweat for the youths to eat
them. One garden, “Food from the Hood,” grew out of the ashes of the 1992 Los Angles
Riots in South Central L.A. What began as a classroom project at Crenshaw High
blossomed into a full-scale nonprofit venture offering fresh vegetables and three varieties
of salad dressing. Money from the salad dressing and sale of vegetables goes to
scholarships for youth who graduate from the “Food from the Hood Project” (Food From
the Hood-Programs and Services, Retrieved April 11, 2009, from
http://foodfromthehood.com/2004-2005/food/about/ps.html). Another community garden
in Santa Cruz, California called “The Homeless Garden Project” employs 43 homeless
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people in 13 positions. Recognized by World Hunger Year as a model in the fight
against hunger and poverty, the garden provides men and women job training and
transitional employment opportunities (Homeless garden project, Retrieved March 14,
2009, from http://Homelessgardenproject.org). Both “Food from the Hood” and “The
Homeless Garden Project” help participants develop skills that equip them to overcome
barriers to employment. Using community gardening for entrepreneurial education
provides job-related capabilities to position participants better to obtain gainful
employment.
As the two examples above suggest, gardens often act as a centerpiece for
community-based organizations to achieve objectives in addition to food production.
Community organizations have found gardens to be valuable in encouraging citizen
engagement, as well as community/neighborhood revitalization and planning efforts.
Community gardens also provide space for informal and spontaneous social interaction.
These exchanges help build relationships and a sense of belonging among residents. The
ties formed promote other community activities such as neighborhood cleanup and watch
efforts. The Los Angeles Regional Food Bank turned a vacant, derelict industrial
wasteland that attracted drug dealing and illegal dumping into a “verdant oasis” (Lawson
& Knox, 2002). The Food Bank lost the ability to run the garden, however, after the
previous absentee and tax-delinquent landowner won a lawsuit against the City of Los
Angeles for violation of the eminent domain process (the city did not offer the owner a
bid in the sale). Community accounts state that without the garden, undesirable activities
have returned.
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Community Benefits
The next section of the paper provides detail about the benefits community
gardens have to offer as well as persistent challenges that must be overcome for them to
be successful. The discussion is divided into four sections: community, environment,
economics and health. The primary focus will be the economic and health benefits that
community gardens provide, but this portion will also examine the following challenges:
start-up costs, assuring necessary skills and knowledge, the challenge of crime and
vandalism, Brownfield remediation and land tenure. Some of these must be confronted at
each community garden while others must be addressed only in certain cases.
Green spaces significantly enhance the quality of life enjoyed by urban residents.
Parks and green space often provide the only connection to nature for city residents.
Parks offer residents an avenue for physical activity and a place for social interaction,
both of which promote healthy lifestyles (Frumkin, 2005). In most municipalities, lowincome minorities do not have ready access to parks. In the City of Los Angeles, for
example, heavily populated African-American communities have access to 1.7 park acres
per 1,000 residents (1.6 for Latinos). In contrast, Los Angeles City’s predominantly
White neighborhoods enjoy 31.8 park acres per 1,000 residents (Sister et.al. 2008).
While most low-income minority neighborhoods may not have access to parks, they often
do have a surplus of vacant or blighted land.
Vacant or blighted lots offer an immediate indicator of neighborhood
deterioration and are associated with disorder and crime. The “broken window theory”
suggests that environments in disrepair and squalor send signals that behaviors usually
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not acceptable in public will be tolerated without fear of adverse consequence (Cohen et.
al. 2000). Studies suggest that environments in disrepair attract and even beget
undesirable activities (Frumkin, 2005). Vacant parcels and abandoned lots attract illegal
dumping, drug dealing, prostitution and other criminal activities.
Gardens can turn vacant parcels into a resource that benefits the community. A
garden enables a neighborhood to increase its access to nature. It provides opportunities
for informal social gatherings that help build community. Community gardens often
become a center for local gatherings and lead to “spin-off” efforts to tackle other social
concerns within the community. Members of the Dearborn Street garden project, in San
Francisco's Mission District, for example, formed a community watch group that helped
nearby residents decrease criminal activity 78% (PHS-Green City Strategy, Retrieved
March 14, 2009, from
http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/greening-progress.html).
Neighborhoods near community gardens across the country consistently experience a
decrease in the amount of criminal activity reported.
Community gardens allow residents to reclaim their neighborhoods from
undesirable activities. Many police departments recognize community gardens as a crime
prevention strategy. Gardens increase and promote social activity in the neighborhood
providing “eyes on the street” (Bremmer et.al. 2003). The increase in activity that the
garden itself engenders deters undesirable activity. Gardens show active signs of
community investment in a neighborhood to “fix the broken window” made famous by
the theory (Bremmer et.al. 2003). Community gardens also help to beautify a
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neighborhood as they create functioning and pleasant environments that build a sense of
community and cooperation among diverse neighborhood residents.
Environmental Benefits
The same elements that beautify a neighborhood create positive environmental
benefits. Community gardens are often used as “urban greening” efforts. Local food
advocates are quick to mention the role of producing foods locally in reducing the use of
fossil fuel-based pesticides and fertilizers, as well as the need for long-distance
transportation, and less packing and refrigeration (Birch & Wachter, 2008). Diminished
reliance on fossil fuels decreases pollution, such as CO2 emissions, within municipalities.
Tangible indicators of the environmental benefits from community gardens can be
seen directly in neighborhoods. The Mill Creek Farm, a community garden on
previously vacant land in West Philadelphia, was funded in part by that city’s public
works department to manage storm-water runoff. Gardens offer a unique and
inexpensive means of water filtration in the urban environment. The farm collects “grey
water” for reuse (Birch & Wachter, 2008). Storm-water runoff causes many direct costs
for municipal water treatment systems. Runoff also causes negative externalities that
harm the ecosystem. Community gardens help manage storm-water runoff by utilizing
rainwater that would otherwise become runoff as a resource for food production.
Gardens generally absorb 15% more rainwater than lawns or vacant land (Roberts, 2001).
The federal government has recently recognized the positive environmental
benefits of community gardens for neighborhoods. On February 12, 2009, Agriculture
Secretary Tom Vilsack “broke asphalt” on the peoples garden at the United States
Department of Agriculture’s headquarters in Washington D.C. In remarks offered on the
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occasion, Secretary Vilsack observed community gardens: 1) Reduce heat generation
from what would have been pavement 2) Provide improved public space for visitors to
enjoy 3) Provide better storm water management by reducing asphalt surfaces—a benefit
to the Chesapeake Bay watershed in which D.C. is located 4) and sequester greenhouse
gasses (News Room, Retrieved March 14, 2009, from
http://www.usda.gov/wps/portal/!ut/p/_s.7_0_A/7_0_1OB?contentidonly=true&contentid
=2009/02/0044.xml_report.pdf).
Community gardens also offer the potential for assisting in the cleanup of selected
Brownfields. The EPA defines Brownfields as properties that either contain or are
perceived as containing hazardous substances, pollutants, or contaminants (Brownfields
Definition, Retrieved March 14, 2009, from
http://www.epa.gov/brownfields/glossary.htm). Toxins in Brownfields threaten the
health of community members; children are especially vulnerable. Trees and non-edible
plants can be used to soak up and sequester otherwise dangerous chemicals through a
process called phytoremediation. Community gardens that wish to grow edible plants are
constrained from utilizing phytoremediation due to the length of time necessary to
sequester toxins. The time period necessary depends on the particular toxins and the
quantity of them present in the soil. Phytoremediation has been successfully used in
Philadelphia’s vacant land stabilization program to clean up Brownfields, but most of
those gardens do not grow produce. Although phytoremediation gardens do not provide
food, turning “trash strewn” vacant lots into attractive vegetative spaces positions the
community more effectively to retain and attract residents and businesses. Philadelphia
has turned 7 million square feet of previously polluted and unsightly plots into such
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gardens. Assuming no other higher possible use, community gardens can also be located
on remediated Brownfield sites. It is important to stress, however, that before produce
from these community garden plots can be safely consumed, toxins and pollutants must
be completely removed from the soil.
Economic Benefits
Community gardening in low-income communities is a cost effective and
politically acceptable measure to increase access to nutritional foods. In 2008, 4,000
community gardeners in 200 gardens in the City of Cleveland produced more than $2.1
million worth of produce that helped provided healthy, nutritious foods to every
neighborhood in the City (Community Gardening, Retrieved March 14, 2009, from
http://cuyahoga.osu.edu/horticulture/community-gardening). The U.S. government's
urban gardening program has estimated a $1 to $6 ratio of return on investment for foodgrowing projects (Doron, 2005). That is, for every dollar invested, 6 dollars of
vegetables are produced. Investment in community gardens provides substantial
economic returns per dollar invested.
The production of food within communities acts as a supplement to many
families’ food budgets. Community gardeners at Field of Dreams in Milwaukee saved
$101 to $300 annually with the food they grew in their plots. At another garden in
Philadelphia participants realized average annual savings of $700 per family (Brown &
Carter, 2003). The Boston parks and recreation department has estimated that 3,000
garden plots in that city produce $1.5 million worth of food or an average of $500 per
plot annually (Salomon & Shenot, 2006). In 1993, the USDA estimated that $16 million
worth of produce was grown in its urban garden program (Malakoff, 1995). That same
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year Congress eliminated funding for the initiative which then served 150,000 lowincome people in 23 cities (Malakoff, What Good is Community Greening?). Federal
funding for community gardening currently competes with other social development
objectives for block grant funds from the Department of Housing and Urban
Development and the Department of Agriculture; no federal urban garden program
currently exists.
Municipalities can decrease the cost of maintaining parkland with community
gardens because volunteer gardeners provide upkeep on their plots. Eighty percent of the
cost associated with community gardens is in labor which the gardeners provide.
Community gardens also typically increase surrounding property values. A University of
Wisconsin-Milwaukee Urban Planning Department study for Milwaukee Urban
Gardeners found that in Milwaukee, housing prices decreased $24.77 per square foot as
the distance from a community garden increased. That same study also concluded that
the average Milwaukee community garden (there were fifty seven such gardens in
Milwaukee in 2003) brought $9,000 to City coffers annually from increased land values
(Bremmer & et Al. 2003). Another analysis concluded that community gardens increased
values for properties located up to 1,000 feet away and had the most substantial impact
on values in the poorest neighborhoods. The study also concluded that over a 20-year
period New York City, home to over 600 community gardens and the largest such
program in the country, generated $503 million of tax revenue from increases in land
value from its program. Even if the city had fully subsidized all the gardens, the cost
would have been $177 million leaving a net tax benefit of $325 million or half a million
dollars in tax revenue per garden (Been & Voicu, 2006).
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Increasing housing prices can be a double-edged sword. Such a trend signifies a
neighborhood on the rise rather than a deteriorating one. However, a substantial increase
in housing prices may force, literally price, current residents out of a neighborhood.
Nonetheless, when considering whether to develop a garden, municipalities should
consider tax revenues from increased property values attributable to them.
Health Benefits
Families, households, and communities susceptible to food insecurity lack
adequate access to nutritional foods and have poor diets as a result. As mentioned above,
the nutritional foods available to poor urban consumers come at higher cost for a lower
quality good than what is generally offered at suburban supermarkets. The combination
of poor diet and a sedentary lifestyle has caused a health epidemic with obesity and
related diseases being the number one killer in America. Seventy-six percent of nonHispanic blacks and seventy-six percent of Mexican Americans aged 20 years and older
were overweight or obese in 2004, compared to sixty-four percent of non-Hispanic
whites (Rudd Report, 2008). Low-income women are especially vulnerable. They are
50% more likely to be obese than their higher-income counterparts. The combination of
higher cost and poor product often steers these purchasers toward unhealthy foods.
African-Americans in Berkeley, California while accounting for 19% of the
population, suffer 48% of that community’s deaths from stroke and 36% of deaths from
coronary heart disease and hypertension (Lawson & Knox, 2002). Farm Fresh Choice, a
nonprofit in Berkeley addresses inequities around food and nutrition in the City’s lowincome communities of color by working with youth leaders to raise awareness about
healthy eating (Farm Fresh Choice, Retrieved April 2, 2009, from
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http://www.ecologycenter.org/ffc/.). Joy Moore, a co-founder of Farm Fresh Choice,
testifies that she did not eat fresh fruits and vegetables for years since the fruits and
vegetables to which she had access in her community had no flavor. While eating a
recently harvested nectarine, Moore, an African-American grandmother, realized not only
how good fresh food tasted, but that her grandson had little chance of growing up healthy
on his current diet of highly processed fast food (Lawson & Knox, 2002).
Community gardens offer access to fresh and nutritious foods at a relatively cheap
price. Community gardeners tend to consume higher levels of vegetables than nongardeners. Community gardens not only offer a convenient source of nutritious foods,
but also can act as a nutrition education classroom. The combinations of growing and
harvesting food along with nutritional education, healthy cooking and recipe tips have
had positive impacts in promoting diet changes.
Gardening is also recommended by the Virginia Cooperative Extension as a
moderate form of exercise (Dorn, Retrieved March 29, 2009. From
http://www.ext.vt.edu/departments/envirohort/articles/misc/exercise.html). Planting and
tending to a garden provides an outlet for physical activity. A community gardening
project also provides an opportunity to expose participants to nutritional information and
recipes that can help prevent the onset of obesity, related chronic conditions and diseases.
Community gardening can promote the benefits of nutritious foods, moderate exercise,
nutritional education outreach and changing consumption patterns. Many individuals who
garden report developing a more positive mental outlook as well.
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Challenges to Community Gardening
A variety of complex challenges must be overcome if community gardens are to
be a successful tool in helping to augment other food security efforts. Challenges that
community gardeners consistently encounter include start up costs, assuring the
necessary skills and knowledge among participants, crime and vandalism, Brownfield
remediation and land tenure. Other constraints to community gardening include seasonal
and climate limitations. Another hindrance includes people’s ability to do the work.
Gardening can be too time consuming for some people. Single mothers working multiple
jobs and raising children may not be able to find sufficient time to garden.
Start-Up Costs
People struggling with food insecurity have limited disposable incomes. This
implies that any sort of start-up cost is an obstacle. Monetary costs include water, tools
and equipment, seeds, land rent (when necessary) and site management and
maintenance. Grant money to assist with garden-related costs can often be garnered from
different foundations and government agencies. The U.S. Department of Health and
Human services, the U.S. Department of Labor and the U.S. Department of Agriculture
have all funded community gardens. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development also has provided block grant funds for community gardens. City agencies,
such as the Public Works Department in Philadelphia, have also helped support
community gardens.
Community gardens often also rely on support from the business community.
Assistance can come from direct funding or from donation of seeds and tools. Water is
clearly an essential component for any garden. The Department of Environmental
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Protection and the Parks Department Green Thumb Program, which supports community
gardening in New York City, allow gardeners to use hydrants for the purpose of watering
gardens (Kao & Schneider, 2002).
Skills and Knowledge
Many citizens and members of nonprofit organizations who want to garden lack
the required knowledge and skills to do so. Knowledge, such as planting the right type of
plant at the right time and spaced properly, has huge impacts on garden yields. Because
most community gardens are on small plots of land, the importance of production to
obtain meaningful yields to fight food insecurity is magnified.
Most urban areas have nonprofit horticulture projects and gardens that may offer
public education and demonstrative help. One example is the Pennsylvania Horticultural
Society which offers a course called Garden Tenders for those interested in starting a
community garden. The class offers basic organizational information that helps groups
establish successful, self-sustaining community gardens (PHS-Garden Tenders, Retrieved
March 14, 2009, from
http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/gardentenders.html). The
society also offers other workshops to gardeners aimed at equipping them with the
knowledge needed to help their plots and plants take root.
University cooperative extension and outreach offices also make good partners.
Forty-eight of the fifty states have a master gardener program. The Virginia Cooperative
Extension (VCE), a partnership between Virginia Tech, Virginia State University, and
citizens offers a master gardener program. One of the stated goals of the VCE is to
provide “educational programs to meet targeted needs, such as the establishment of
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community gardens for low income and elderly persons” (Virginia Master Gardener
Program, Retrieved March 14, 2009, from
http://www.hort.vt.edu/mastergardener/intro.htm). Master Gardeners represent a
resource that community gardens should utilize.
Crime and Vandalism
Crime often threatens urban community gardens. Involving a wide range of
members of the community, from youth to seniors, in gardening efforts reduces the risk
of crime. A garden that serves as a source of pride for a neighborhood creates a “human
fence” of protection. The power of this pride can be seen in a remarkable story from the
10th street Mothers Club garden in the Los Angles Pico Union Neighborhood. During the
1992 riots, all the properties surrounding the garden were vandalized, looted, and torched.
The garden, however, remained unscathed. Gang members issued a manifesto in the days
following the riot, listing their grievances including a lack of parks and green spaces
located near the most poor (PHS, Green City Strategy Retrieved March 14, 2009, from
http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/ui_effectsneighgreening.html).
A few practices can be adopted that appear to be effective in reducing crime and
vandalism. These include locking up gardening tools, frequent trash pick up, and
planting less popular crops in the most publicly accessible places (Brown & Carter,
2003). Fences can also be integrated into garden design with aesthetically attractive
thorny plants as crime deterrents. Garden design should not restrict visibility and should
promote clear lines of sight that enable security to be enhanced on both sides of the fence.
Signs should be put in place to invite the public to use the garden as a gathering
place to prevent unauthorized users from picking produce. Signage should also instruct
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interested individuals how to get involved. Some gardens plant extra vegetables to
compensate for likely unauthorized harvesting. A few gardens have planted a "vandal's
garden” at the entrance marked with a sign that reads, “If you need to take food, please
take it from here” (Garden Design, Retrieved March 14, 2009, from
http://www.canh.asn.au/community_gardening/sa-cgkit-Garden.html).
Brownfield remediation
Community gardens are generally situated on otherwise undesirable vacant lots
within central city urban areas. The U.S. General Accountability Office has estimated
that 130,000 to 425,000 contaminated vacant industrial Brownfields could be safely
converted to agricultural purposes if properly redeveloped. These sites are blighted,
unsafe, pose health risks for residents, drive up unemployment and foster a sense of
hopelessness within communities (Elliot & Bourne, 2005). The form and degree of
contamination varies with each vacant lot. The EPA rates Brownfields according to their
actual or perceived contamination, and according to whether they possess an active
potential for redevelopment or reuse.
A particular danger to community gardens is growing produce on land that is
potentially contaminated with heavy metals such as lead (Brown & Carter, 2003). The
risk of consuming toxic heavy metals from plant uptake, a process by which metal is
absorbed by the roots and deposited in edible portions of plants, can end with death
(Comis, 2000). Community gardens can get soil testing for free or at a low cost through
most land grant universities (Alternative Soil Testing Laboratories, Retrieved March 14,
2009, from http://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/soil-lab.html).
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One study found among the larger challenges “facing advocates of Brownfields
cleanup and reuse is building coalitions and fostering meaningful relationships among
stakeholders” (Elliot & Bourne, 2005). Community garden organizers should be
uniquely well-situated to raise public awareness of environmental injustices and
effectively act as a catalyst for Brownfield site cleanup. If clean, vacant land is not
possible to obtain, gardeners can install raised beds.
Land Tenure
Land tenure is the most significant challenge confronting many community
gardens. The majority of community gardens do not own the land they use. As such,
they are exposed to sudden changes in the availability of their plots for gardening.
Community gardens can literally be lost on a whim. The loss of a garden and the struggle
to find secure land may take an emotional toll on many gardeners.
One highly salient example of the struggle to find a secure plot to garden is the
L.A. Food Bank or South Central Community Garden mentioned above. The city
acquired the land through eminent domain and sold it to the Harbor Department. The
Regional Food Bank received a permit from the Harbor Department to use the land for a
community garden. After twelve years of supplementing the food needs of neighborhood
gardeners and their families, Horowitz, one of the absentee landlords, sued the city in
2004 for violating the repurchase option available in the eminent domain process. The
city settled out of court and Horowitz eventually evicted the gardeners (Activists evicted
from L.A. garden, Retrieved March 12, 2009 from http://msnbc.msn.com/id/13119209.).
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Strategies for Securing Land
While securing land may be a difficult task, some municipalities have a great deal
of land available and have achieved success on a broad scale. Vacant lots and abandoned
properties can be found by the score in many U.S. municipalities. Chicago has an
estimated 70,000 vacant parcels of land; Philadelphia has 31,000; and Trenton has 900
vacant acres or 18 percent of its total land area (Brown & Carter, 2003). A symbol of
declining property values and deterioration, vacant lots often detract from neighborhoods.
They seem to attract trash, drugs, and crime—causing fear in the neighborhoods in which
they are located. Community gardens turn vacant lots into assets. The sheer number of
unused parcels provides many opportunities for the creation of gardens. However, the
problem of long-term land tenure for gardens remains. The redevelopment of community
gardens can be a threat to gardeners. It does, however, represent community investment
in a neighborhood.
Land trusts have been used to help purchase parcels that ensure community
gardens can continue to exist over the long term. One prominent example is the
Neighborhood Gardens Association in Philadelphia whose mission is to “ensure the
continuity and long-term preservation of community-managed gardens and open space in
low and moderate-income neighborhoods” (NGA-About US, Retrieved April 2, 2009,
from http://www.ngalandtrust.org/about.html). The trust has gained title to more than 29
community gardens. If purchase of the plot can not be arranged, garden organizers often
attempt to obtain 3 to 5 year leases to ensure some level of stability for participants.
Municipal parks, city schools, and housing development authorities offer fairly
secure potential garden sites. Baltimore established City Farms in 1978 partially to
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address the problem of hunger and malnutrition among its poorest citizens. To date,
Baltimore has established seven large community gardens in city parks at which residents
can rent plots for an annual fee of 20 dollars. City Farms offers a total of 640 plots for
urban gardeners (Baltimore Urban Agriculture, Retrieved March 14, 2009, from
http://www.baltimoreurbanag.org/content/city-farms-information.).
Public housing residents can benefit from community gardens. Public housing
resident populations consist of low-income elderly and single mothers that struggle with
food insecurity issues. One public housing agency, the Seattle Housing Authority,
provides land and supplies for gardens. Seattle city staffers operate the Cultivating
Communities Program, which provides an organizational framework, technical
assistance, and capital to develop gardens on housing authority land (HUD, Retrieved
March 14, 2009, from
http://www.hud.gov/offices/hsg/mfh/nnw/resourcesforcenters/nnwgarden.pdf). Sixteen
community gardens have been located in six low-income public housing sites in Seattle
(Pea Patch trust, Retrieved March 14, 2009, from http://www.ppatchtrust.org/index.html).
VII.

Case Studies

In order to understand further the municipal role in encouraging and maintaining
community gardens, I have chosen two cities that have successfully developed
community gardens for brief examination. Both Philadelphia and Toronto have actively
sought to create community gardens. In Philadelphia, the municipality is neither the sole
nor the primary entity responsible for the support of the community garden effort. In
fact, the Philadelphia government itself has never initiated nor managed a community
garden. Nonetheless, the city has successfully implemented a comprehensive community
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gardening program. The municipality of Toronto, while also not the sole entity
responsible for community gardening in that city, creates and maintains some gardens of
its own. The policies and goals used to promote community gardens are different in each
community. Philadelphia promotes community gardens as a means of vacant land
management to clean up blight and promote redevelopment. Toronto, on the other hand,
focuses more on community food security. Community gardens in both cities serve
populations that typically make up the food insecure.

Philadelphia
The Pennsylvania Horticultural Society is the entity most responsible for the
community gardens in Philadelphia. In 1974, the society began the Philadelphia Green
program. The initiative is the self-proclaimed most comprehensive and aggressive urban
greening strategy in the United States. The stated mission of Philadelphia Green is to
support the development and ongoing care of community gardens, neighborhood parks
and high profile public green spaces in Philadelphia (PHS-Philadelphia Green, Retrieved
March 14, 2009, from
http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/index.html.). The
Pennsylvania Horticultural Society gained a partner in 1976 when the Penn State
Cooperative Extension began its Urban Gardening Program which provides technical
assistance to groups seeking to develop vegetable gardens. By 1990, the Philadelphia
Green program had sponsored over 1,200 active vegetable and flower garden projects
within the city (A Study of Access to Nutritious and Affordable Foods, 1998). The
cooperative effort to utilize vacant lands for community gardens enabled Philadelphia to
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become a national leader in community gardens.
Philadelphia has over 31,000 vacant lots and an additional 29,000 abandoned and
decaying residential structures (PHS-Philadelphia Green, Retrieved March 14, 2009,
from http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/index.html.). The
Philadelphia Horticultural Society, city agencies, and community development
corporations have collaborated to create an innovative asset-based approach to address
the issue of vacant and abandoned land. Philadelphia allows gardens to be built on all
vacant land that the municipality has reclaimed. The city will offer assistance in finding
the owners of vacant lands that have not been reclaimed. Philadelphia also will help with
the initial clean-up of waste before handing the parcel over to a community garden
organization for maintenance.
The Philadelphia policy has been successful in spurring the creation of
community gardens and the clean-up of vacant lands. In 1994, Philadelphia had 501
community vegetable gardens that involved 2,812 families and produced almost $2
million dollars worth of fruits and vegetables (Hanna & OH, 2000). In 2003,
Philadelphia adopted a green city strategy as part of its Neighborhood Transformation
Initiative. In its first year, the program cleaned up 1,300 vacant parcels amounting to 1.3
million square feet of property. While not all lots became gardens, the strategy resulted
in 23 new community gardens in its first year (PHS Greening Progress, Retrieved March
14, 2009, from http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/greeningprogress.html).
Mill Creek Farm is one of many Philadelphia gardens that serve low-income
areas. Part of Mill Creek Farm’s mission is to utilize vacant land to improve local
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resident access to nutritious foods and build food security (Mill Creek Farm, Retrieved
March 14, 2009, from http://millcreekurbanfarm.org/about.html). Another garden serving
a low-income area is the Southwark/Queen Village Community Garden Project which
produced $45,000 worth of vegetables, herbs and fruit in 1996 according to a formula
provided by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The average gardener at Southwark
produced $643 worth of food. Food not used by the gardeners was donated to
Philabundance a nonprofit hunger relief agency. Beyond building food security, gardens
in Philadelphia turn dangerous blighted areas into community assets. One example, the
Norris Square Neighborhood Project, has created six community gardens on previously
drug trade and crime infested vacant property in a predominately immigrant Puerto Rican
community (Norris Square Neighborhood Project, Retrieved April 2, 2009, from
http://www.nsnp.com/about.html.). The list of community gardens available to
Philadelphia residents is too extensive to cover here.
Philadelphia’s policy of encouraging the creation of community gardens on
vacant lands has allowed gardens to flourish. That policy, however, is not intended to
encourage long-term community garden tenure. The city maintains the right to pursue
redevelopment opportunities of gardens on city-owned land. The city utilizes community
gardens as a short-term and flexible economic development strategy to help initiate
interest in redevelopment of plots in its neighborhoods. As a result, land tenure for the
gardens remains rather precarious. One Philadelphia land trust, The Neighborhood
Garden Association, seeks to ensure the longevity and long-term preservation of
community-managed gardens and open space in low-and moderate-income
neighborhoods in the city (NGA-About US, Retrieved April 2, 2009, from
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http://www.ngalandtrust.org/about.html). To date, the trust holds title to 29 community
gardens. This fact implies that many Philadelphia community gardens remain at risk to
be sold.
Community gardens clean-up vacant land that would otherwise blight
Philadelphia’s neighborhoods. Transforming derelict lots of land into gardens is used as
a crime prevention strategy in the city’s neighborhoods. Community gardens help retain
and attract residents and business to their locations. Many Philadelphia community
gardens are utilized to address food security issues within low-income neighborhoods.
Nonetheless, while Philadelphia neighborhoods and communities receive many benefits
from community gardens, it is important to recall that they exist as primarily a
redevelopment strategy to attain other objectives.
Toronto
Toronto created its Food Policy Council (FPC) in 1991 to take the lead in fighting
food insecurity in the city. The Council functions as an advisory sub-committee to the
Toronto Board of Health and does not have the ability to create or enforce laws but it
does make food policy decisions. The FPC acts as a catalyst by bringing different
organizations together to address problems related to food insecurity. The organization’s
mission is the creation of a food system that fosters equitable food access, nutrition,
community development and environmental health (Toronto Food Policy Council,
Retrieved April 2, 2009, from http://www.toronto.ca/health/tfpc_index.htm). Large
portions of the Council’s efforts consist of making information available to researchers
and community developers. The information and research allows the staff to raise public
awareness and advocate for policy change at the municipal, provincial, and federal level.

38
The FPC has enabled Toronto to integrate health and food security issues into broader
municipal policy and planning efforts.
Under the leadership of the Toronto Food Policy Council, community gardens
have become a fundamental component of the city’s efforts to address food insecurity.
The organization has led the effort for a community gardening strategy in Toronto,
resulting in an expansion from 50 community gardens in 1991 to 122 in 2001 (Toronto
Food Policy Council, Retrieved April 2, 2009, from
http://www.toronto.ca/health/tfpc_index.htm). The FPC formed the Toronto Community
Gardening Network to continue to help promote and even more strongly support,
community gardening efforts in Toronto.
Like Philadelphia, Toronto relies on a network of partnerships for successful
implementation of its Community Gardening Network. The Community Gardening
Network works in collaboration with the Parks and Recreation Division as well as the
Economic Development and Culture and Tourism departments. The Toronto
Community Garden Network works to link and support community gardeners in order to
encourage the community gardening movement within the city. The Food Security
Council plays an active leadership role in the Toronto Community Garden Network.
Like the Network, Food Share Metro Toronto began in 1986 to help facilitate the
creation of community gardens. Food Share advocates for community-based efforts to
address food security issues. They have successfully initiated the creation of community
gardens on land owned by the Metro Toronto Housing Authority. Twelve Community
gardens in Toronto have also partnered with eight Community Health Centres to increase
health-related diet intervention and nutrition counseling in targeted poor neighborhoods.
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Community gardening fits well with the health centres’ community-based nutrition and
self-help outreach activities (Cosgrove, 1998). Through the help of housing authorities
and health centres, community gardens have been successfully established in
communities with limited access to nutritious food.
One Toronto organization, the Stop Community Food Centre, has an 8,000 square
feet community garden and a greenhouse that annually produces 4,000 lbs. of produce.
Stop Community Food Centre is a nonprofit with a mission to increase access to healthy
food in a manner that maintains dignity, builds community and challenges inequality
(Stop Community Food Centre, Retrieved April 2, 2009 from
http://www.thestop.org/mission). Another nonprofit organization called Green Thumbs
Growing Kids has gardens at four inner-city schools with two additional ones under
development. The gardens provide nutritional and environmental education programs
while also providing affordable and nutritious foods to children and their parents.
Another successful program intiated in Toronto is the Plant A Row Grow a Row
project sponsored by the Composting Council of Canada. The program encourages all
gardeners to plant an extra row of produce to donate to local food banks and community
food programs. In 2002, partcipating Torontians donated 20,000 pounds of produce
(Toronto Hearth Health Partnership, Retrieved March 15, 2009 from
http://www.intohealth.ca/documents/FiveYearReport.pdf.).
Toronto has been at the forefront of public health and food security initiatives for
almost twenty years. The primary objective of community gardens in Toronto is to
augment health and food security efforts in low-income neighborhoods. The Toronto
government has created and manages community gardens with this overall aim in mind.
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VII. Conclusion
In order to overcome the range of challenges detailed above, community garden
organizers must collaborate with their local governments, the community at large, nonprofit/community development corporations, as well as university extension and outreach
offices. The examples of Toronto and Philadelphia suggest that community garden
organizers not only partner with an array of organizations to accomplish their goals, their
objectives are themselves diverse. The formation of a web of ongoing institutional
relationships is important in securing lasting changes in neighborhood conditions.
In Toronto, as in other communities, a food policy council has been formed to
help organize and pursue food security efforts. Councils often undertake Food Security
Assessments to help increase community awareness of distributional inequities within the
food system and the ways in which gardens can help to address those. Food policy
councils also work with public agencies, food advocacy groups, community leaders,
neighborhood associations, private-sector organizations, and other relevant stakeholders
to help spur efforts to address food access issues for the poor (A study of access to
nutritious and affordable foods, 1998). Assessments provide insight into food insecurity
problems and potential solutions and drum up community support. The Toronto Food
Policy Council has used an assessment as a tool to increase the awareness of food
security and health issues among local government officials, community members and
other stakeholders. To help address these issues the Council promotes and creates
community gardens in low-income communities.
As seen in Philadelphia and Toronto, Community Based Organizations (CBO)
often serve as good partners for community gardeners and local governments. CBOs can
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use community gardens to help create self-empowering solutions for reducing hunger and
poverty, regenerating degraded and unused land (e.g., vacant lots), improving resident
social interaction and civic participation, promoting healthy diets and lifestyles and
reducing crime (A study of access to nutritious and affordable foods, 1998). CBOs are
often well-positioned to address food related concerns through their efforts in activities
such as affordable housing, job training and development, and other services that lend
credibility to the organization within their communities. Community garden organizers
can utilize existing CBO relationships to identify potential participants interested in
gardening. CBOs will continue to be integral in developing an ongoing commitment to
community gardening in the localities in which they work.
Community gardens across North America, and indeed the world, provide
nutritious fresh foods and stretch household budgets. Gardens are not, however, a
panacea for food insecurity issues. Community gardens are one component in the
struggle towards creating more food secure communities. The relationships formed
among garden organizers, community-based organizations, community residents, local
governments, and other stakeholders can create strong coalitions to press for the
continued salience of the concern and actions on behalf of the nutrition needs of the poor.
The experiences of Philadelphia and Toronto suggest that community gardens
offer multiple benefits. Philadelphia has been able to use community gardens to help turn
thousands of vacant lots into neighborhood assets. Many CBOs in that city use
community gardens to attend to food security issues; however, they exist, at least from
the local government’s perspective, primarily to help stabilize and redevelop
deteriorating neighborhoods. The main objective of community gardens in Toronto, on
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the other hand, is to help address food security and health issues. The municipal
government of Toronto has created and promoted community gardens for exactly this
reason. Community gardens in both cities create safer, more cohesive, and healthier
communities while providing a step towards a more food secure resident population.
While community gardens provide municipalities a range of benefits, they should be
recognized as only one of many tools available to address a community’s needs. Urban
agriculture and food security advocates promote local agriculture, “urban/semi-urban or
urban periphery farms”, community gardens and backyard gardens as the solution to
making a food security nation. It is impractical, however, to expect communities to
derive all their food needs from local agriculture.
The rhetoric from the Food Security Coalition generally keeps the long-term goal
of creating a local food system and the short-term goal of increasing access to healthy
affordable foods in low-income communities separate and distinct. A great deal of
uncertainty exists concerning the claim that local food systems alone are capable of
providing the food needs for communities across the nation. This uncertainty has led to
an inability to connect the two goals and represents an ongoing challenge for food
security and urban agriculture advocates that has yet to be accomplished successfully. It
would behoove the coalition to clarify how its long-and-short-term goals work together in
the fight against food security.
Local food systems may have a role to play in the future, but making policy
decisions based on the assumption that communities have the ability to support all their
food needs would be dangerous. In almost all instances, communities will continue to
require outside assistance and food production. Nonprofit CBOs, which include land
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trusts, and local governments, should provide low-income neighborhoods assistance to
access a wide variety of reasonably priced foods (Cohen, Larijani, ,et.al. 2004). Some
local governments and nonprofits have increased access to affordable nutritious foods by
partnering with private businesses to provide supermarkets in low-income urban
neighborhoods. One example, Gateway Foods, was able to turn a profit in two years by
catering to a low-income community in West Oakland, California. When the key issues
of market and access can be appropriately addressed, industrial agriculture can provide
nutritious foods to the poor at the lowest cost.
The federal government will continue to be the largest and most influential actor
in the fight against food insecurity. Its cooperation, along with a host of other actors
including state and municipal governments, environmental, health and food security
nonprofits, community development corporations, public housing authorities and more
should be garnered. To proceed in the fight against food insecurity urban agriculture,
local food systems, and community gardening ought to be harnessed as additional tools to
regular production systems.
The rubrics used to evaluate the economic impacts of community gardens are
insufficient at truly evaluating the benefits of gardens. Gardens provide a community
with host of external benefits that are not quantifiable in any economic equation. In
many instances, community gardens have acted as a catalyst for positive change in
distressed neighborhoods. They promote and organize a diverse set of aims that extend
well beyond providing access to healthy foods. If harnessed properly and given space to
grow, community gardens carry the power to help mediate a variety of problems that
inner-city neighborhoods experience. Indeed, part of the attraction to community gardens
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is their ability to adapt to multiple objectives in different communities. The upfront cost
is relatively small compared to the multiple benefits derived from community gardening.
Municipalities would be foolish not to utilize the versatility that community gardens
offer. Municipalities can gain from the efforts of gardening while helping to feed their
populace.
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