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« Cela est bien dit, répondit Candide, mais il faut cultiver notre jardin. »
-

Voltaire, 1998(1759): 163

“To the extent that we celebrate wilderness as the measure with which we judge
civilization, we reproduce the dualism that sets humanity and nature at opposite poles.
We thereby leave ourselves little hope of discovering what an ethical, sustainable,
honorable human place in nature might actually look like.”
- Cronon, 1996: 81
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Executive Summary
The proliferation of community gardening across North America and the increasing
recognition of its benefits has led many municipalities to develop community garden
policies.

Using the process of drafting a community garden policy in the city of

Hamilton, Ontario, as a case study, my research has two aims. First, I seek to illustrate
how an environmental justice framework can create an effective, inclusive community
gardening policy. Second, I seek to reflect upon the actual process involved in creating
the first draft of the policy, and to evaluate the outcome thus far in terms of
environmental justice.

I approached these tasks through a literature review, key

informant interviews, and participant observation. This information was analyzed using
the lens of environmental justice, which I interpret as an equitable distribution of
environmental amenities and hazards predicated on recognition of difference and on
citizen participation in the public realm.
My research suggests that an environmentally just policy will ensure stability of land
tenure, affordability, an equitable distribution of gardens, the provision of education and
information, and the autonomy of gardens.

While the first draft of Hamilton’s

community garden policy offered several helpful services to gardeners, the constraints
under which it was written precluded an initial consideration of equity concerns. These
constraints, which include limited budgets, departmental divisions of labour and
expertise, and limited engagement of stakeholders, can be overcome to create a just
policy. First, various city departments should collaborate with Public Works to pool
resources and knowledge. Second, the city should look to external sources of funding to
provide more support to gardeners. Third, the city should allow external stakeholders
such as the Hamilton Community Garden Network to participate in drafting the policy.
Finally, proponents of community gardening should work together to show the city their
support of a just policy and to brainstorm ideas of how they can work with the city to
make this policy a reality. These forms of collaboration will improve the community
gardening policy, and may have lasting implications on how policy is made in Hamilton.
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Introduction
There is something delightful about seeing a bevy of urban gardeners in action,
cultivating their plot of land under the watchful gaze of skyscrapers, local businesses or
row houses. As local food movements proliferate across North America, this scene is
becoming increasingly common, to the extent that many municipalities now explicitly
codify how community gardens should develop and operate within their boundaries. By
developing these community garden policies, municipalities have an opportunity to
introduce environmental justice principles into their work. Using the process of drafting
a community garden policy in the city of Hamilton, Ontario, as a case study, my research
has two aims. First, I seek to illustrate how an environmental justice framework can
create an effective, inclusive community gardening policy. Second, I seek to reflect upon
the actual process involved in creating this particular draft policy, and to evaluate the
outcome thus far in terms of environmental justice.

The Research Context and Process
Placing myself in my research
In 2007, the Hamilton Board of Health created a Community Food Security
Stakeholders’ Committee (CFSSC) mandated to:
“develop a food continuum policy and strategic action plan that will move
Hamilton towards being a place where all community residents obtain a
safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable
food system that maximizes self-reliance and social justice” (City of
Hamilton, 2007: 4).
As one means of achieving community food security, the committee has advocated that
the city adopt a community garden policy. This paper is a part of this advocacy work.
My involvement in promoting a community garden policy in Hamilton did not emerge
spontaneously; in fact, as a relatively new arrival to Southern Ontario I had virtually no
connections to Hamilton prior to engaging in this research. While the location was new

6

to me, the topic certainly was not: I had previously served two years as a Peace Corps
Volunteer working in urban agriculture, and had continued to explore this interest in my
Masters work. Moreover, my interests in both environmental sustainability and social
justice, which brought me to Geography and Planning, logically led me to an interest in
environmental justice.
Given my background and interests, then, I was quite pleased when my supervisor,
Professor Sarah Wakefield, invited me to provide policy-making support to the Hamilton
Community Food Security Stakeholders Committee (CFSSC) in their development of a
community garden policy, which would be submitted to city council in the spring. By
October of 2009, Sarah – also the chair of the CFSSC – had introduced me to the
committee, explaining that I would be working with representatives of Public Health
Services to develop a draft community garden policy, and that I would be conducting
interviews as part of this process (City of Hamilton, 2009b). The ideas presented below
come from this unique position of both participant in and observer of the policy process.
In addition to my position within this research project, my position within society is also
fundamental to my ideas and interpretations (England, 1994). I am a white, upper middle
class American, educated at both private and public universities. An overwhelming
desire to do “good” in the world, whatever that may mean, led me to study urban
planning, while a conflicted uncertainty of my role as an “expert-in-training” (and, more
broadly, of my own knowledge) has led me to a distrust of both my chosen discipline’s
potential to do “good” and my own capacity to act in a way that promotes justice. My
upbringing in a wealthy suburb of Milwaukee produced in me an acute sense (bordering
on guilt) of my privilege, as well as a disdain for homogeneity and consumer culture.
This upbringing also provided me an exceptional education, one that has allowed me to
draw increasingly leftist conclusions about our world.

Finally, I am quite shy and

introverted, a trait that allows me to set others at ease and listen carefully, but at the
expense of preventing me from approaching people for answers without great output of
energy and effort.
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While my position provides me with the unique perspective of being both participant and
observer in this policy-making process, it also has certain limitations. First, I am an
unabashed proponent of urban agriculture, of citizen participation, of public space. My
inclination is to blame corporate interests for trumping social justice and environmental
sustainability. Further, as a research assistant to the CFSSC, my research is intended to
support their policy aims. Finally, while I have been an active observer of parts of the
policy-making process, some information has been passed to me by Sarah, who has had
more access to information than I as the chair of the CFSSC and as a long-time resident
of Hamilton. Her perspectives, as well as my own, are present in this research.
My intention in writing this paper was to influence the policy process in a way that will
result in an environmentally just community garden policy. To date, I have submitted a
report to the department of Public Works outlining the preliminary results of my
interviews in the context of a review of existing community gardening policies and
literature (Appendix A). This current report concludes with recommendations for the
department in the development of a policy for the City of Hamilton. It is my hope that
this paper will be useful to city committees, staff, and community garden proponents in
further developing the existing draft policy, with the ultimate goal of creating a policy for
community gardens in Hamilton that enhances social justice.

Research methods
My research focused on both community gardens within the context of environmental
justice and on the policy process itself. I sought to identify what an environmentally just
policy would include, as well as to assess the city’s policy process in the context of
environmental justice.
To gain these insights, my research began with a review of the environmental justice,
urban health, food, and community garden literatures to outline a rationale for supporting
community gardens and to guide my policy recommendations. In addition, a review of
community garden policies in North America allowed me to identify how environmental
justice has (or has not) been supported in other jurisdictions.

Additionally, semi-

structured key informant interviews were conducted with eight policy-makers and
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activists in Hamilton and Toronto who have substantial knowledge about community
gardening. The key informants included experts in urban agriculture, representatives of
the City of Hamilton who work in some capacity with community gardens, the organizer
of a socially oriented community garden, and a representative of a community
development organization. These informants were identified through contacts with the
Community Food Security Stakeholders Committee. Further insights into the policymaking process were gained through participant observation as a research assistant to the
Community Food Security Stakeholders Committee and through attending meetings of
the Hamilton Community Garden Network, and a focus group was held with ten
community garden supporters in Hamilton. This information was analyzed using an
environmental justice framework, as described below.

Environmental Justice as a Planning Framework
Environmental justice in planning and public health
The practice of planning involves influencing decision-making related to the distribution
of resources and the shaping of communities and regions. Planners act as intermediaries
between experts, politicians and the public, and are responsible for making policy
recommendations that take into account technical as well as community-based knowledge
(Corburn, 2003; Forester, 1989). Thus, planning is an inherently subjective and political
process: “planning practice involves choices regarding which information is deemed
relevant, what decision-making processes will be used, and when, or if, various publics
will be involved in making the plan” (Corburn, 2004: 543; see also Forester, 1989;
Sandercock, 2003). Too often, planning decisions reinforce, rather than rectify, existing
inequalities based on social status, race, gender, etc. To advocate decisions that benefit
typically marginalized communities (Davidoff, 1973[1965]); Harwood, 2003), my
approach in developing recommendations for Hamilton’s community garden policy
deliberately uses an environmental justice perspective.
An environmental justice framework applies social justice to environmental problems. It
addresses questions of how environmental hazards and amenities are allocated, to whom
9

and why. Inherent in this framework is a belief that all communities and people have the
right to live in a safe, healthy environment (Bullard, 2005). Therefore, environmental
justice draws attention to distributional relationships – for example, the uneven location
of polluting industries in low-income and racialized communities – and advocates for
equity in these relationships (see, for example, Rees and Westra, 2003). In addition to a
focus on distribution, Schlosberg (2004) has emphasized the need for the recognition of
how this distribution is experienced by different groups, and for the true participation of
those typically excluded from decision-making processes. Advocates of environmental
justice therefore work to increase citizen participation in decision-making processes to
benefit local communities (Faber and McCarthy, 2003).
Environmental justice work complements work to improve public health. While
mainstream environmental movements conceive of the environment as something
separate from people and idealize pristine wilderness, an environmental justice
perspective redefines nature to encompass the places where we work, live and play (Di
Chiro, 1996: 301). As a result, links can be made between human health and decisions
impacting the built environment (Brulle and Pellow, 2006). Thus, exposure to harmful
elements in the environment such as radiation or toxic chemicals, or limited access to
elements in the environment that are beneficial to health, such as green space and healthy
food, may be evaluated in the context of environmental justice (Masuda et al., 2008).
Moreover, the environmental justice movement advocates for the use of the precautionary
principle, meaning that environmental risk should be considered in a manner that places
human health ahead of corporate profits (Brulle and Pellow, 2006; Bullard, 2005).
Finally, the concern with procedural equity through the inclusion and participation of
those typically excluded from the political process provides a model for linking public
health to urban planning (Corburn, 2004).

Procedural justice
Planning histories tend to present the profession as “heroic,” obfuscating the role of
social processes such as racism or economic injustice in planning decisions (Sandercock,
2003: 38). Environmental justice theorists and activists increasingly are challenging this
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tendency by emphasizing processes as well as outcomes (Pulido, 2000; Brulle and
Pellow, 2006; Corburn, 2003, 2004; Schlosberg, 2004; Haluza-Delay, 2009; GibsonWood, 2010). As a whole, it is becoming clear that:
“[t]hose with limited access to information, participatory opportunities,
and/or the power to shape discourse(s) or decisions are less able to defend
themselves and their communities from negative distributional environmental
effects, and less prepared to advocate successfully for better environmental
conditions” (Haluza-Delay et al., 2009: 8).
Essentially, procedural justice refers to participation in the political process. Schlosberg
(2004: 519) highlights the dimension of recognition of cultural difference, as “[i]f you are
not recognised, you do not participate.” More broadly, this dimension raises questions of
who has power in society and how these power structures are reproduced. For this
project, I take recognition, participation and distribution to be the main components of
environmental justice.

Further, I interpret the term “participation” broadly, with

participation in the political process including participation in civic life.

Food and environmental justice
My particular focus in using an environmental justice framework is food, particularly
community gardens. Several scholars have argued for links to be made between food
security agendas and environmental justice agendas. Gottlieb and Fisher (1996) were
among the first of these voices, pointing to the range of environmental and social issues –
from pesticide exposure to control of resources to access to food – encompassed within
the food system. ‘Food justice’ movements challenge the global food system through
local action, and meld notions of citizen rights and democracy with struggles for food
security and sustainable agriculture (Wekerle, 2004). They seek citizen participation in
decision-making processes related to how and where food is produced and distributed
(Hassanein, 2003). Moreover, food justice acknowledges the institutionalized social
inequalities that underpin food insecurity (Alkon and Norgaard, 2009). A community
garden policy that is based on the principles of environmental justice will not only
increase local access to healthy foods and green spaces, it will also recognize the injustice
underpinning food insecurity and allow marginalized groups to participate in the policy
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process. Moreover, the policy will recognize that some groups face economic, social or
political barriers to participating in community gardening – a form of civic engagement –
and seek to redress these barriers.

Linking Food, Health and Justice
Health and food
Food is one of the most basic human needs; it follows that access to food has a
tremendous impact on health. Poor diet is associated with a wide variety of health
problems, ranging from dental caries and osteoporosis to cancer and cardiovascular
disease (Latham and Moffat, 2007; Pederson et al, 2000). Rising levels of overweight
and obesity, associated with overnutrition and diets high in energy-dense but nutrient
poor foods1, are of particular concern among urban populations, as these conditions often
lead to more serious conditions such as diabetes, heart disease and stroke (Latham and
Moffat, 2007) as well as musculoskeletal disorders, sleep apnea, gall bladder disease and
a variety of cancers (Finkelstein et al., 2003).

In contrast, diets rich in fruits and

vegetables are associated with lower rates of certain types of cancer, possibly due to the
micronutrients available in fresh fruits and vegetables (Latham and Moffat, 2007;
Pederson et al., 2000).
Beyond these diseases, malnutrition has also been shown to impact the long-term
cognitive and social development of children, reducing academic performance, impairing
the development of social skills, and leading to increased risk of overweight or obesity as
the child ages (Jyoti et al., 2005). Thus, the impacts of an unjust distribution of food are
likely to have long-term implications for individuals and communities for whom food
access is a challenge. Individuals who grow up in food insecure households may be
unable to achieve their full potential as adults, while communities afflicted by food

1

The causes of overweight and obesity are more complicated than nutrition alone; I focus on
nutrition in this paper to illustrate the positive potential of community gardens.
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insecurity may see their capacity to overcome poverty reduced by the negative impacts of
malnutrition.

Barriers to food access in Canadian cities
A variety of barriers at different scales interact to produce food insecurity at the
household level. In particular, here I will focus on barriers at the scales of the global
food system, of Canada’s political system, and of the municipal built environment.
Injustice in the agro‐food system
Injustice in food access is rooted in the way food is produced today. The modern agrofood system has its roots in 17th and 18th Century British political economic thought,
which transformed labour – including farming – from an act of subsistence to one of
monetary gain (see Polanyi, 2001[1944]). Food has increasingly become a commodity
bought and sold on the global market, valued more for its economic potential than for its
value as one of the basic elements of human survival. Grown on large mechanized farms,
food today is often processed and branded, providing a market for surplus corn in the US
and profits for major companies (Pollan, 2006).
Contemporary agriculture has been critiqued for a variety of reasons. The large corporate
farms that squeeze out small producers operate in an industrial manner, characterized by
large chemical inputs and mono-cropping (Marsden et al, 1999) and by a dependence on
cheap migrant labour (Wakefield, 2007a; Jarosz, 2008). These social and environmental
costs are externalized, allowing industrial farms to produce cheap food, while food
processing companies and large supermarkets reap profits and dictate prices to smaller
farmers (Campbell, 2004).

As a result of subsidies promoting high yielding

monocultures, high calorie processed foods containing corn and soybean derivatives are
priced more cheaply than healthier foods such as fruits and vegetables (Pollan, 2006;
Gottlieb, 2001).

13

The political context
Food access is also affected by political decisions at the federal, provincial and municipal
levels. In Canada, the 1980s and ‘90s marked a period of substantive restructuring in
social service provision as part of the transition to an entrepreneurial rather than welfare
state (McIntyre, 2003).

This new political context is known as neoliberalism, the

political-economic ideology that became ubiquitous in Europe and North America under
the regimes of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan in the 1980s. It is characterized by
a belief that markets should operate without regulation and emphasizes free trade,
competition between cities and nations, individualism, and the dismantling of the welfare
state (Peck and Tickell, 2002). Responsibilities under this system have been downloaded
from the federal government to local government; the resources to fulfil these new
responsibilities and provide the services they are now expected to provide, however, have
not been provided to municipalities (Marwell, 2004; Tindal and Tindal, 2009).
One result of neoliberalism has been increasing levels of food insecurity in Canadian
cities, coupled with a transition from governmental income support measures to ad-hoc
community-based efforts by voluntary agencies to provide food to those in need through
‘emergency’ food sources such as food banks and soup kitchens (McIntyre, 2003;
Tarasuk, 2001, 2005). These kinds of programs are criticized for depoliticizing hunger
and constructing it as a problem of individuals to be dealt with through charity and
altruism (Raine et al., 2003; Tarasuk, 2001, 2005). Further, these programs fail to
address the underlying structural causes – underemployment, lack of affordable housing,
discrimination, etc. – of food insecurity (Tarasuk, 2005). While programs to address the
structural causes of food insecurity ultimately are the domain of the provincial and
federal governments (Kitchen, 2002), the need at the local level to rectify the uneven
distribution of food access justifies action on the part of municipal governments.
The built environment
In addition to these barriers to food access at the global and national scales, barriers at the
local scale also constrain food access.

A large body of literature illustrates the

connection between health outcomes and the built environment, suggesting that the ways
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in which we design and live in our cities have a profound impact on the health of
individuals and populations (Galea and Vlahov, 2005; Frank and Engelke, 2001;
Frumkin, 2003; Wrigley, 2002; Brimblecombe et al., 1999; Frank and Andresen, 2004;
Booth et al., 2005). Access to food is one aspect of health that is influenced by the built
environment.
Social and economic inequalities often find expression in the built environment, leading
to spatially concentrated poverty and/or racial segregation in inner cities. Diminished
health outcomes among certain segments of the population are one consequence of this
phenomenon (Vlahov et al., 2004; Gee and Payne-Sturges, 2004; Corburn, 2004). Poor,
minority neighbourhoods tend to be areas with limited access to healthy, affordable food,
to the detriment of health in these communities (Beaulac et al., 2009; Morland et. al.,
2002). Food access is influenced by factors including proximity to a food outlet, the
diversity of food outlets and the variety of food types and prices available. Limited
financial means to purchase food, cultural food preferences, physical disabilities and lack
of cooking knowledge also complicate food access (Apparicio et al., 2007).
Healthy food choices, particularly fresh fruits and vegetables, are more costly than are
unhealthy energy-rich foods like potato chips or candy bars (Beaulac et al., 2009; USDA,
2009). Further, these healthy foods are more prevalent, and more affordable, at large
supermarkets than at corner stores (USDA, 2009; Latham and Moffat, 2007). Because
supermarkets tend not to locate in poor neighbourhoods (Morland et al., 2002), and
because lower-income people often lack the means to purchase healthy foods, the
capitalist economy creates an unjust distribution of food. Just as banks’ refusal to grant
loans to homeowners in certain neighbourhoods has been deemed unjust, this
phenomenon of “supermarket redlining” (Alkon and Norgaard, 2009: 295) illustrates
injustice in the food system whereby access to food – particularly healthy food – varies
by neighbourhood.

Local food movements
Since the 1990s, a growing movement has advocated for locally and sustainably grown
food (e.g. Pollan, 2006). Local food movements promote social and environmental
15

sustainability by promoting small-scale and organic farming, reducing the distance
between farmers and consumers, and linking them through farmers markets and
community supported agriculture (Jarosz, 2008). In Canada, organizations such as Food
Secure Canada, the Toronto Food Policy Council and FoodShare Toronto illustrate how
social actors can collaborate to resist the industrial food system (Wakefield, 2007a).
The efforts of this local food movement, however, have not been unified in their goals
and methods, nor have they always been socially inclusive (Campbell, 2004; Sherriff,
2009; Baker, 2004). In particular, local food movements have had difficulty in bridging
the gap between equity campaigns for community food security and the sustainability
campaigns of a more mainstream environmental movement (Sherriff, 2009; Gottlieb and
Fisher, 1996; Alkon and Norgaard, 2009). Indeed, local food movements based on
farmers’ markets, community supported agriculture and organic food are fuelled
primarily by middle-class consumers, and may be seen as “displac[ing] political action
from a government orientation toward a marketplace orientation” (Hess, 2009: 144-145).
Similarly, Johnston and Baker (2005: 321) explain that local food movements can do
little on their own to address the “structural problems of industrial agriculture and
unemployment that undergird a class-segregated food apartheid, providing cheap,
industrially produced food for the poor and organic gourmandize for the wealthy.” Thus,
instead of seeing local food movements as an opening towards a new politics of food,
critics view these movements as limited by their focus on consumption and individual –
rather than collective – action (Bryant and Goodman, 2004). Given these critiques,
government can play a role to increase equity within the food system by increasing labour
and environmental standards within the food industry, supporting small-scale and local
farmers, and developing policies to make farmers’ markets and urban agriculture
accessible to all city residents.
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Achieving Health and Justice through Community Gardens
The health benefits of community gardens
One realm where food movements have moved beyond middle class consumerism to
address social justice is community gardening (Baker, 2004). A community garden is a
plot of land that is cultivated by multiple people, either collectively or in individual plots
(Teig et al., 2009). These gardens are characterized by a degree of public ownership and
democratic control (Ferris et al., 2001). The land may be owned publicly or privately,
but is not owned individually by the gardeners (Schokoske, 2000). Community gardens
are credited with a variety of benefits, from better nutrition and increased sense of wellbeing to increased social capital and improved local ecology (Wakefield et. al., 2007;
Mendes et. al., 2004; Twiss et. al., 2003; Mougeot, 2006; Baker, 2004). Participation in
community gardens increases trust among neighbours, which has associated health (Teig
et al., 2009) and community (Schukoske, 2000) benefits. Gardens can serve to green
inner cities (Ferris et al., 2001) and to increase habitat for pollinators such as bees
(Matteson et al., 2008). The development of gardens on vacant lots abates blight, reduces
crime and prevents illegal dumping of trash or hazardous materials (Schukoske, 2000).
A well-tended garden plot can produce significant amounts of food. For example, a 1.6hectare garden in Hamilton, Ontario, produced over 14,000 pounds of fresh vegetables
and fruits in 2008, all of which was donated to local food banks (West Highland Baptist
Church Victory Garden, 2009). Access to land allows people to grow produce, which
can provide an important source of nutrition for low-income communities, particularly
for immigrants with connections to the land and without steady sources of income once
they arrive in a new country (Kennedy, 2008). By supporting community gardens, local
governments help provide access to a sustainable source of healthy food, and provide
new opportunities for physical activity and social interaction (Public Health Law &
Policy, 2009). The potential for community gardens to improve health as well as local
ecology is thus significant; however, for gardens to address the problems of an unjust
distribution of food requires measures to make them accessible to those most in need.
Environmental justice offers a framework to envision how gardens can address the equity
17

problems associated with uneven food access while also promoting green space and
urban sustainability.

The political nature of community gardens
The relationship between community gardens and city governments is complex,
reflective of development pressures on the land, political will, and the degree of
organization of gardeners. The conflicts that emerge over land tenure reflect one of the
key justice problems that gardeners deal with as they seek the right to cultivate a plot of
land.

According to Hess (2009: 142), “many present day arrangements [between

municipal governments and gardening groups] are the result of intense political struggles
over a city government’s right to sell its land and the citizens’ right to use city-owned
land.” Far from the depoliticization of hunger associated with food banks and consumerdriven movements for organic food, community gardens have the potential to bring the
right to food – and the right to grow food – into the political arena. As Baker (2004: 306)
articulates, “[b]y digging into their small plot of land, gardeners are challenging
conventional ideas of urban planning and design, working on community-development
projects, engaging with place-based social movements, and creating alternative food
systems.”
Land tenure in particular often emerges as a source of conflict between community
gardeners and municipalities because community gardens challenge the idea that land can
only be valued based on its economic potential as a private real estate development. In
our economic system that places private property rights ahead of community well-being,
the intrinsic value that gardeners see in these places of community interaction and leisure
contrasts sharply with the exchange value of abstract space in the urban land market
typically seen by city officials (Schmelzkopf, 2002). While some benefits of community
gardening, like food production or higher neighbourhood property values, may be
quantified, others, like the empowerment that comes from learning a new skill or the joy
of children provided with a safe place to play, cannot be measured or assigned a
monetary value (Schmelzkopf, 2002).
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Community gardens may also foster collective action by eliminating barriers such as
language, cost and education that typically divide urbanites. Schukoske (2000) argues
that gardening allows for interactions across racial and class lines around a common
interest. As informal sites of congregation and social interaction, gardens form a sort of
“Third Place” (Oldenburg, 1989), from which collective action is more likely to arise
(Schmelzkopf, 2002). Further, the activity of gardening takes place in the open, drawing
attention to gardeners’ actions, presence and needs (Schmelzkopf, 2002).

That is,

gardening can lead to the recognition of people often excluded from the political realm.
From my own experience of gardening in cities, I know that urban gardeners cause
passersby to stop and ponder the activity they see before them, often producing reflexive
thought about where their food comes from and how they interact with their environment
and with their neighbours.
While the benefits and political potential are significant, community gardens are certainly
not a panacea for urban food insecurity. Hinrichs and Kremer (2002: 83) point out that
even local food projects that consider inclusivity and social justice generally fail to reach
those in need; instead, the “ ‘advantaged’ poor” possessing greater skills or resources are
most likely to benefit. Certainly, the time commitment required to maintain a garden plot
may be unmanageable for a single mother working three jobs to feed her family. Thus,
while a policy may attempt to include poorer residents by waiving fees or promoting
gardens in low-income neighbourhoods, many structural barriers cannot be addressed at
the local level through a community garden policy. Similarly, in contrast to Schukoske’s
(2000) optimism that gardens facilitate interactions between different groups of people,
Hinrichs and Kremer (2002) contend that the neighbourhood orientation of gardens
reduces the opportunity for cooperation across class or racial lines.2 Finally, calls by
local governments for the voluntary sector to provide healthy and sustainable food

2

Mix will ultimately depend upon the diversity of the neighbourhood. In the Canadian context,
segregation is not as pronounced as in the US. Hamilton has neighbourhoods characterized by
low socio-economic status that are highly diverse (such as the downtown core), and that are
primarily Anglo-Canadian (such as the northeast industrial neighbourhood) (Wilson et al., 2009).
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through community gardens without funding these efforts (e.g. Meikle, 2010) – or for the
poor to grow food for themselves – are an example of the downloading of responsibility
to communities common under neoliberal policies.
The intentions of garden promoters also have a checkered history. Gottlieb (2001), for
instance, indicates that the promotion of community gardens in the early 20th Century
was meant to encourage people to move to rural areas, relieving congestion in rapidly
growing and industrializing cities. Lawson (2004: 155) suggests that municipalities in
America at the turn of the 20th Century supported community gardening because it
“ke[pt] the unemployed busy—thereby avoiding the idleness that business leaders feared
would lead to union organizing and socialism.”

Similarly, moralistic undertones

frequently accompany garden promotion. Pollan (1991: 71) quotes Ezra Weston’s (1845)
statement that “he who cultivates a garden, and brings to perfection flowers and fruits,
cultivates and advances at the same time his own nature.” Pudup (2008) proposes that
garden programs are one way in which the state governs from afar by teaching
individuals to fend for themselves within a neoliberal context. These more negative
views of community gardens are important in developing an environmentally just policy.
In particular, they call attention to the purpose of the policy: rather than allowing
unfunded gardens to remove pressure on local government to address food security,
strong support of gardens by the city would illustrate a commitment to food justice.
In sum, community gardens provide local governments with one means of improving
food security. While reliance on gardens alone is not sufficient to address the structural
causes of food insecurity, they are a measure that can be taken in the present moment to
improve lives and to increase the liveability of the city. Using an environmental justice
framework, certain key components of a policy that benefits working-class and middleclass neighbourhoods alike are outlined below.
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Environmental Justice in Practice: Creating a Just Policy
Grounding theory in place: Hamilton, Ontario
The City of Hamilton is currently in the process of developing a community garden
policy. Hamilton is an industrial city situated on the western tip of Lake Ontario, 60
kilometres southwest of Toronto (Appendix B). While many North American cities have
moved to post-industrial economies, Hamilton maintains its industrial character, with
steel in particular playing an important role in the local economy (Wakefield, 2007b).
This continued reliance on industry has made Hamilton’s economy vulnerable to global
patterns of economic restructuring: the decline of the manufacturing sector since the
1980s has resulted in declining employment for Hamilton’s steel-workers, and the current
recession has continued this trend. Between January 2008 and January 2009, the number
of males receiving Employment Insurance benefits increased by 64% (Social Planning
and Research Council, 2009). The city has the highest poverty rate in Ontario, with
18.1% of its over 500,000 inhabitants living in poverty.3 Poverty rates are significantly
higher among certain segments of the population: for example, 50.5% of recent
immigrants, 39.4% of single mothers and 39.1% of First Nations people live in poverty.
The overall child poverty rate for the city is 26.4%, and is as high as 75.9% in some
neighbourhoods (Social Planning and Research Council, 2009).
Food insecurity is one result of the high poverty rates in the city, while spatial
concentrations of poverty also correspond with environmental hazards. According to the
Social Planning and Research Council (2009; see also Hamilton Food Share, 2009), the
majority of Hamilton households receiving Ontario Works benefits access food banks, as
social assistance benefits are insufficient to cover the rising costs of basic needs such as
housing and utilities. A 2009 study by Hamilton Public Health Services found that the
cost to feed a family of four a basic healthy diet is $701.89 monthly. In comparison, a
family of four relying on one minimum wage income had a monthly income of $2,279 in
3

Statistics Canada uses a Low Income Cut-Off (LICO) as a measure of relative poverty. By this
measure, a household that spends more than 55% of its income on basic necessities (food, shelter,
clothing, utilities, etc.) is considered impoverished.
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2009, while a family of four relying on Ontario Works had a monthly income of $1,804.
Thus, these families would have to spend roughly one-third of their income on food in
order to meet recommended nutrition guidelines. With the average rent of a threebedroom apartment $900 monthly, families are often cannot afford to purchase nutritious
food while simultaneously covering other basic needs such as child care, clothing,
transportation and school supplies (City of Hamilton, 2009e). Even as households are
spending more on housing and utilities, the costs of staple foods including milk, bread,
potatoes and pasta have been increasing in recent years at more than double the rate of
inflation (Hamilton Food Share notes that potatoes, for example, increased in price by
49% between 2008 and 2009). In 2009, 7,685 households (19,602 individuals) sought
supplemental food from food banks (Hamilton Food Share, 2009). Moreover, a study of
food availability found that Hamilton’s poor downtown core has fewer supermarkets per
capita than does the more affluent uptown neighbourhood, and that variety stores –
characterized by higher prices and less fresh produce than supermarkets – are the more
prevalent food outlets in the downtown (Latham and Moffat, 2007).
Historically, Hamilton residents with money and political power built their homes on the
city’s best land, while working-class residents lived in lower rent districts on poorly
drained land adjacent to industry (Cruikshank and Bouchier, 2004). Today, the spatial
concentration of heavy industry such as steel manufacturing and waste recycling in the
city’s ‘North End’ adjoining Hamilton Harbour – a working class neighbourhood – has
resulted in heavy metal contamination in that area (Ali, 2002). These factories are visible
point sources of pollution within the downtown, and contribute one-third of the air
pollution in southern Ontario (Buzzelli et al., 2003). This older downtown core area not
only suffers from higher poverty rates than the city as a whole, but it also has very little
green space relative to more affluent areas (Latham and Moffat, 2007; Interview A, 2009;
Cruikshank and Bouchier, 2004). In an account of Hamilton’s history of environmental
inequality, Cruikshank and Bouchier (2004) describe how working-class neighbourhoods
were routinely provided fewer recreational facilities and green spaces than middle- and
upper-class neighbourhoods. It is my hope that by linking community gardening to
environmental justice, the city of Hamilton will promote health among its residents, make
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food more accessible and begin to rectify some of the injustices wrought by past planning
decisions.

Community gardening in Hamilton today
Hamilton currently has two gardens that are run by the city, with a third under
development as part of the redesign of Victoria Park. These gardens are operated by the
Public Works department, which rents out individual plots, roto-tills the soil prior to each
gardening season, and provides water (Interview B, 2009). Plots in the two city-run
gardens sell out each year, and the plots in the new garden at Victoria Park sold out in
two weeks. In addition to these three, roughly a dozen other community gardens operate
independently, often through religious institutions or community health centres (see
Appendix C). Currently, requests to start a community garden are evaluated on an ad hoc
basis; given the increasing interest in community gardening in Hamilton, the city has
decided to develop and implement a community garden policy (Interview C, 2009). By
developing a policy to support community gardens, the city shows an encouraging
response to local desire. It is important that this response address local needs as well,
which I suggest can be met by considering environmental justice in the policy.
What does it mean to create a community garden policy following environmental justice
principles? Following Schlosberg (2004), the policy must recognize different levels of
power and socio-economic status within the city, allow these different groups to
participate both in the policy process and in the act of gardening itself, and provide for
an equitable distribution of community gardens across the city. Attention to these three
elements of environmental justice will locate food security in the context of historical and
present day social, political and economic processes that have conspired to create food
insecurity (Alkon and Norgaard, 2009).

The elements of a just policy
As my research progressed, social justice was a recurring theme. Below, I outline key
elements of an environmentally just policy: stability of land tenure, affordability, an

23

equitable distribution of gardens, the provision of gardening support, and the autonomy
of gardens.
Stability of land tenure
My interviews suggested that stability of land tenure is the greatest challenge faced by
gardeners in Hamilton. This problem is common throughout North America: in many
cities, the local government reserves the right to terminate a lease agreement granting use
of publicly owned land. For example, in Baltimore, Maryland, the city can terminate a
lease on 30 days notice if it wishes to use the land for another purpose; if the city receives
complaints about the garden, it can terminate a lease on 5 days’ notice (Schukoske,
2000). The city’s revocation of tenure led to significant protests and legal battles in New
York City and Los Angeles (Schmelzkopf, 2002; Kennedy, 2008). The short duration of
leases, typically between two and five years, coupled with the threat of losing land
discourages long-term investment in the garden (Focus Group Interview, 2009) and
endangers an important source of food (Kennedy, 2008).
Unstable land tenure is a significant barrier to environmental justice, but municipalities
are in the position to make tenure more secure.

For example, Seattle, a leader in

community gardening in the US, has a dynamic community garden program managed by
the Department of Neighbourhoods. “P-Patch Program” staff assist community groups in
acquiring land and securing a 5-year lease with the City, and also help groups secure
matching grants to pay for the land. In addition, the program partners with a non-profit
land trust, which purchases land suitable for gardens and leases it back to the City’s PPatch program at a nominal cost (City of Seattle, 2009). Vancouver also issues 5-year
leases, but garden groups can apply for longer-term leases if the garden is part of a
community outreach program or if they provide a long-term plan for the space (City of
Vancouver, 2005).

Through these programs, land that otherwise would have been

developed by private real estate companies is reserved to serve as a community resource.
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Making gardening accessible to low‐income communities
Most city-operated community gardens rely on user fees to help recover some of the costs
of land, water, equipment and education. One concern with charging user fees to finance
community gardens is that even a small fee may exclude those who stand to benefit the
most from access to a garden (Tarasuk, 2001). According to a Hamilton Board of Health
document, “nutritious food security initiatives typically strive to . . . meet the food needs
of everyone, including people with low-incomes” (City of Hamilton, 2006: 8). A policy
that did not seek to make gardening accessible to all would be both unjust and antithetical
to the philosophy of community food security.
By recognizing and working to reduce the barriers that different groups face both to food
access and to participation in a community garden, Hamilton’s policy can make
gardening accessible to those with limited financial means. Montréal offers an example
of how these barriers can be reduced: the city waives user fees for people receiving social
assistance, for the elderly and for the handicapped (Ville de Montréal, 2005).
Community gardening could be made even more accessible if municipalities subsidized
or waived requirements for liability insurance when the land is used by gardening groups.
By thus subsidizing community gardens, municipalities could allow more people to
participate in this part of public life and achieve a more equitable distribution of gardens
across the city.
The city could also consider establishing a fund to support community gardens.
Supported by donations from local individuals and businesses as well as the city, such a
fund could provide resources to lower-income gardening groups to cover the costs of soil
testing, seeds, tools, water, etc. If clearly advertised and easily accessible, such a fund
could increase participation among lower-income groups. Another possible solution
would be for gardeners to work with non-profit organizations to help cover some of the
costs of beginning and maintaining a community garden. In Chicago, for example, the
non-profit NeighborSpace protects community-managed open spaces, including
community gardens, by acquiring the land on behalf of the community and providing
liability insurance coverage (NeighborSpace, 2010).
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Equitable distribution of gardens
Given that food security and lack of access to green space are problems in low-income
neighbourhoods, an environmentally just policy will prioritize the development of
gardens in areas currently lacking green space and/or in areas with lower food access. In
this vein, Cambridge, Massachusetts, gives priority for participation in community
gardens to families who lack access to land (City of Cambridge, No Date). Further,
interviewees in Hamilton emphasized that gardens should be located throughout the city
and easily accessible by transit, as many living in poverty do not have cars.

One

respondent suggested that gardens could be clustered with other community assets such
as libraries or community centres.

This view reflects a common belief among

respondents that community gardens are an important amenity to which all residents
should have access.
Currently, all of the city-operated gardens are in affluent areas of Hamilton. Further,
green space and leisure areas have historically been under-provided to lower-income
neighbourhoods. An equitable distribution of community gardens, then, means not that
every ward should have a garden, but rather that under-privileged areas should be
prioritized for the development of new gardens. By favouring the use of city funds for
gardens in poor neighbourhoods, the city will address both the diminished food access in
these areas as well as the lack of green space, and will make important strides towards
environmental justice.
Provision of gardening education and support
In both the focus group and in interviews, respondents stressed that access to information
and advice is an essential service to support community gardens. Lack of gardening
experience and the difficulties encountered during a growing season are likely to
discourage first-time gardeners. The dissemination of information and support is best
achieved when the city has staff devoted to community gardens. In Montréal, each
arrondissement has a neighbourhood development worker and a garden animator, who
work together to provide information and services to community gardens (Ville de
Montréal, 2005).

Toronto funds a full-time garden coordinator and two part-time
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facilitators.

The coordinator is responsible for facilitating access to land when a

community group expresses interest in starting a garden, and puts the group in contact
with the ward councillor. He or she is also responsible for providing the group with ongoing technical support (City of Toronto, 2009). These coordinators can provide the
training and support needed to encourage gardening among a wide range of people in the
city, and to maintain ongoing interest in community gardens for years to come.
The importance of a garden facilitator is reinforced when we think in terms of procedural
justice, that is, in terms of unequal participation in public life as a result of social
hierarchies (Haluza-Delay et al., 2009). Class-based hierarchies resulting from political
and economic structures impact the ties people have to one another and their ability to
belong to, or move between, groups, as well as their access to cultural and material
resources; this concept is referred to as social capital (Wakefield and Poland, 2005).
Because disadvantaged groups tend to lack the social capital needed to access local
government or to participate in civic life without a proportionally greater expenditure of
effort (Wakefield and Poland, 2005), a garden facilitator could serve as an important
bridge between community members and city staff. Moreover, this facilitator would
serve as an important source of information, itself a source of power (Forester, 1989), to
communities seeking to engage in gardening. This person would help communities
navigate the process of establishing a garden and would provide on-going information,
support and encouragement. Creating a garden coordinator position is therefore one of
the most direct ways of making community gardening accessible to a wide range of
people in Hamilton.
Autonomy of gardens
Different interests will use community gardens to serve different purposes. Earlier, I
noted that governments may promote gardens with the intention of controlling
populations or instilling desirable behaviours (Pudup, 2008; Lawson, 2004; Gottlieb,
2001; Pollan, 1991). To ensure that gardens promote environmental justice and meet the
needs and dreams of participants, it is essential that the initiation and control of gardens
lie in the hands of the gardeners themselves. Further, the critical importance of a

27

committed core group of people (or one really committed individual) to organize and
maintain a garden in the long term and to keep gardeners motivated illustrates that a
successful garden can only develop from the grassroots up.
The importance of community initiation and control of a garden, however, does not imply
that the city should have no role in facilitating the development of that garden. Indeed,
my interviews revealed a tension in the need for a policy providing governmental support
to gardens, but in a manner that does not control or overly constrain gardeners.
Respondents agreed that Hamilton’s government should recognize the importance of
community gardening and enable the organic development of gardens citywide through
the provision of resources. In particular, help in acquiring land, establishing water
connections and provision of information are the services most desired by local
gardeners. This form of municipal support, by addressing structural inequalities in socioeconomic resources and access to information, would allow people of all income levels to
participate in gardening. With these issues addressed by the city, control of the day-today management of gardens – ie, the structure of the gardening organization, whether to
garden collectively or in individual plots, what kinds of plants to grow, etc. – would be
left to the gardeners themselves.

Developing Hamilton’s Community Garden Policy
Above, I have connected community gardens to environmental justice and outlined the
elements of an environmentally just community garden policy. I would like to shift my
focus now to how the policy process is actually unfolding in Hamilton.

The beginnings of a policy
As of March 10th, 2010, Hamilton Public Works had developed a first draft of the
community garden policy and presented it to both the Community Food Security
Stakeholders Committee and the Hamilton Community Garden Network.
The first draft of the community garden policy provides measures that will be extremely
helpful to people seeking to establish a new garden. First, under the policy the Public
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Works department would develop an inventory of city-owned land suitable for gardening.
Criteria for identifying these lands include proximity to a water source, no conflicting
adjacent land uses, and no plans for the land to be developed for other purposes. Second,
Public Works would facilitate the license agreement process between the city and the
community garden group, granting the group access to the land by means of a three-year
lease.

Third, the policy gives control of gardens to the gardeners, ensuring their

autonomy. Finally, through the policy Public Works seeks an annual budget to create
five new 25 by 50 metre gardens each year. The money would be spent on the initial
setup of the gardens, primarily preparing the land with a roto-tiller.
Limitations of the first draft
Despite these promising features in the first draft, there are certain limitations in the
document with respect to equity. One concern that can be raised about the draft policy is
that there is a requirement that all community gardens acquire a liability insurance policy
of $2 million. Under the policy, control of the garden would be transferred to the
gardeners themselves. At first glance, the transfer of control seems to be a win-win
situation as it gives gardeners greater autonomy and allows Public Works staff to focus
their resources on preparing rather than managing the gardens. However, to maintain this
level of insurance, each garden would accrue an estimated annual cost of $800. This cost
would present a significant financial barrier to gardeners, one that would
disproportionately affect the lowest income gardeners. That is, low-income gardeners are
less likely to have “money to spare” in their monthly budgets to pay for the insurance.
This requirement also reflects an underlying assumption that all people have equal
confidence and skills not only to approach the city to ask for a garden but to purchase an
insurance policy as well.
Similarly, the policy does not provide a facilitator to help would-be gardeners navigate
the process of applying for land from the city. While this omission is most likely
attributable to a lack of funds, it again illustrates the expectation that residents are equally
able to organize themselves to participate in the public realm. If the policy is not
changed in later drafts to reflect these power differentials, it will not be able to address
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the barriers to participation that prevent marginalized groups from accessing community
gardening and will likely result in an inequitable distribution of gardens.

That is,

neighbourhoods with the resources and access to city hall will use these to develop
gardens, while poorer neighbourhoods may be unable to participate in this form of civic
life. Thus, existing unequal distributions of healthy food and green space could be
reproduced by the policy.
Departmental division of labour and expertise
This criticism is not intended to place blame or point fingers; instead, I hope to highlight
some of the limitations of the first draft and suggest ways to improve it. Certainly, the
first draft was influenced by a variety of structural and procedural constraints.
Given that the first draft of the policy was developed by the Public Works department, it
follows that this department’s expertise and values are reflected in the document. Indeed,
we see that the services the department plans to offer are tied to land, which is
unsurprising given the department’s mandate to maintain infrastructure and land in the
city. The valuing of the department’s priorities, however, necessarily excludes others;
one result is that the ‘softer’ side of planning, and particularly questions of equity and
knowledge transfer, have not been prioritized here. I believe that the draft policy would
be significantly improved if the values it takes into account would extend beyond the
realm of the physical to provide support to the people who will engage in gardening.
The fact that Public Works has been given responsibility for drafting the policy itself
reflects a constraint on the policy process. While managing parkland does fall within the
scope of the department’s work, food security and poverty do not typically fall within
their purview. Other city departments, such as Social Services or Public Health, have
expertise in these areas; however, because Public Works currently operates the city’s
community gardens using money from the horticulture general fund, it became the
department responsible for drafting the policy. Thus, budget lines rather than skill sets
and interests determined policy directions in this case.
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Constrained actors
Public Works staff operate under a number of constraints, which affected how the first
draft was developed. For example, the city currently operates under a very limited
budget, and full-time staff positions are very difficult to eliminate once they have been
developed. As a result, it would be difficult to hire a new staff person to take on the
responsibilities associated with an expanding commitment to community gardens. In
addition, current staff are understandably concerned that any additional support given to
community gardens will add to their already full workloads. In order for them to provide
as much support as possible to community gardens without overburdening themselves,
then, they made the decision to transfer full control of the gardens to the gardeners
themselves, with the unfortunate corollary that gardeners will now be responsible for
paying for their own insurance.
A variety of other actors are implicated in the development of Hamilton’s garden policy
as well. Initially, the development of a policy was proposed by the city’s Community
Food Security Stakeholders Committee (CFSSC). One of the CFSSC’s objectives for
2009 was to: “Recommend strategic actions and specific policy/by-law changes to
support and enhance community food security” (City of Hamilton, 2009a: 9); community
gardens were deemed one such action. City councillor Brian McHattie has emerged as
the strongest proponent within local government, tabling a motion at council requesting
the development of a policy (City of Hamilton, 2009c). Public Health Services, through
its work to support food access and healthy living, has been a strong advocate of the
policy and was initially identified to develop the policy before the responsibility was
passed to Public Works . Finally, the Hamilton Community Garden Network (HCGN)
also has an interest in the policy, as it currently is the primary source of information for
would-be gardeners and receives no institutional support from the city.
All of these actors operate under constraints.

The CFSSC can only make

recommendations to the Board of Health, which may or may not impact policy
development. The HCGN is comprised of community garden activists and practitioners,
but is entirely voluntary. The network has no funding and its members have limited time
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to devote. Further, while the network can lobby for a certain outcome, their influence on
the policy process is even less direct than that of the CFSSC. At the moment, members
of CFSSC and HCGN are registering to depute at the April 19th meeting of the Public
Works Committee to show their support for a community garden policy and to express
their views on what the policy should provide. Public Health, while it has been more
involved in the policy process than these external actors, no longer holds ownership over
the policy and was not directly involved in its writing. Finally, city councillors can
express their desire for the policy to contain certain elements, but again are not directly
involved in actually writing the policy. Thus, while the input into the process from these
various actors hopefully will influence how the draft policy is amended, they are not
involved in the actual decision-making around how the policy will be written.
Procedural constraints
The constraints under which the policy is being drafted also extend to the policy process
itself. At the outset of the process, input from the public was sought through a survey
administered by Public Health Services and disseminated to listserves of community
gardeners and other relevant stakeholders. The survey generated twenty-nine responses;
the resulting information was compiled by Public Health staff and passed to Public
Works. While this initial engagement of the community gardening community was an
important effort on the part of the city, there is a disconnect between the consultation
early on in the process and the actual process of writing the policy. Public Works has
met on an ongoing basis with staff from other departments to shape the policy, but they
have been unable to share the draft with the public (and more specifically, with interested
organizations) prior to its approval by higher-ranking staff in the department. Similarly,
Public Works gave a presentation to both the Community Food Security Stakeholders
Committee and the Hamilton Community Garden Networks describing the policy draft in
March, but it is unclear how the input gleaned at these meetings will be incorporated into
the policy. For example, by the time the policy draft was presented to the HCGN, the
document had already been passed up the chain of command for approval to move
forward. Further, the presenters described the draft policy in detail and answered the
groups’ questions, but did not share the document itself. While the presenters were very
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forthcoming in answering questions, it is possible that the actual wording of the
document has implications beyond those presented.
The need for the city to ensure that any document meets a certain standard before it is
made public is quite understandable. At the same time, the degree of secrecy within
which policy is written shrouds the process from public scrutiny and may result in a
policy that does not actually reflect the needs or desires of the people. Similarly, a lack
of transparency in consultations with the public may lead to misunderstandings between
city staff and local people, particularly if people are given the impression that their input
will be used to change the language of a policy when in reality it is quite unlikely to.
Indeed, in the current policy process it is unclear to those providing input from outside of
the city how the policy is evolving and how their input will be used.
The first draft of the community garden policy reflects what clearly are rational decisions
made within the constraints of city bureaucracy. The outcome of these decisions, though,
is a policy that does not make gardening accessible to all. By adding an environmental
justice framework to the way the city approaches policy-making, such consequences can
be anticipated.

Towards an environmentally just policy
The first draft of the community garden policy, then, has certain limitations stemming
from the constraints under which it was written. Some of these constraints may be
overcome through increased collaboration across departments as well as with local nonprofit organizations. Moreover, broadening participation in the policy process will allow
for the representation a wider range of interests and needs.
Collaboration across departments
One development of particular importance to the policy outcome has been the decision to
move the responsibility for community garden policy development from Public Health
Services to Public Works.

Public Works currently operates the city’s community

gardens; interest in promoting community gardens, however, originates in Public Health,
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particularly in the Healthy Living Division (City of Hamilton, 2007, 2009a). In addition,
the Community Services (which includes Housing) and Planning and Economic
Development departments have been identified as stakeholders in efforts to increase food
security (City of Hamilton, 2006), while the Culture and Recreation department is
another stakeholder in creating open space for residents. Finally, the ongoing Roundtable
for Poverty Reduction, a collaboration between the City of Hamilton and the Hamilton
Community Foundation, is working with community partners to reduce poverty in the
city (Hamilton Roundtable for Poverty Reduction, 2010) and therefore also has a
potential interest in community gardens. Public Works, though it manages city land and
infrastructure, is not mandated to take an interest in social justice issues, particularly food
security, and does not have staff specialized in urban agriculture.
While it is logical that Public Works be involved in the policy development, Public
Works alone should not be fully responsible for writing and implementing the policy.
Rather, various departments and organizations with relevant knowledge and interests
should collaborate with Public Works to pool resources and develop a policy that
represents the interests of all city departments. The meetings Public Works has been
holding with staff from other departments are an important element of this collaboration.
Other departments, however, need to demonstrate greater commitment not only by
providing their thoughts on the policy, but also by contributing staff and financial
resources to the management of community gardens. In this manner, the policy can
become one owned by the city rather than by one department, and can provide more
support to Hamilton’s gardeners.
Other jurisdictions offer examples of how different departments can work together to
provide support to community gardens. Toronto, a North American leader in promoting
food security, relies on the collaboration of various departments as well as the Food
Policy Council to support gardens. The city’s Parks and Recreation Department uses
money from the Ontario Works Incentive Fund to provide water connections to gardens,
and created an inventory of city land suitable for gardens. In addition, the city has a fulltime garden coordinator and two part-time garden animators, whose salaries come from
the Department of Economic Development, Culture and Tourism (City of Toronto, 2003).
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Similarly, Montréal’s community gardens are run by a hierarchy of actors with clearly
defined roles from la Direction de la culture, des sports, des loisirs et du développement
social as well as la Direction des travaux publics and different civil society organizations.
This arrangement has produced the most extensive community garden program in
Canada, active since 1975 and numbering over 6,400 gardens. Finally, community
gardens in Seattle fall under the domain of the Department of Neighborhoods, which is
explicitly committed to advocating for improved race relations and social justice in the
city (City of Seattle, 2009). By collaborating with other departments, Public Works
could access the budget and skill sets required to develop an environmentally just policy
for Hamilton.
Partnering with non‐profit organizations
In an ideal world, municipalities would have endless coffers from which to fund the
programs and provide the services needed by the public. In reality, funding for Canadian
municipalities comes from limited sources, primarily from the province, property taxes,
and fees and charges. Under neoliberalism, the federal and provincial governments have
downloaded increasing responsibilities on municipalities, while simultaneously reducing
transfer payments to cities (Tindal and Tindal, 2009; cf. Peck and Tickell, 2002). In this
context, finding the resources to fully support a city-run community gardening policy in
addition to meeting its other responsibilities becomes quite difficult. Acknowledging the
fiscal constraints of the city, working with non-profit organizations is an option to be
explored by both the city and gardeners.
Finding the funding to hire a full- or part-time community garden coordinator is
particularly important to achieve environmental justice.

Focus group respondents

repeatedly stated the importance of having a person in charge of disseminating
information, organizing workshops, and facilitating relationships between gardeners and
the city. This facilitating role is particularly important in terms of equity, as the garden
coordinator would actively support community members from all backgrounds approach
the city for access to a garden. In addition, several interviewees stressed the need to
strengthen the network of gardeners to advocate more effectively for community gardens
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and to provide needed support to new and existing gardens. The HCGN is in need of
funding, as it is currently the primary source of information about community gardens in
Hamilton. Local non-profit organizations such as the Trillium Foundation, the Hamilton
Community Foundation, Evergreen, Friends of the Greenbelt, the David Suzuki
Foundation, or even local school boards may be good sources for the funds to provide a
salary for a full- or part-time garden coordinator or for educational programming, or to
strengthen the HCGN to advocate on behalf of gardeners.
Relying on non-profits for funding, of course, is not ideal. Unlike local government, nonprofit agencies are not accountable to the public, and may seek to further a particular
interest in exchange for the services they provide (Marwell, 2004). Funding applications
often have to be renewed on an annual basis, and the financial stability of non-profit
organizations is not always guaranteed. In addition, collaboration with non-profits may
limit the autonomy of community gardens by placing certain requirements on the groups
actions or philosophy to be eligible for funding (Incite!, 2007). Finally, local government
may be less likely to provide gardeners with resources in the future if they see that their
needs can be met with outside funding. Despite these limitations, collaboration with nonprofits or foundations may help to provide the resources needed to achieve equity in who
can garden.
Broadening participation
The city has made some good efforts to engage the public in this process, but these
efforts could be strengthened. At the outset of the policy-making process, input from
community gardeners was sought through a survey distributed by Public Health. In
addition, Public Works staff have presented the first draft of the policy to both the
CFSSC and the HCGN and recorded their feedback. The extent to which this input has
been used to influence the policy drafting, though, is unclear. In addition, because only
Public Works staff are involved in writing the policy, and because the draft cannot be
shown to the public prior to its approval by higher-ranking staff, ultimately Public Works
has control of what to actually include in the document. Within the framework of
representative democracy, this type of process is fairly typical; I would like to suggest
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that better policy outcomes could be achieved by allowing more people to participate in
writing policy.
The academic planning literature is replete with suggestions of how public engagement
can be improved. For example, Innes and Booher (2004: 429) speak of the need for a
paradigm shift in the way planners approach the public, arguing that “participation should
be seen as a multi-way interaction in which citizens and other players work and talk in
formal and informal ways to influence action in the public arena.” Not only does true
participation require that planners provide information and listen to the voices of citizens
impacted by a policy, it is also important that these citizens participate in the deliberation
process leading up to a decision (Agger and Löfgren, 2008). Drawing on local as well as
expert knowledge, city staff and citizens can negotiate to coproduce policies that meet the
needs of the public within the limitations of the possible (Corburn, 2003; Sandercock,
2003). In essence, these scholars are speaking of a need for procedural democracy, a
central concern in environmental justice (Schlosberg, 2004; Haluza-Delay et al., 2009).
Because of the hierarchy within which policy is written, these ideals of participation and
procedural justice are quite difficult to meet. While input from Hamilton’s community
gardening and food security communities has been sought in this particular process, it
would be an exaggeration to say that the policy draft has been coproduced by city staff
and local stakeholders, or that the interactions between these groups have been seamless.
Instead, the process of writing the policy has been shrouded by the need to keep the draft
document internal prior to its approval. Similarly, the limiting of the policy-writers to
Public Works staff curbs the power of other stakeholders to influence the text. If the city
broadened participation in policy writing, more perspectives would be included, likely
leading to policies that better-served the needs of the public. Specifically, the city could
implement policy-drafting committees of mid-level staff from several departments and
stakeholders from outside of government. Acting collaboratively, these actors would
create policies synthesizing their differing perspectives and knowledge. Creating policydrafting committees would help to bridge the disconnect observed between public
engagement at the outset of the policy process and the development of the text itself.
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Acting with ‐ and looking beyond ‐ the City
There is a need for concerted collaboration on the part of the CFSSC, HCGN, city
councillors, community development organizations and community health workers to
provide the city with ideas about how the policy can be changed. Collectively, these
groups can depute to the Public Works Committee and to the Board of Health to show
their support for an improved policy.

This collaboration should also include

brainstorming ways that the city can work together with gardeners to provide needed
support, including sources of additional funding. Further, they can write letters to the
editor of the local newspaper to raise public awareness both of the value of community
gardens and of the current limitations in the policy and process. At a broader scale, the
HCGN should collaborate with other community gardening organizations province-wide
to lobby for recognition of gardening’s value from higher orders of government, with the
intention of attaining funding in the future.

Policy Recommendations
This paper has proposed a variety of steps that can be taken to create an environmentally
just community garden policy.

They are summarized here in the form of policy

recommendations that I hope the city will consider incorporating prior to finalizing the
community garden policy.
1. The City of Hamilton’s community garden policy should give 5-year leases to
community gardens, should be transparent about future plans for a parcel when
arranging land agreements, and should give fair notice prior to the termination of
leases on short notice. Given that leases of five years or longer require approval from
council, it seems that a current practice of granting five-year leases is reasonable,
provided that the city is open about its long-term plans for the land. This transparency
should be ongoing, and not simply at the time of signing the lease agreement. In
addition, if a garden is run through a community health centre or a similar
establishment that demonstrates a long‐term commitment to the project, or if a
garden has been run successfully for at least two three‐year lease periods, the city
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should consider entering into a longer‐term lease agreement with the gardeners.
Finally, the conditions under which a lease can be terminated should be made clear
to gardeners, who should be given at least 90 days notice prior to a termination of
their lease.
2. Public Works should work with the city’s risk management team to identify a
solution to the high cost of liability insurance. To promote environmental justice
through community gardens, it is essential that the city recognize the socio-economic
barriers that prevent people from accessing food. Reducing the cost of liability insurance
will allow a wider range of people to participate in community gardens. If a more
affordable insurance policy is not an option, Public Works should consider whether a
city-run community garden program might be an option that could make gardening more
affordable without over-burdening staff. Alternatively, gardens could be encouraged to
collaborate with non-profit organizations in order to obtain insurance coverage.
3. The city should establish a fund to help low-income groups start community
gardens. This fund could be created through donations from local individuals and
businesses. Through a simple application process, gardening groups could demonstrate
their need for additional funds to cover the costs of seeds, tools, water, etc. If clearly
advertised and easily accessible, such a fund could increase participation among lowerincome groups.
4. The city should prioritize low-income areas of the city and areas with little
existing green space for new gardens. The first draft of the policy asks for the funds to
initiate five gardens annually. The city should give priority to requests from lowerincome neighbourhoods. These areas are the most in need of improved access to healthy
food; prioritizing them will create a more just distribution of food and green space in the
city.
5. To ensure that all residents have adequate access to information and technical
support, the city should hire a full-time garden coordinator. This coordinator would
be responsible for developing educational materials and programs for gardeners, helping
garden groups secure grants, identifying private lands suitable for gardens, assisting
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garden groups acquire land from the city or from private land owners, initiating social
events, promoting gardening to the general public, etc. Funding for this position could
come from Public Works or from another city department, or from an external
organization committed to increasing equity and health.

Acknowledging that it is

difficult for the city to fund an additional staff person, having a garden coordinator to
help people navigate the bureaucracy to begin gardening is an important means of
supporting justice. Therefore, the city should consider adding such a position at some
point in the near future, or seeking support from non-profit organizations.
6.

Community gardens should be initiated and controlled by the gardeners

themselves. Although community gardens require support from local government, the
actual day-to-day management of and decision-making in gardens should be left in the
hands of the gardeners. Local government should address structural inequalities within
the city by reducing barriers to participation, but should not be involved in deciding how
a particular garden is run. In this manner, the autonomy of gardeners to determine their
purpose, structure and rules is preserved.
7. Public Works should collaborate with other city departments to share ideas and
resources. Many departments in the city have an interest in promoting community
gardens, and in addressing social justice and health issues more broadly.

These

departments should work together to provide adequate support to community gardens. If
other departments are willing to pool their resources and expertise, a better policy that
offers greater support to gardeners could be developed.
8.

Community garden supporters such as the Hamilton Community Garden

Network and the Community Food Security Stakeholders Committee should
collaborate to show support for an improved policy draft. Community gardens in
Hamilton have many supporters, but they are not working together to achieve their
common goal. By coming together to depute at meetings, writing letters to editors, and
brainstorming to identify innovative ways for the city and gardeners to work together,
these organizations are more likely to influence policy in a way that supports
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environmental justice. In addition, garden supporters province-wide can collaborate to
gain recognition from the province of the value of supporting community gardens.
9. The City of Hamilton should increase the transparency of the policy process. In
consultations with stakeholder groups, city staff should explicitly state how the group’s
input will be used and explain the unfolding of the policy process, the constraints under
which they operate, and their intentions in seeking input. Improved transparency will
prevent confusion amongst stakeholders regarding their role in the process and inform
residents about how policies are made.
10. The City of Hamilton should develop policy-drafting committees to broaden
participation in the policy process. These committees would be composed of mid-level
staff from different departments as well as members of the public with a particular
interest or expertise in the topic of the policy. Committee members would combine their
knowledge, experience and perspectives to create policies more reflective of the needs
and desires of residents. This format would reduce the secrecy under which policy is
currently written and would show increased commitment to engaging with the public.

Conclusion
This paper has argued for the use of an environmental justice framework to inform the
development of a community garden policy for the city of Hamilton. With its focus on a
just distribution of environmental amenities and hazards, on equitable participation in
civic life, and on the recognition of difference within a community, environmental justice
provides a useful approach to policy-making that aims to improve local food security.
The first draft of this community garden policy is a worthy attempt to support community
gardens within the context of budgetary and staff constraints; however, a closer look at
the draft reveals that this policy could in fact create more rather than less environmental
injustice in the city. By placing most of the onus of garden development and operation
on community groups, the first draft does not recognize the differentials in power and
resources experienced by different groups in the city. The policy recommendations
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outlined above provide ways that environmental justice can be incorporated into the draft
before it becomes policy.
In the limited amount of time that I have spent in Hamilton, I have observed a general
commitment to social justice and recognition of the challenges faced by many of the
city’s residents. I strongly believe that this spirit of justice can – and should – be
captured within the community garden policy, and trust that the city will make a
committed effort to revising the policy so that it reflects this spirit.
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Appendix A: Report Submitted to Public Works
Report to Hamilton Public Works
Re: Community Garden Policy
13 January 2010
Introduction
This report summarizes findings to date based on 7 individual interview, 1 focus group,
and a review of the literature on community gardens, urban health and environmental
justice.

The report also describes how community gardens are funded in 5 North

American cities and outlines four main policy recommendations based on this research.
Moving forward, I foresee some tension between the gardeners’ desire for resources from
the City to provide access to water, information/education and security of land tenure
with the City’s limited financial and human resources: what the City is able to provide
may not meet the hopes of the gardening community. Resolving this tension is
particularly difficult, as much of the value that comes from gardening (ex: increased
sense of well-being, spaces for social interaction, access to nature) cannot be given a
monetary value. In contrast, the land itself has a value associated with the real estate
market and property taxes, and the provision or promotion of gardens by the City has a
very real financial cost attached to it. Some of the positive benefits of community
gardens do, however, have economic benefits for the City and the Province: by providing
access to healthy food and physical activity, community gardens reduce the burden on the
public health and health care systems caused by obesity-related illnesses and
malnutrition.
There also remains some question regarding who should be in charge of facilitating
community garden activities, ie, whether this role should be filled by someone at the City
or by someone external to local government. Regardless of how this role ends up being
defined, those interviewed are in agreement that there is a need for some kind of garden
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coordinator to provide information and trainings, and to facilitate the development and
maintenance of gardens.
Finally, I would like to mention that the interviewees in general are quite excited about
the community garden policy and are eager for its implementation.
Interview Highlights
Garden Nuts and Bolts
What is a garden? Respondents use the term ‘community garden’ to encompass a range
of formats, from individuals cultivating plots for their own consumption (allotment
garden), to groups of people working together and sharing the harvest amongst
themselves or with those in need, to school and rooftop gardens.
What is needed to operate a garden? Land, water, basic tools and seeds/plants are the
primary material needs cited by respondents. One added that a tool shed would allow
storage of communal tools. Gardeners stressed that access to information and advice is
an essential service that needs to be supported by the CG policy.
Costs: Respondents agreed that access to water is the biggest cost associated with
starting a new garden.

Additional costs mentioned included soil testing – and

development of raised beds on contaminated lands – fencing, tools, plants, etc.
Location: The respondents feel that gardens should be located throughout the city and
easily accessible by transit, and that it is better to have lots of small gardens than a few
large ones. One respondent suggested that gardens be clustered with other community
assets such as libraries or community centres. Some mentioned that there is a great deal
of unused land in Hamilton that can be inventoried so that gardeners can arrange leases
with the landowners.
Making a Successful and Diverse Garden
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What elements make a garden successful? According to respondents, a committed core
group of people (or one really committed individual) is needed to organize and maintain a
garden in the long term and to keep gardeners/volunteers motivated.
What challenges do gardens encounter? Unstable land tenure and securing liability
insurance are two key structural problems raised by gardeners. Several respondents also
mentioned that declining motivation and failure to adequately keep up plots can lead to
tensions amongst gardeners, particularly in gardens that are cultivated collectively. One
respondent suggested that involving children in the garden and empowering people to
garden reduces vandalism and theft.
Who gardens? Although interest in gardening is growing according to the respondents, it
is unclear whether that interest extends to a broad segment of the Hamilton population.
Several perceive that gardening is more common among environmentally- and
community-oriented residents who own homes than among the food insecure or other
marginalized segments of the population.
Developing a Policy
What is the role of a CG policy? The interviews revealed a tension between the need for
a policy to provide governmental support to gardens, but in a manner that does not
control or overly constrain gardeners. Some are concerned that too much government
involvement will slow down the garden development process unnecessarily. Respondents
agree that government should recognize the importance of CG and enable the organic
development of gardens citywide.
What do people want to see in a CG policy? There is a general sense among
respondents that the policy should help to address Hamilton’s problems: community
gardens can be spaces where people work collectively to grow food for food banks and
soup kitchens. There is support among respondents for a full-time garden coordinator
external to, but funded by, the City, with an internal part-time employee to act as a liaison
between the City and gardens. An alternative proposal was that the external person could
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be funded by a non-profit organization such as the Trillium Foundation or Hamilton
Community Foundation.
What do gardeners want from the City? Interviewed gardeners emphasized that they
want long-term leases and security of tenure. Several mentioned that the City should be
responsible for soil testing if a garden is on public property. Ideally, the gardeners hope
that the City would provide funding for water connections, as well as compost and mulch.
Gardeners agreed that the City should provide information about gardening in Hamilton,
or at least up-to-date contact information for external garden resource people.
What is needed beyond a policy? Gardeners agreed that a toolkit of information and
resources is just as important as a policy. Several respondents stressed the need to
strengthen the network of gardeners to advocate for CG and support new and existing
gardens. There is also a desire among respondents to find ways to attract more food
insecure people to gardens, and to help get them started in the garden.
Funding Community Gardens
Different North American cities provide different levels of support to community
gardens. Funding often comes directly from the municipal budget, and is supplemented
by user fees and/or partnerships with non-profit organizations. Here I provide a brief
summary of how gardens are funded in Toronto, Vancouver, Victoria, Seattle and
Montreal.
Toronto
Toronto has been a leader in promoting food security, creating a Food Policy Council in
1991. One stated objective of the Council is to create a community garden in every ward
of the City. The City’s Parks and Recreation Department has supported community
gardens by using money from the Ontario Works Incentive Fund to provide water
connections to gardens, and created an inventory of City land suitable for gardens. The
City has a full-time Community Gardens Coordinator and two part-time garden
animators, whose salaries come from the Department of Economic Development, Culture
and Tourism. The coordinator is responsible for facilitating access to land when a
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community group expresses interest in starting a garden, and puts the group in contact
with the ward councillor. He is also responsible for providing the group with on-going
technical support.
Vancouver
Vancouver established its community garden policy in 1995. The City provides access to
information about the development of gardens and facilitates networking of gardening
organizations. City staff aid in the selection of appropriate spaces on public land for new
gardens and provide the land for a 5-year term. The staff also roto-till the land prior to
the first season, add compost to the land and establish a municipal water connection for
the garden. Once this initial set-up phase is completed, the garden’s operation and
maintenance is turned over to the gardeners, and the City provides no more services
beyond the guaranteed access to land. The costs to the City to prepare one garden are
approximately $6,000-8,000.
Victoria
The City of Victoria provides gardening groups with start-up funds through
Neighbourhood Development Matching Grants and Greenways Grants. In addition, the
City allows for the development of gardens on its property, and Parks staff provide
contact information for other gardening groups.

The City also donates compost to

gardens. Given the lack of undeveloped land in Victoria, the City seeks to protect
existing gardens by helping groups acquire longer-term leases.
Seattle
Seattle is recognized as a leader in community gardening in the US, and has a dynamic
community garden program managed by the Department of Neighbourhoods. This “PPatch Program” runs 68 gardens used by 4,500 residents, and has its own paid staff. The
program assists community groups in acquiring land and securing a 5-year lease with the
City, and also helps groups secure matching grants to pay for the land. Part of the
success of the program is due to a partnership with a non-profit land trust, which
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purchases land suitable for gardens and leases it back to the City’s P-Patch program at a
nominal cost.
Montréal
Montréal has the most extensive community garden program in Canada, active since
1975 and numbering over 6,400 gardens. The program is run by la Direction de la
culture, des sports, des loisirs et du développement social through a hierarchy of actors
with clearly defined roles. The City pays the salaries of garden animators and various
other staff involved in the program’s functioning.

In addition, the Public Works

department is responsible for the acquisition of land for new gardens, and also provides a
water connection, fencing, soil and compost, tool shed and picnic table for each garden.
To help cover programming costs, each gardening household pays an annual user fee,
although this fee is waived for those receiving social assistance.
Policy Recommendations
The following policy recommendations take into consideration both the interview
responses and an analysis of policies in other cities. In drafting these recommendations, I
tried to use an environmental justice framework so that to emphasize both social justice
concerns and environmental sustainability.
Stability of Land Tenure
Stable land tenure is a key element of a successful garden and assures the public’s right to
space. In many cities, the local government reserves the right to terminate a lease
agreement granting use of publicly-owned land. For example, in Baltimore, Maryland,
the city can terminate a lease on 30 days notice if they wish to use the land for another
purpose; if the city receives complaints about the garden, they can terminate a lease on 5
days notice. The city’s revocation of tenure led to significant protests and legal battles in
both New York City and Los Angeles. Further, the short duration of leases, typically
between two and five years, coupled with the threat of losing land discourages investment
in the garden.
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For these reasons, I suggest that the Hamilton community garden policy grant longerterm leases, and further that they not terminate leases on short notice. New garden
organizations could start with a short two- or three-year lease, and then graduate to a
long-term lease of ten years or more after demonstrating their capacity to run a successful
garden over the initial lease period. These longer-term leases will allow the intrinsic
value of a community garden to have some legal protection against the exchange value of
the land.
Reduction of Fees for Low-income Groups
Community gardens typically charge fees for the use of land. It is recommended that
these fees be reduced or waived where possible to allow lower-income groups to
participate in gardening. Further, the provision of communal tools to be stored in the
garden would increase access to lower-income groups. Given the budgetary constraints
of the City of Hamilton, the funds for tools may be unavailable; in that case, it is
recommended that the City provide access to information regarding local non-profit
funding sources.
Equitable Distribution of Gardens
Given that food security and lack of access to green space are problems in low-income
neighbourhoods, it is recommended that priority be given to establishing new gardens in
low income areas of the city and areas with little existing green space. Moreover, the
Department of Public Works should collaborate with Housing Services to initiate gardens
on public housing property when possible.

Gardens should be made wheelchair

accessible whenever possible through the provision of raised beds.
Provision of Gardening Education and Support
Lack of gardening experience and the difficulties encountered during a growing season
are likely to discourage potential gardeners. To ensure that all residents have adequate
access to information, it is recommended that the City hire a full-time garden coordinator.
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This coordinator would be responsible for developing educational materials and programs
for gardeners, helping garden groups secure grants, identifying private lands suitable for
gardens, assisting garden groups acquire land from the City or from private land owners,
initiating social events, promoting gardening to the general public, etc. In addition, it is
recommended that the City develop a garden resource centre to hold trainings and
workshops. The centre would also be a space where gardeners can buy/sell/barter used
tools, access information, save seeds, preserve produce, and socialize.

While

acknowledging that the City’s budget is limited, the provision of information and
gardening education is essential to the success of the policy; providing a garden resource
centre may be a ‘Phase 2’ initiative to be implemented as gardening becomes more
widespread in Hamilton.
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Appendix B: Hamilton Poverty Map
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Appendix C: Map of Community Gardens in Hamilton

This map represents existing (green) and potential (red) sites for community gardens in
the city of Hamilton as of 2008.
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