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Letter from
the Editors
Welcome to the fourth issue of The Gathering! We wanted this
publication to capture and expound sentiments of rebellion,
transformation and hope, fight for fairness, equality, and justice in our
food system together.
The journal is coming out as Canada is still in the midst of the
COVID-19 pandemic. It has posed a challenge to the existing food
system/food production industry and mobilized communities and
grassroot initiatives to help feed each other with creative solutions.
We hope that the papers in this journal will contribute to the
discussion/movement for creating food security for all and spark
critical thought about food issues.
This volume is the combined efforts of the 2018/2019 and this term's
editorial team. It took a while to put together, but we're incredibly
proud to share the papers in this edition of The Gathering. These
papers discuss issues caused by the current capitalist, colonial-based
food systems and highlight diverse stories in creating solutions.
The papers range from an analysis of pathogenic threats inherent in
industrial animal agriculture (eerily relevant in hindsight)—highlighting
traditional knowledge as a potential solution, to an intersectional
examination of food security issues from the lense of Black
motherhood, to a case study of urban gardening and experiential
learning in universities.
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the Editors
We also feature three papers looking at steps towards achieving
food security: a look at the role of diverse narratives in creating
imaginative solutions that challenge current accepted socioecological standards; a literature review on benefits of community
gardening for older adults; and a solution based in land-use
planning to facilitate food sovereignty through urban agriculture.
For Volume 4, we employed the same two-step review process
established in Volume 3: first, an internal review by the editorial
team, followed by sending the articles for review to our editorial
board of experts and professionals across Canada.
This journal would not have been possible without our dedicated
authors, peer review committee, and colleagues on the TYFPC.
Thank you to the contributors for your dedication, hard work and
patience.
Thank you to everyone who submitted a paper and everyone who
shared our call-out.
Enjoy!
With love,

The Editorial Team
Elise Yoon, Jerrica Gilbert,
& Sarah Clement

Jane Law, Sophie Lau,
& Lucas Bozzo

2018-2019

2019-2020
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Our Contributors
Madeleine Kelly
Madeleine Kelly is a graduate of the University of
Toronto, specializing in Ethics, Society and Law, and
Environmental Studies. She is passionate about advocating for environmental justice, as it pertains to
human and nonhuman rights, and believes that the
power of the pen is far mightier than the sword.

Bilqees Mohamed
Bilqees Mohamed is a student who passionate about youth (restorative) justice, research,
policy and community engagement. She is specifically interested in how policy-making practices
can be reflective of the intersectional experiences of Black/African youth. In the past year, she
has worked on an advocacy project addressing
the impact of academic streaming for Black and
low-income students in Ontario’s public schools
and researched how systemic barriers are
impacting youth serving agencies in Toronto, New York, and England. As a writer, she has
written on the racialized, gendered, and transnational experiences of diasporic families for
publications such as Africa on the Blog and Yonge
Magazine. In August 2019, she co-founded a
magazine for Black, Indigenous Women of
Colour as a platform to document their lived
experiences. Bilqees hopes to continue the process of learning and unlearning both as a social
work
student
and
a
student
of
life.

Hannah Backman
Hannah Backman is a graduate of the Masters in Environmental Studies program at York University, where
she researched questions of meaningful community
organization spaces for supporting food security,
moving from an exploration of the role of current
spaces to contemplating idealized ones for food
systems change. Although her work often adopts
broader philosophical and theoretical approaches
to developing criteria, she has translated these findings into active participation within multiple community organizations in Toronto. Hannah works with
Good Food Markets and community initiatives to
develop popular education facilitation models. She
is currently working with Building Roots in downtown Toronto East to increase the engagement of
diverse community stakeholders in the participation
and decision-making process surrounding food access and access to broader programs and services.
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Anna Cooper Reed is a second year PhD student
at the Institute of Health Policy, Management and
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the Factor Inwentash Faculty of Social Work at the
University of Toronto. She is also the President and
a founding member of the Emerging Leaders for
Environmental Sustainability in Healthcare (ELESH),
established this year through the support of the Centre for Sustainable Health Systems, at the University of
Toronto. ELESH seeks to encourage interdisciplinary
action and education change across the many disciplines and professions that contribute to healthcare.
Anna has practiced social work in the community,
long-term care and hospital, predominantly working
with older adults. She is recently the recipient of the
Helene and George Coward Award in Aging and the
Northwater Capital Management Award in Aging.

Lindsay Switzer
Lindsay Switzer completed her MSW with the University of Toronto, specializing in Gerontology. Upon
graduating, Lindsay worked with Heart House Hospice, Credit Valley hospital and ultimately returned
to her roots with the Central West LHIN where she
acts as a Care Coordinator. Lindsay continues to work
with older adults and their families, bridging needs
with services and supports within the community.

Haley Bedard
Haley Bedard received her Bachelor of Social Work
from the University of Western Ontario in 2014. She
graduated from the Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social
Work at the University of Toronto in 2017 and received
her Master’s in Social Work with a specialization in geriatrics. Her previous work in shelter settings increased
her awareness of the unmet needs of older adults. Haley currently works as an Emergency Housing Worker
and Mental Health First Response Worker at the Canadian Mental Health Association in Sarnia, Ontario.
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Samantha Rahaman
Samantha Rahaman obtained her Masters of Social
Work degree from the University of Toronto in
2017. Prior to this, she obtained a Bachelor of
Science from the University of Toronto. She currently works as a social worker in the Emergency
Department at Humber River Hospital, where she
provides crisis support and completes strengthbased, culturally competent, patient centered intake assessments for resource linkages to community supports and mental health stabilization.

Rabia Ahmed
Rabia Ahmed is a community planner with PlanIt
North, a Planning firm based in Yellowknife, Northwest Territories. Her current projects include research,
knowledge translation and climate change adaptation
planning with small Indigenous communities. A graduate of the Master in Environmental Studies program at
York University, she specialized in Planning with a focus on community planning and food systems. Rabia
was awarded the Joseph Armand Bombardier Canada
Graduate Scholarship to support her Master’s research
on fisheries co-management in Canada’s Northwest
coast. She also received a Mitacs Accelerate grant to
fund an internship with Ecotrust Canada in the summer
of 2018, where she researched options to increase access to seafood for the fishing town of Prince Rupert,
British Columbia. Raised in Hamilton, Ontario and having lived in several communities across Canada, Rabia
is passionate about community building that centers
the voices of the people most affected by change.

Nathan Postma
Nathan Postma is passionate about using Urban Agriculture to inspire a positive feedback loop of entrepreneurial sustainability projects; to make fresh, nutritious
food typical, decommodified and accessible; and to
regenerate landscapes. This journey began in September 2017 with a senior undergraduate research
project at the University of Toronto - Nathan co-wrote
a feasibility study for a 70m² semi-hydroponic vegetable garden on the rooftop of a campus library. This
garden became a pilot research space for a forthcoming purpose built rooftop farm on a residence building
at Trinity College. For the 2019 growing season, Nathan was hired as Trinity College’s first Urban Agriculture Coordinator. Alongside everyday maintenance,
Nathan mentored students who combined for-credit
summer research projects with learning the art of growing food between the UofT’s downtown campus and
University of Toronto Scarborough’s Campus Farm.
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Capitalism, Colonialism, and
the Rise of Pathogens:
‘THE SECRET INGREDIENT’ ANALYSIS
Madeleine Kelly, BA University of Toronto
Evolutionary biologist Rob Wallace and
host Raj Patel provide an in-depth and crossdisciplinary discussion on a range of topics
related to industrial animal agriculture and
its connection to colonialism and capitalism
for The Secret Ingredient’s episode titled
“Pathogens.” Wallace points the finger at our
neoliberal capitalist paradigm for globalizing
the Western industrial agriculture model
which encourages structural conditions that
enhance pathogenetic transmissibility. Wallace
situates his critique within a refreshingly frank
discussion of colonialism and capitalism’s coproduced historical development trajectories,
highlighting several remaining problematic
ideological underpinnings that impact various
pillars of international food policy today.
He puts forth the notion of an agricultural
economy wherein pathogens are seen as coconstitutive of an inherently socio-political food
system, key actors which will take evolutionary
advantage of the conditions created by
capitalism and enhance their transmissibility.

commodity production (2010, p. 52). The
related processes culminated into an agrarian
transition that incentivized the intensification
and inevitable industrialization of the global food
system, which manifests today as overcrowded
and unhygienic living conditions for trillions
of farmed animals (Fraser & Fraser, 2014).
Wallace refers to the concept of
"imperial zoology" when asking the question:
What is driving the emergence of pathogens?
We could blame the East, with our historical
tendency of Sinophobia regarding transmissible
pathogens found to originate in Asian factory
farms, or we can identify deforestation and
unsustainable agriculture in South America
as the culprit: however, Wallace believes that
this is not a deep enough analysis. Instead, we
must acknowledge the existence of the force of
Western capital driving the industrial agriculture
system despite the industry’s tendency to
paint anyone except themselves as the culprit.
Wallace asserts that there is an imperialist
ideology underpinning the intertwined food
and economic system, stemming from our
colonialist history which continues to operate
on an international and domestic policy level.
In the United States, on a domestic policy
level agricultural subsidies for maize in the
1970’s resulted in overproduction, until farmers
discovered they could feed surplus maize to
cows, pigs, and chickens. This drove down the
price of animal products and in turn created the
economic conditions necessary for intensive

Wallace explains how the global trade
economy is driven by the minimization of material
and labour costs, so as to gain comparative
advantage in the global market, while the
human and environmental costs are not taken
into account. This relates to Bernstein’s analysis
of the co-development of commercial capitalism
and European colonialism, whereby European
expansionism motivated primitive accumulation
on a basis of cheap labour extracted from
industrial plantations in order to intensify
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livestock production (Fraser & Fraser, 2014).

farmers growing subsistence crops. Such
practices are unabashedly reminiscent of
the colonial era, in which foreign nations
are again staking a claim on the continent.
Wallace bemoans this capitalist "mentality
that we must take the land from African
smallholders in order to save the world, even
though 70% of food produced globally is
by smallholders." In light of this, he states
that peasant farmers in the Global South are
actually “feeding themselves fine” and the
fact that agribusinesses are “marketing the
very system that is destroying ecology and
peasant farmers’ livelihoods as the means
of saving the world is obscene and absurd."

Intensive
livestock
production
translates to concentrated animal feeding
operations, which create a cesspool for
pathogenic proliferation. The volume
of pathogens is managed
by adding
unregulated amounts of antibiotics to
livestock feed, further exacerbating the
accelerated
evolution
of
pathogenic
transmissibility. Experts are forewarning
against the potential for an avian influenza
pandemic, which has been consistently
crossing the species barrier since 2003
throughout Asia and Europe (Riedel, 2006).

An objectively pragmatic solution to
many of the problems posed by industrial
animal agriculture that was blatantly dismissed
by Wallace, is the radical line of reasoning
which follows that decreased demand for
animal products will lead to decreased
risk of nonhuman-borne epidemics as the
factory farms and slaughterhouses gradually
"die out." In contrast, Wallace, without
any thoughtful consideration, deemed it
“reasonable" that humans continue with the
practice of animal agriculture despite all of its
public health risks and ecological impact. On
the other hand, he also bemoans the lack of
available private and/or public sector funding
required to conduct field research concerning
the problem of how to economicallyefficiently organize animals for farming in a
Illustrating the scope of impact that way that discourages pathogenic evolution.
the linked processes of colonialism and
commercial capitalism have had on the
Immediately, I am reminded of the
development of our food system, Wallace
discusses the phenomenon of African land need to recognize Traditional Ecological
grabbing. Land grabbing refers to the Knowledges (TEK) such as the principles
modern practice of agribusinesses seeking of permaculture, terracing and seasonal
to obtain "virgin farm land" for export crop rotation, that have transformed
agriculture, or “cash crops,” effectively landscapes in less than a decade. Instead
expropriating the land from peasant of waiting for more funding opportunities
In the case of pathogens, Wallace
notes that the notion of "cheap ecology"
as a solution is inherently unsustainable
within the current economic paradigm with
respect to fixed environmental constraints.
Since the backbone of neoliberalism is
cheap labour and cheap land, human
and environmental costs will always be
overlooked in the market’s pursuit of
extracting surplus profit from all forms of
commodity production. Wallace describes
how these human and environmental costs
are far-reaching: for example, through
imperialist measures the Western model of
industrialized agriculture has even spread to
forest-dwelling tribal communities in Africa.
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RE FE RE N C E S

to conduct more research regarding the
likelihood of pathogenic transmissions in
industrial livestock raising, we could choose
to gradually defund the industry at the
policy and consumer level. Why continue
to subsidize such a definitively detrimental
industry as intensive animal agriculture
when we could change our own behaviours
by adapting ourselves towards more plant
based diets? I think the option of another
kind of emerging agrarian transition, one that
sees cash crops meant for livestock feed be
processed for human consumption instead,
should be seriously considered as the threat
of future food borne pathogenic epidemics
looms nearer. Since animal agriculture
has intensified in part due to the growing
global demand for animal products (which
also has its roots in capitalist and colonialist
expansionism, as red meat was primarily a
wealthy European staple pre-colonization)
and it is these intensive conditions that
breed pathogenetic transmissibility, then
collectively lessening the demand for animal
products is a feasible way of mitigating
the threat of pathogenetic transmissibility
between
humans
and
livestock.

Aryeetey, Ernest, and Zenia Lewis. "African
Land Grabbing: Whose Interests are
Served?" Brookings, 25 June 2010.
Fraser, E., & Fraser, E. (2014, May 1). 10
things you need to know about the global
food system. The Guardian.
Bernstein, Henry. (2010). Chapter 3:
"Colonialism and Capitalism". In Class
Dynamics of Agrarian Change. Nova Scotia:
Fernwood Press. pp. 39-60.
Riedel S. (2006). Crossing the species
barrier: the threat of an avian influenza
pandemic. Proceedings (Baylor University.
Medical Center), 19(1), 16–20.

To conclude, Raj Patel and Rob Wallace
discussed the socioeconomic implications
of industrial animal agriculture in relation
to pathogens and public health, situating
this transnational (and trans-phylogenetic)
phenomenon within the global economy
and its basis in colonial imperialism. Wallace
ultimately claims that “the secret ingredient
of pathogens is capitalism,” diplomatically
declaring the need for global systemic
change towards a more holistic food
system that marries the interconnected
constraints of economy and ecosystem.
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Surveillance and Survival:

UNPACKING THE INTERSECTION OF FOOD SECURITY
AND BLACK MOTHERHOOD
Bilqees Mohamed, BSW Ryerson University
Food security is political, both as
a concept and theoretical framework.
Food security is also complex and implies
individual, social, cultural, and political
factors. Although food insecurity is a social
concern, it must be analyzed through
the context of a lack of socio-economic
resources that derive both directly and
indirectly from historical and contemporary
experiences with systemic marginalization.
As sexism in society has positioned women
as the organizers and providers of food and
nutrition in the household, structural racism
evident in unemployment and educational
opportunities has led to poverty for Black
women (Galabuzi, 2005). The conflation of
both race and sexism stifles Black women
who must manage the gendered pressures of
caregiving with minimal financial resources
and security. It is through these forces that
food insecurity must transcend its limited
discourse as “access to food” to complexify
how food insecurity is a product of the
intersection of anti-Black racism and sexism.

assistance is intended to relieve poverty, it
stigmatizes Black lone mothers as burdens
on the state by framing food insecurity
as an inherent flaw of Black motherhood.
I demonstrate this using the concept of
“controlling images” that have historically
lamented Black women’s inferiority as
mothers. Lastly, I challenge policies in the
Ontario Child Protection Act which assess
neglect based on the existence or absence
of food in a home, ultimately placing Black
children at further risk of state apprehension.

RACIALIZATION AND POVERTY IN
BLACK MOTHERHOOD
Poverty remains a persistent barrier
for many racialized groups in Canada
with racialized women more likely than
men to live in poverty. Data collected by
the National Council of Welfare Reports
(2013) found that “racialized women living
in poverty outnumbered men by a factor
of 52% to 48%” (p.4). In contrast, the
gender gap of a non-racialized population
shows 54% of those living in poverty were
women and 46% were men (National
Council of Welfare Reports, 2013, p.4).

In this article, I present the concern
that food security/insecurity discourse fails
to consider the distinct experiences of
Black lone mothers and the role they have
with the state. This paper will begin by
Further, The Canadian Women’s
examining how poverty, race and gender Federation (2018) reported that although
intersect in the experiences of Black lone the gender wage gap captures the
mothers. Next, I argue that although social
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disparities in economic rights for all women,
racialized women in particular earn 33% less
than non-racialized women. In fact, racialized
women are reported to have lower rates
of labour force participation and higher
rates of unemployment in comparison to
non-racialized women (National Council of
Welfare Reports, 2013). This is often called
the racialization of poverty, where poverty is
highly concentrated in racialized communities
and is a direct result of marginalization in the
labour markets based on the intersection
of race and class (Galabuzi, 2005).

under the age of 18 faced the highest
food insecurity in Canada (PROOF, 2017).
Black lone mothers' identities act as
social markers that reveal both intersecting
oppressions of sexism and racism that
have rendered complex socioeconomic
realities for Black lone mothers (Crenshaw,
1991). As gender roles place women as
the gatekeepers of food security, Black
women face additional barriers given
limited economic opportunities due to
discrimination in the labour force. Despite
the fact that Black women experience these
interlocking oppressions, they are pressured
to provide food in their homes although it
is structurally beyond their means to do so.

The racialized feminization of poverty
centers the experiences of Black women as
historically the most vulnerable to poverty
(Pearce, 1983). It is clear that poverty impacts
racialized women significantly, and for Black
lone mothers the barriers seem to increase
Peterson (1987) explains that over the
course of two decades in the United States,
poverty experienced by women and children
was linked with the increase in singleparent female households from between
1969 to 1978. However, Peterson (1987)
explains that during 1970s the feminization
of poverty was specifically severe for Black
female-led households and that “in the
course of one-decade, black female-headed
families increased from one-half to threefourths of all poor black families” (p.329).

BLACK MOTHERS AND SOCIAL
ASSISTANCE
While social assistance is intended
to alleviate the economic burdens placed
on female-led households, female-headed
households disproportionately experience
hunger and poverty. A report published
by the African Canadian Legal Clinic found
that, although 22.5% of African Canadian
women are lone-parents, 21% of African
Canadian women were living in poverty
in 2008, in comparison to 6% of couples
with children (African Legal Clinic, 2008). In
addition, they reported that Black singlemothers who are also on social assistance
live below the poverty line due to provincial
restrictions regarding living with a partner
(African Legal Clinic, 2008). For instance, if
they do live with a partner or spouse, Black
women can have their social assistance
revoked (African Legal Clinic, 2008).
Therefore, it is evident that although social
assistance is perceived as support, it remains
insufficient and maintains the poverty

In 1996, African, Black, and Caribbean
female-led households in Toronto were
70% below the Low Income cut-off in
comparison to White families (Galabuzi,
2005). This has adverse impact on food
insecurity as the levels of food insecurity are
highly associated with household income.
Two decades later, data reported by the
PROOF Initiative (2017) found that femaleled lone parent households with children
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that

Black

single-mothers

experience.

fulfill their traditional “womanly” duties
at home contributed to social problems
in Black civil society (Moynihan 1965).
Spending too much time away from
home, these working mothers ostensibly
could not properly supervise their children
and thus were a major contributing factor
to their children’s failure at school (p.75).

In Canada and the US, where welfare
and social assistance is means-tested and
intended for the lower class, racialized people
who are in poverty become visible recipients
(Harrell & Soroka, 2010). This results in a
false discourse of Blackness as inherently
flawed and not self-sufficient, rather than
regarding poverty as a systemic problem
that disproportionately marginalizes Black
communities. Harrell and Soroka (2010) state
that “when it comes to welfare, then, the view
of Blacks as responsible for their poverty and
lacking the moral qualities to get themselves
out combines with the overwhelming view of
welfare as a Black phenomenon” (Harrell &
Soroka, 2010, p.5). Such discourse not only
makes welfare dependency synonymous
with Blackness, it absolves the role that
structural anti-Blackness has in access
to employment and education policies.

Lastly, in the controlling image
of the welfare mother, the poor Black
mother represents and all black people as
lazy due to their mothers failing to teach
their children good work ethic (Collins,
2002). Collins (2002) further explains:
Like the matriarch, the welfare mother
is labeled a bad mother. But unlike the
matriarch, she is not too aggressive—
on the contrary, she is not aggressive
enough.
While
the
matriarch’s
unavailability contributed to her children’s
poor socialization, the welfare mother’s
accessibility is deemed the problem. (p.79)

Patricia Hill Collins (2002) explains
that this stigmatization and racism is
gendered, and specifically impacts Black
women and mothers. Collins uses the term
“controlling images” to explain the way the
roles of Black motherhood are determined
by the state through discourses surrounding
labour, poverty, and welfare (Collins, 2002).
Black women who performed domestic
labour in homes were called “mammies.”
Mammies were viewed as the “good
mothers” in taking care of White middleclass children. The image of the matriarch,
the Black working class mother came to
existence in the 1960s where there was an
increase in poverty in racialized femaleheaded households. Collins (2002) states:

Evidently, poverty ceases to be seen
as a structural issue deriving from poverty
and marginalization in labour markets
but is individualized instead. However in
a gendered analysis, Black mothers are
scrutinized for modelling welfare dependency
on their children. This scrutiny also manifests
at a state level, where food insecurity is used
a marker of neglect and justification for state
intervention and surveillance of Black mothers.

BLACK WOMEN, FOOD SECURITY
ASSESSMENT AND STATE
SURVEILLANCE
In Canada, households that have a
higher likelihood of food insecurity also have

The Black matriarchy thesis argued that
African-American women who failed to
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incomes below the Low-Income Measure
(LIM). Aboriginal households are ranked the
highest to exist below the LIM (29.2%) and
Black families experience poverty at second
highest rate at 29.4% (PROOF Initiative,
2017). As discussed earlier, within the
context of Black lone mothers on welfare,
poverty is perceived as an individualized
issue due to the historical and stereotypical
constructions
of
Black
motherhood.

child welfare agencies (Pon, Phillips, Clarke,
& Abdillahi, 2015). As CAS workers are
mandated by the Ontario Child Protection
Act, the Ontario Child Protection Tools is a
toolkit created by the Ministry of Children
and Youth Services (2016) that reveals
the standards which CAS workers use
to determine whether a child should be
removed from their home. Under the Family
Child Strengths and Need Assessment
section, food security is viewed in the
Furthermore, as food insecurity also context of resource management (Ministry
includes a persistent concern that food or of Children and Youth Services, 2016). This
resources may diminish (PROOF Initiative, is evaluated on the following categories:
2017), Black lone mothers on welfare and
social assistance experience additional
a) resources are sufficient to meet basic
fear due to the surveillance placed by
needs and are adequately managed:
child welfare agencies. In a study on lone
Parent/caregiver has a history of
mothers in Hamilton Ontario, Yui Hashimoto
consistently providing safe, healthy and
(2012) explored the dynamics between food
stable housing; nutritional food and
and social assistance, and she found that
clothing b) Resources are limited but are
lone mothers experience anxieties due to
adequately managed: Parent/caregiver
surveillance. Hashimoto (2012) explains that:
provides adequate housing, food and
clothing to meet basic needs c) Resources
are insufficient or not well managed: Food
Lone mothers describe living in constant
and/or clothing do not meet basic needs
fear that either their social assistance (SA)
of the child d) No resources or resources
workers—representatives of the state—
severely limited and/or mismanaged:
may cut assistance for not abiding by their
There is no food, food is spoiled, or
extensive, and oftentimes arbitrary, rules,
family members are malnourished.
or their neighbours may call Children’s
Family is homeless, which results in harm
Aid on them for being inadequate
or threat of harm to child. (p. 55-56)
mothers (Power, 2005b; McIntyre et
al., 2003). For mothers who did not live
in fear, they felt constantly judged as
It is evident that food insecurity, and
inadequate mothers by the general public the existence or absence of it, is used as a
and professionals, such as nutritionists, marker for neglect in such assessments. As
with whom they worked with. (p.12) explored before, Black lone mothers face
hyper-surveillance, making the anxiety of
Black lone mothers specifically food shortages and insecurity clear to the
experience a disproportionate amount of CAS workers who have the authority to
surveillance compared White lone mothers, apprehend their children based on these
which contributes to the overrepresentation factors. Furthermore, the framing of food
of Black children who are apprehended by security as determined by management
18
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does not account for the feeding patterns
and
compensatory
strategies
that
racialized women utilize in periods of food
shortages, which can be misinterpreted
as a signal of neglect (Feinberg,
Kavanagh, Young, & Prudent, 2008).

blame lone mothers for the bullying that
their children face in schools. One can
infer that this leads to an increase in worry
about food shortages and the impact this
may have on their children’s social identity.
Food security issues and sexism are
not mutually exclusive. As society positions
women in caretaking roles, access to food
is often considered the responsibility of
women and mothers. However, for Black lone
mothers, food insecurity is not only a result
of economic and social marginalization, but
it can also be a catalyst in the development
of racist discourses around gender and class.
Therefore, it is not sufficient to base an analysis
of food insecurity solely on gender, but rather
evaluate how racism is sustained through
state interactions such as social assistance
and home assessments. It is here where an
intersectional discussion of food insecurity
should be explored. It is only then that food
insecurity can align with a food justice lens,
or a social justice lens that incorporates
how lived experiences of historical and
institutional racism and sexism shape access
to food and the rights of motherhood.

The use of food as a marker of socioeconomic status and welfare stigmatization
is also evident in the peer relationships
children develop at school. In a study
published by Health Promotion International
(2005), researchers explored the relationship
between food insecurity and the sense of
belonging of children amongst their peers.
The study found that there were direct
correlations between poverty, food insecurity,
and a lack of belonging that children from low
income households face in social groups at
school (Robinson, McIntyre, & Officer, 2005).
For instance, the children who came from
households on social assistance would attend
breakfast programs at school and would be
bullied by other peers for this. A participant
shared the statements they received from
other students such as "your mother can't
afford to feed you," "I wouldn't go there
[to a feeding program]," and "you must be
on welfare 'cos you go to the breakfast"
(Robinson, McIntyre, & Officer, 2015, p. 346).
Therefore, it is clear that food
insecurity increases visibility of families
that are living in poverty. This proves how
neoliberal policies shame mothers for
being recipients of social assistance by
assessing needs on a performance-based
level rather than a structural level. One
can argue that this is deliberate in order to
deflect from the structural shortcoming and
to justify surveillance on racialized families.
Surveillance also extends outside the home
and functions as a means of regulation to
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Diverging Narratives for
Agri-Food Systems
PROSAIC & IMAGINATIVE APPROACHES TO
SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL RESILIENCE
Hannah Backman, MES York University

INTRODUCTION

food regime and prosaic approaches. It is
beyond the scope of this paper to analyze
The term narrative can be defined as the differences inherent in community
the constructed nature or framing of specific resilience; relevant to this analysis is the
problems in conjunction with associated ways in which these movements exist to
actors (Thompson and Scoones, 2009). refute dominant narratives, operating in
In simple terms, dominant narratives are heterogeneous resistances (Feagan, 2007).
related to powerful actors, and alternative
narratives represent marginal voices. This THE ANTHROPOCENE: PUTTING
is important because alternative narratives THE ‘SOCIAL’ IN SOCIOplace value on diverse ways of living and
ECOLOGICAL AGRI-FOOD
being in the world, conceding not only
that socio-ecological relations are relations SYSTEMS
of power, but also that possibilities for
Walker and Salt (2012) suggest that,
doing things differently can and do exist.
contemporarily, earth systems are moving
By exploring how discourses are utilized
from the Holocene to the Anthropocene by
and mobilized, the complexity of the
crossing numerous planetary boundaries.
agri-food system can be better mapped.
The Anthropocene can be defined as the
Haraway (2016) contends that the valuation
breaching of planetary boundaries that
of alternative narratives opens up the
provide the basis of safe operating systems
homogenous dominant narrative to the
for humanity, supporting the “realization that
possibility of the new. This paper will
human activities now rival global geophysical
begin by outlining the current epoch as
processes” (Steffen et al., 2011, cited in
the Anthropocene, examining this through
Bina, 2013, p.1024). The Anthropocene is
the corporate food regime. Next, it will
instigated largely by industrial capitalism,
explore prosaic approaches that utilize
which Curry (2011) suggests is the
resilience rhetoric in framing solutions
most widespread and powerful form of
to the corporate food regime. Lastly, it
anthropocentrism. Increasingly, capitalism
will turn to imaginative transformations
advances not only superiority over nature,
that mobilize community resilience as a
but also superiority over human relations
response to both the dominant corporate
(Bai, 2009; Curry, 2011). Accordingly,
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both nature and humans can be reduced
to justify economic ends (Braun, 2008).
Agri-food systems pose a unique
challenge to conceiving socio-ecological
systems within the Anthropocene, in that
they are systems that are “human creations
for a fundamental human objective: human
biological sustenance” (Hodbod and Eakin,
2015, p.477). A primary objective of agrifood systems is food security, defined as the
sustainable and continual procurement of
food that is accessible, affordable, nutritious,
and culturally appropriate, including both
adequate quantity and quality of food (ArmarKlemesu, 2000). Agri-food systems pose a
particularly important socio-ecological case
for examination as the current food regime
contributes gravely to the Anthropocene
in
crossing
numerous
planetary
boundaries (Hodbod and Eakin, 2015).
A food regime can be defined as
a “rule-governed structure of production
and consumption of food on a world scale”
(Holt-Giménez and Shattuck, 2011, p.110).
The current food regime is categorized as
the third food regime: the corporate food
regime (1980s to present). This regime is
rooted in neoliberal capitalist expansion
on a globalized scale (Holt-Giménez and
Shattuck, 2011). Kuyek (2007) suggests that
this system does not allow for impingements
on corporate profits, including social,
environmental, and agronomic concerns.
The two intersecting narratives central to
understanding the dominant corporate food
regime are technology aiding production,
and economic growth (Thompson and
Scoones, 2009). This narrative attempts
to perpetuate a homogenous force
over cultural, social, economic, and
ecological
systems
(Feagan,
2007).

Haraway (2016) objects to the
use of Anthropocene as a “tool, story, or
epoch to think with” (p.49), suggesting it
forecloses the ongoingness of the whole
story. She maintains that such a discourse
“saps out the capacity for imagining and
caring for other worlds, both those that exist
precariously now… and those that we need
to bring into being” (Haraway, 2016, p.50).
Haraway (2016) urges an eruption out of the
Anthropocene into other worthwhile stories.
Questions arise as to where these stories
are to be located, and how these narratives
frame agri-food systems to be more inclusive.

CONSEQUENCES OF A PROSAIC
APPROACH TO AGRI-FOOD
SYSTEMS: THERE IS NO
‘RESILIENCE’ WITHOUT THE
POWERS THAT BE
If the goal of food systems is the
“adequate production and distribution of
food to maintain all human life” (Hodbod
and Eakin, 2015, p.477), no regime shift that
jeopardizes that essential function should
be morally permitted. If the corporate
food regime has been unable to fulfill
that goal, questions arise as to whether a
prosaic approach could provide solutions.
Dryzek (2013) defines prosaic discourse as
approaching solutions through the given
political-economy.
Increasingly,
these
approaches to social-ecological systems
have utilized the language of resilience,
framing solutions within the status quo. For
Holling (1996), ecological resilience outlines
the ways in which an ecosystem can selforganize to continually exist and function
despite disturbances; this highlights its ability
to absorb change while still maintaining its
functions (cited in Cretney, 2014). Social
resilience, Adger (2000) advances, expresses
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the ability of groups or communities to manage
external stresses that are a result of social,
political, and ecological changes, mobilizing
social capital. However, these framings of
resilience have largely disregarded issues of
politics, power, and culture (Cretney, 2014).
Accordingly, a more nuanced approach is
necessary in understanding resilience as a
constructed discourse, shaped not only by
powerful actors, but hegemonic ideologies.
Here hegemony is defined in a Gramscian
sense, in which “all aspects of social reality are
dominated by or supportive of a single class”
(Mayo, 1999, p.36) or by the dominant group.
This aids in the proliferation and maintenance
of control whereby social institutions, broadly
defined, are not neutral (Mayo, 1999).

centered approaches are evident throughout
the third food regime wherein agri-food
problems are presented as scientific
problems, met with biotechnology, green
revolutions, and increased production to meet
an expanding economic agenda (Hopma and
Woods, 2014). Next, emergency-based and
crisis language has been a tool through which
to promote solutions, particularly for food
insecurity. For example, the use of food banks,
originally meant for short-term emergency
approaches to supplementing food security,
illustrates the state’s failure to fulfill the right
to food in a structural or systemic manner
(Riches, 2002). These solutions work around
the issue while denying the embedded
nature of agri-food systems (Marsden, 2012).
Consequently, prosaic ‘solutions’ create
further exclusions within the agri-food system,
working to depoliticize issues regarding
who is able participate (Welsh, 2014).

Consequently, the ideology of
resilience itself is a manifestation of power
(Cretney, 2014). This discourse “masks
the ways in which resilience discourse
reinforce and create hegemonic political
and ideological discourses…employed as
a tool to privilege and reinforce dominant
political ideologies” (Jerneck and Ollson
2008; MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012, cited
in Cretney, 2014, p.632). Here, the concern
is how neoliberal prosaic approaches utilize
resilience to construct three main responses:
first, the resilient individual and reduced
role of the state; second, a market-centered
approach to developing solutions; and third,
‘emergency’ and crisis culture breeding shortterm solutions (Joseph, 2014; Cretney, 2014).

It is crucial to remember that
“undesirable states of systems can be very
resilient” (Walker and Salt, 2012, p.20) and
accordingly resilience should not be taken
as an objective or standard of good. Both
the dominant food regime and prosaic
approaches to problem-solving have
aided the creation of an incredibly resilient
system. However, it is undesirable and
untenable. Accordingly, transformations
toward truer forms of resilience, vested
in
other
narratives,
are
necessary.

THE POSSIBILITY IN IMAGINATIVE
This framing of resilience is evident TRANSFORMATIONS OF AGRIwithin approaches to agri-food systems. FOOD SYSTEMS: ALTERNATIVE
First, the rhetoric of neoliberalism promotes COMMUNITIES OF RESILIENCE
individualist consumer-based responses
through consumer driven niche markets,
providing the illusion of ethical consumption
(Holt-Giménez and Shattuck, 2011). Market-

Walker
et
al.
(2004)
define
transformability as the “capacity to
create a fundamentally new system when

24

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

ecological, economic, or social (including
political) conditions make the existing
system untenable” (p.3). Importantly,
transformability is not a separate entity from
resilience (Folke et al., 2010). Transformability
relates to Dryzek’s (2013) imaginative
discourse, in that this approach seeks to
redefine the political-economy chessboard,
regarding problems as opportunities for
change. Communities mobilize resilience
in diverse ways as to refute the homogeny
and hegemony of the dominant ideology.
Community resilience can be defined as the
capacities of a community to both respond
to and adapt to change and uncertainty
(Cutter et al. 2008, cited in Cretney, 2014).
Within community-based agri-food
movements, initiatives range from urban and
peri-urban agriculture, community based
food security, agroecology, community
supported agriculture, good food markets,
and so on (Marsden, 2012). Here, the
importance is in the way that diverse
alternatives operate in heterogeneous ways,
carving out imaginative solutions. Often, this
construction of community resilience refutes
the neoliberal construction of individual
resilience, market-centered approaches, and
emergency and crisis culture. First, whereas
dominant discourses of resilience have
framed change as an individual undertaking,
community resilience works to empower
communities of resistance (rather than mere
adaptation) (Welsh, 2014). This mobilizing of
resistance inherent in resilience enacts the
practice of countercultural anti-neoliberal
values (Cretney, 2014). Next, community
resilience works to erect community
economies that are not merely monetary,
advancing a diverse economy framework or
visions of markets re-embedded within social
and cultural life (Gibson-Graham, 2006). This

is inclusive of practices that are typically
excluded by a strong theory of capitalism, or
otherwise coopted by its hegemony. Some
examples of this include both paid and unpaid
labour, market and nonmarket relations,
household economies, the voluntary
sector, or neighborhood economies. These
diverse relations deconstruct money as the
primary value, and work toward other lifeaffirming social interactions (Korten, 1999).
Accordingly, approaches of community
resilience recognize the issues faced by
agri-food systems require urgency, rejecting
emergency and crisis rhetoric. Thus,
approaches are participatory and embedded
locally,
seeking
long-term,
processbased transformations (Marsden, 2012),
avoiding one-sized-fits-all prescriptions.
Community agri-food systems are
distinct in their construction of resilience,
recognizing that places are constructed
dynamically (Feagan, 2007). Important
to this understanding of community are
processes of becoming, rather than being,
as a “being that is already known precludes
the becoming of new and as-yet unthought
ways of being” (Gibson-Graham, 2006,
p.86). Any community as becoming, and
its mobilization of resilience in place would
render a “community as a call to becoming of
something yet to be defined” (Singer, cited in
Gibson-Graham, 2006, p.99). An example of
this is the Southern Ontario Foodshed Project,
which brings together diverse stakeholders in
the agri-food sector and employs storytelling
to create alternative food movements
(Barndt, 2012). Storytelling transforms the
participant from mere consumer into a
producer of content. This project empowers
communities to build invaluable connections
and participate in collective knowledge
production. The Foodshed Project works
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to reject the developmentalist agenda
and dominant narrative of resilience that
purports individual responses to agrifood issues. In this case, communities are
coming together in “creating the kind of
society they dream of” (Barndt, 2012, p.79).

and these times are ours. These are the
times we must think; these are the times
of urgencies that need stories” (p.37).

CONCLUSION (& NARRATIVES FOR
NEXT TIME)
My aim has been to show
that
imaginative
community-based
transformations of agri-food systems
mobilize resilience in living different
narratives than the dominant regime. Diverse
community-based agri-food systems have
emerged as responses to both the dominant
corporate food regime, as well as the prosaic
solutions that utilize resilience in reproducing
dominant capitalist neoliberal systems. This
reconstruction of resilience is done in three
main ways: first, by reframing the resilient
individual into an empowered community
of resistance; second, by turning capitalist
market-based approaches into community
economies that encompass a diversity of
values; and third, by opposing emergency
and crisis culture by embedding solutions
in dynamic lived alternatives. It is important
to consider which stories are being told and
by whom. Marginalized narratives have a
way of opening up possible other worlds,
societal relations, and socio-ecological
ways of being that are more inclusive. The
stories we tell matter; a diversity of stories
occurring in dialogue yield better solutions
than hegemonic monologue, seeking
finalization (Frank, 2010). In determining
heterogeneous solutions for agri-food
issues, imaginative community-based stories
of resilience and resistance offer significant
considerations. Haraway (2016) reminds us
that “urgencies have other temporalities,
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IN T RODUCTION

economic benefits of inexpensive, locally
grown, nutritious food for those individuals
According to the World Health involved in the initiative (Wolch, Byrne, &
Organization (2017), the percentage of the Newell, 2014; Gray, Guzman, Glowa &
world’s population aged 60 years and older Drevno, 2013 and Middle et al., 2014);
will increase from 12% to 22% between the and (3) community capacity building
years 2015 and 2050. Older adults are at a (Austin, Johnston, & Lake Morgan, 2006;
Guerlain & Campbell, 2016; Hannah & Oh,
higher risk of becoming socially isolated if
2000; McCormack, Laska, Larson, & Story,
they live alone and have little family contact,
2010; Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004).
are experiencing chronic health conditions
and mobility issues, and are low income
In the United States, community
(National Seniors Council of Canada,
2016). There is a need for policies at all gardens date back to the depression of
levels of government to meet the needs 1893 (Hanna & Oh, 2000). Over time,
of this aging population and improve their government initiatives for community
quality of life. One strategy adopted by gardens encouraged owners of vacant land
some municipal governments and local to permit poorer community members to
communities are community gardens. use this land to grow food. The popularity
of community gardens increased during
World War I and World War II, when they
Community gardening is defined as were patriotically titled “Victory Gardens."
the growth of herbs, fruits and vegetables The purpose of Victory Gardens was to
in urban residential settings for the primary increase the nation’s production of food in
purpose of food security and nutrition time of war (Hanna & Oh, 2000). The name
(Appleby, 2008; Chiang, 2005; Ferris, of Victory Gardens was eventually changed
Norman, & Sempik, 2001; Korright & to community gardens after World War II as
Wakefield, 2010 and Mclain, Poe, Hurley, they were often owned and maintained by
Lecompte-Mastenbrook, & Emery, 2012). the local community (Hanna & Oh, 2000).
Three of the major benefits of community
gardens include (1) the environmental
Community
gardens
improve
benefit of enhanced green space; (2) the sustainability by providing an optimal use
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(1982-), PsychINFO (1967-), Social Service
Abstracts (1980-), Ageline (1978-), Social
Work Abstracts (1968-2016), Sociological
Abstracts (1952-), Social Sciences Abstracts
and CAB Abstracts (1973-2017 Week 5). The
following keywords were used in the search:

of available urban space, minimizing the
need to import food and decreasing related
energy consumption (Tai, Martin, & Heald,
2014; Tilman & Clark, 2015). International
examples
of
community
gardening
exist for example, in Kenya (Mwangi,
1995), Cuba (Buchmann, 2009), England
(Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004; Guerlain
& Campbell, 2016), Indonesia and the
Philippines (Irvin, Johnson, & Peters, 1999).

garden* N3 (heal* OR nurs* OR neighb* OR
urban OR communit*) AND (older adult* OR
senior* OR elder* OR geriatric* OR geront*
OR “older people” OR “older person”)

Community gardens can increase
social contact, build community capacity,
improve local empowerment (Himmelheber,
2014). As community members garden
together, they are collectively involved in the
maintenance, management, and harvest of
the community garden (Himmelheber, 2014
& Levkoe, 2006). This could be a mobilizing
force
for
populations
experiencing
marginalization or isolation, like older adults.
Community gardens, strategically placed in
neighbourhoods with a large percentage of
older adults, could reduce social isolation
and positively impact their quality-of-life
and food security. This literature review
summarizes and synthesizes the literature
on older adults engaging in community
gardens, with particular attention to the
impact of community gardens on older
adults: (1) physical health, (2) psychological
health, (3) socialization, and (4) food security.

The key words were adjusted to
Near/3 for Proquest, adj3 for OVID and N3 for
EBSCO. The key words used for the Campbell
Collaboration and Cochran Central Register
were garden* and older adult*.Two University
of Toronto librarians guided the search
terms above, one specializing in medical
research and the other social sciences.

INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION
CRITERIA
Articles were considered eligible for
review if they were either quantitative or
qualitative studies which focused on older
adults and community gardens. There
was no publication date restriction as the
search was expected to yield somewhat
limited results. Articles were excluded that
(1) did not focus on older adults (2) focused
on the aesthetics or design of gardens
(3) focused solely on the physical activity
associated with gardening (4) focused on
personal gardening on one’s own property.
In addition, studies were also excluded
if they were dissertations or material
written in a language other than English.

METHO D S
In February 2017, a computerized
search of the literature was completed. A
total of 11 databases, including 8 social
science databases and 3 medical databases
were searched, as follows: Campbell
Collaboration - Social, The Cochrane
Central Register of Controlled Trials
(CENTRAL), MEDLINE (1966-), CINHAL
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DATA EXTRACTION

transportation, and lack of encouragement
to exercise by health professionals.

In total, 238 unique titles and
abstracts were located using the database
search and independently screened by two
of the authors, 51 articles were identified
for full text review. Two additional articles
were identified through manual searches
of reference material. Of the 51 articles
selected for full text review, 30 were retrieved
and 21 articles could not be located. Of the
30 full-text articles which were retrieved,
fifteen of these met the inclusion criteria.

Nine of the articles discussed
physical health, specifically, improved
nutrition due to participation in community
gardens. Articles described how older adult
community garden members benefited
from access to vegetables and/or fruits
(Alaimo, Packnett, Miles, & Kruger, 2008;
Barnidge, Hipp, Estlund, Duggan, Barnhart,
& Brownson, 2013; McCormack, Laska,
Larson, & Story, 2010; Robson & TroutmanJordan, 2015; Spees, Joseph, Darragh,
Lyons, & Wolf, 2015). The frequency of
RES U LTS
community garden visits was directly linked
A total of 15 articles were identified for with older adults meeting their daily fruit
review (see Appendix A). Four major themes and vegetable requirements (Alaimo et al.,
were identified, examining the impact 2008; Barnidge et al., 2013). Alaimo et al.
of community gardens on older adults: (2008), Barnidge et al. (2013) and Spees et
al. (2015), reported that some participants
Physical Health of Older Adults
in community gardens reduced their
consumption of sugary foods and drinks as
Psychological Health of Older Adults a result of a more balanced diet supplied by
the community garden (Alaimo et al., 2008;
Socialization
Barnidge et al., 2013 and Spees et al., 2015).
Food Security
Engaging in community gardening
was found to be a rigorous form of exercise
by increasing fine motor skills, improving
hand eye coordination, body strength and
flexibility (Austin, Johnston, & Morgan, 2006;
Wang & Glicksman, 2013). Seven articles
discussed physical activity as an outcome of
community garden participation (Alaimo et
al. 2008; Austin, Johnston, & Morgan, 2006;
Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004; Gardens
Nurture More than Plants, 1988; Robson
& Troutman-Jordan, 2015; Spees, Joseph,
Darragh, Lyons, & Wolf, 2015; Wang &
Glicksman, 2013). While most articles
discussed physical activity as a benefit to
participation in community gardens, only

PHYSICAL HEALTH OF OLDER
ADULTS
Older
adults
are
susceptible
to physiological changes that result
in deconditioning of physical health
(Austin, Johnston, & Morgan, 2006). The
changes are exasperated by inactivity
and stationary lifestyles (Austin et al.,
2006). Austin et al. (2006) report that
older adults face barriers to physical
activities such as physical disability, lack of
appropriate facilities, lack of appropriate
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one article (Austin et al., 2006) measured
participant physical activity through pretests
and post-test measurements. Improved
function was noted on the Dartmouth
COOP Functional Health Assessment
(Nelson, Landgarf, Hays, Wasson, & Kirk,
1990). Alaimo et al. (2008) also described
how community gardens provided older
adults an opportunity to engage in physical
activity where there may have been
barriers to other types of exercise prior.

in community gardens. Robson et al.
(2015) reported that increased access to
physical exercise opportunities as well as a
more nutritional diet, might assist with the
prevention of disease or make symptoms
more manageable. Increased consumption
of fruits and vegetables can help reduce
risk of type 2 diabetes, physical exercise can
reduce pain associated with arthritis, and both
of these factors can decrease the prevalence
of obesity in older adults (Robson et al., 2015,
p. 269). Robson et al. (2015) reported that
Wang & Glicksman (2013) found an important outcome of gardening might
that the physical demands of gardening be decreased visits to health professionals
made it challenging for some individuals and an overall reduction in costs to the
to participate and noted that those who health care system, although to our
are in frailer health did not participate as knowledge this research has not been done.
much as healthier older adults. However,
Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley (2004), Robson
Two articles (Austin, Johnston,
& Troutman-Jordan (2015) and Wang & & Morgan, 2006; Robson & TroutmanGlicksman (2013) reported that despite Jordan, 2015) noted that older adults
frailty, older adults were still able to attending a community garden linked to
engage. Specifically, they argued that when a community agency were better able to
gardening is provided in a community connect to health care professionals such as
setting it allows older adults to rely upon nurses. This access to health professionals
each other to complete difficult tasks. For increased
opportunities
to
provide
example, a community garden participant education and referrals and to continue to
quoted in Milligan et al.’s (2004) article, support further lifestyle changes. Spees,
reported “[s]ome of them couldn’t manage Joseph, Darragh, Lyons, & Wolf (2015)
a full allotment on their own, but within the found that changes in attitudes towards
group we’ve got people who can dig and buying, preparing and eating fruits and
some who go down for a chat, get a little fork vegetables was an additional benefit of an
and take some weeds out and water some older adult attending a community garden.
things” (p.1788). Robson and TroutmanJordan (2015) reported that any activity, PSYCHOLOGICAL HEALTH OF
small or large, during gardening will have
OLDER ADULTS
some benefit in reducing chronic disease.
Heavily reflected throughout the
community gardening literature were
positive benefits in relation to participants’
overall well-being and mental health (Hanna
& Oh, 2000; Guerlain & Campbell, 2015;
Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2007; Porter &

Robson et al. (2015) hypothesised that
chronic conditions such as hypertension,
hyperlipidemia, ischemic heart disease,
rheumatoid arthritis, osteoarthritis, and
diabetes are improved through participation
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McIlvaine-Newsad, 2013; Spees, Joseph,
Darragh, Lyons, & Wolf, 2015; Wang &
Glicksman, 2013). Guerlain & Campbell
(2015) mentioned that their study participants
perceived a greater sense of well-being,
describing gardening as “mind therapy.”
Six of the articles discussed significant
outcomes that community gardening had
on relaxation and clearing the mind (Wang
& Glicksman, 2013). A participant stated that
“just getting out there and picking, and even
helping others pick, getting your hands
dirty, really, mentally helps some of that
stress get into the land and not in your heart
and your body” (Spees, Joseph, Darragh,
Lyons & Wolf, 2015, p. 6). Participants
stated that gardening helped them
become “more stable and less depressed”
(Guerlain & Campbell, 2015). A 73-year-old
participant mentioned how he would have
been “much more depressed and weary”
if it was not for the community garden
(Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004, p. 11).

that spirituality emerged as a motivation
for individuals to participate in gardening.
The connection to land and being able to
nurture the earth was important to many
gardeners (Hanna & Oh, 2000; Milligan,
Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004). Milligan, Gatrell,
& Bingley (2004) describe the positive
association between natural landscapes and
mental well-being. Wang and Glicksman
(2013) state that participants discussed how
growing fruits and vegetables provided them
with a connection to growing, living things.
Spees and colleagues (2015) shared that
participants reported, in addition to physical
and mental improvements, feelings of
connectedness with the plants, earth and soil.
Participants involved in community
gardening found a renewed sense of
purpose (Wang & Glicksman, 2013). There
were feelings of accomplishment and
pride as a result of the responsibility and
the satisfaction involved with vegetables
production (Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004;
Porter & McIlvaine-Newsad, 2013; Wang
& Glicksman, 2013). Porter and McIlvaineNewsad (2013) noted that personal
empowerment was particularly evident
among residents with previous experiences
gardening. Milligan, Gatrell, and Bingley
(2004) noted in their study that participants
commented on the “marvel of nature,"
in particular in the observation of plant
growth and in the “satisfaction of the work.”
Guerlain and Campbell (2015) mentioned
the improvement in participants’ sense
of confidence and sense of achievement.

Several articles discussed the topic
of spirituality and reminiscence (Hanna
& Oh, 2000; Porter & McIlvaine-Newsad,
2013; Spees, Joseph, Darragh, Lyons, &
Wolf, 2015; Wang & Glicksman, 2013).
Participants shared that they spent time with
their parents in agriculture and were familiar
with growing food. This study also showed
that the older gardeners were more heavily
involved in the garden compared to the
younger participants (Hanna & Oh, 2000).
A participant mentioned how she renewed
a personal connection with her mother
who had passed away (Porter & McIlvaine,
2013). Porter & McIlvaine-Newsad (2013),
In addition, the literature highlighted
discovered an increase of family bonding that community gardening provided
and reconnection with past life activities. participants the ability to learn new skills
and responsibilities (Hanna & Oh, 2000;
Wang and Glicksman (2013) shared Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004; Wang
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& Glicksman, 2013). Hanna and Oh (2000)
described a participant who expressed
a strong interest in learning more about
agriculture and soil quality. Gardening
and scenic landscapes provided a
therapeutic environment for participants
(Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004).

1988; Guerlain & Campbell, 2016; Hannah
& Oh, 2000; McCormack, 2010; Milligan,
Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004; Porter & McIlvaineNewsad, 2013; Robson & TroutmanJordan, 2015; Wang & Glicksman, 2013).
Cultivating vegetables in community
gardens
engendered
feelings
of
accomplishment and pride in gardeners, in
particular when they had the opportunity
to cultivate vegetables originating from
their diverse cultural backgrounds (Wang
& Glicksman, 2013; Robson & TroutmanJordan, 2015). In the articles, community
capacity building seemed to be either
defined as a participant’s engagement in
the community or their collective action
to improve their communities (Austin,
Johnston, & Lake Morgan, 2006; Guerlain
& Campbell, 2016; Hannah & Oh, 2000;
McCormack, Laska, Larson, & Story,
2010; Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004).

SOCIALIZATION
The socialization aspect of community
gardening for older adults was a common
theme which emerged in 12 of the articles.
Five articles highlighted the impact
community gardening has on decreasing
social isolation among older adults (Guerlain
& Campbell, 2016; McCormack, Laska,
Larson, & Story, 2010; Milligan, Gatrell,
& Bingley, 2004; Spees, Darragh, & Wolf,
2015; Wang & Glicksman, 2013). This was
particularly relevant for older adults who had
either lost their social circles or lived far from
their family. Gardening allowed participants
to meet new people and develop a sense of
community over a shared interest (Guerlain
& Campbell, 2016; McCormack, Laska,
Larson, & Story, 2010). Community gardens
were described as, “means of combating
social isolation” (Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley,
2004, p. 11), as well as spaces where
members expressed feelings of happiness
from participating in their community
garden as a social activity (Spees, Darragh,
& Wolf, 2015; Wang & Glicksman, 2013).

One article noted that the community
garden project had hoped that policy
makers and city planners would understand
the significance of community gardening
and the impact it has on older adults in the
community (Gardens Nurture More Than
Plants, 1988). Parks can be spaces of action,
social engagement and capacity building
if they incorporated gardens as opposed
to simply green space. Three articles
described participants giving back to their
communities by sharing and donating
Nine articles commented on the fruits and vegetables from the garden
sense of community present among older (Porter & McIlvaine-Newsad, 2013; Wang
adult gardeners. Sub-themes, such as & Glicksman, 2013). Community gardens
(1) sense of pride in the community and are sites where participants would be
culture, (2) community capacity building, contributing to “neighbourhood renewal”
and (3) giving back to the community, were (Milligan, Gatrell, & Bingley, 2004, p.8).
included (Austin, Johnston, & Morgan,
2006; Gardens Nurture More Than Plants,
Five
articles
discussed
how
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intergenerational
relationships
were
nurtured within community gardens (Austin,
Johnston, & Lake Morgan, 2006; Cherry,
Benest, Gates, & White, 1985; Houseman,
1983; Porter & McIlvaine-Newsad, 2013;
Wang & Glicksman, 2013). Learning from one
another, strengthening intergenerational
and family connections, and collaborative
gardening that allowed older adults to
pass on their knowledge of gardening to
younger generations who could also assist
in some of the more difficult manual labour
were all positive outcomes improving
intergenerational
wellbeing
(Austin,
Johnston, & Lake Morgan, 2006; Houseman,
1983; Porter & McIlvaine-Newsad, 2013;
Wang & Glicksman, 2013). Young adults and
older adults can both have higher rates of
unemployment and be undervalued in the
workplace and/or socially (Cherry, Benest,
Gates, & White, 1985). Therefore, both age
groups could benefit from programs such as
community gardens which are designed to
allow them spaces to work collaboratively,
learn from one another and value each
other (Cherry, Benest, Gates, & White, 1985).

to fruits and vegetables are more likely to
age in peace (Porter & Mccllvaine-Newsad,
2013). Participants felt that community
gardens allowed them to eat more fruits
and vegetables while working in the garden
and incorporate them into their general diet
(Barnidge et al., 2013; McCormack, 2013
and Robson & Troutman-Jordan, 2015).
Community gardens also allowed
participants to grow culturally appropriate
food. For example, Baker (2004) mentioned
a group of Chinese residents living at a
senior’s residence who transformed a
small piece of land on the property into a
bountiful garden, in which they were able
to grow vegetables, such as bok choy,
long bean, hairy gourd, bitter melon and
edible chrysanthemums. As Houseman
(1983) demonstrated, community gardens
were able to address a variety of seniors’
concerns in obtaining a nutritious meal
such as: (1) accessing smaller portions of
fruits and vegetables that are not sold in
supermarkets, (2) the ability to incorporate
fruits and vegetables into meal plans without
having to arrange and pay for transportation
to the supermarket, and (3) not having to
worry about carrying an excess amount of
groceries from the supermarket to their
home. Ultimately, participants engaging in
community gardens reported a preference
for their home-grown vegetables as
opposed to store bought vegetables
(Porter
&
Mcllvaine-Newsad,
2013).

FOOD SECURITY
Community gardening can be
beneficial to participants by increasing
access to fruits and vegetables and obtaining
a greater sense of financial security (Baker,
2004; Barnidge et al., 2013; Houseman,
1983; NA, 1988; Porter & McllvaineNewsad, 2013; Robson & Troutman-Jordan,
2015; Spees, Joseph, Darragh, Lyons, &
Wolf, 2015 and Wang & Glicksman, 2013).
Houseman (1983) reported that many
older adults were not receiving proper
nutrition due to high food costs and other
barriers to access. Moreover, participants
that reported having better physical access

Furthermore, the observable changes
in diet are scalable, as some participants
reported switching from drinking coffee to
herbal tea, and eating less packaged food
(Gardens Nurture More than Plants,1988),
whereas other participants engaged in
meal planning that incorporated more fruits
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and vegetables than meats and other store
bought edible commodities (Spees, Joseph,
Darragh, Lyons & Wolf, 2015). Participants of
community gardening reported spending
more time investing in and looking for new
recipes to plan healthy meals in an attempt to
increase variety and avoid any waste (Spees,
Joseph, Darragh, Lyons & Wolf, 2015).

able to age in home, if they choose to. Further,
this is a cost-effective way to contribute
to
intergenerational
programming,
neighbourhood revitalization, community
capacity building, and sense of belonging for
isolated older adults. Community gardens
allow older adults and other community
members access to low-cost nutritious
produce. We recommend that community
gardens be implemented into municipal
planning for strategies that support the
aging population. We suggest practitioners
focus on the unique needs of older adults
who wish to age in their homes. We would
like to see partnerships between municipal
governments and community agencies who
work with older adult populations. Funding
could then be targeted at agencies who
already have significant relationships with
older adults in their communities. Rather than
municipal governments creating their own
programs, partnering with these agencies
would streamline the process. Moreover,
agencies would benefit from the increased
support of municipal governments. In this
way, community gardens could be effectively
implemented and could contribute to
improved quality of life for older adults.

In addition, community gardens
were able to reduce the costs of fruits
and vegetables to low-income individuals
(Wang & Glicksman, 2013). More
specifically, community gardens were able
to reduce grocery expenses for older adults
on fixed income (Robson & TroutmanJordan, 2015). Porter & Mcllvaine (2013)
found that respondents enjoyed growing
fresh vegetables based on the need to
supplement personal incomes with healthy
choice, and community gardens provided
access to inexpensive organic vegetables.
Also, gardeners were able to counteract
local food insecurity by distributing food
to fellow residents in the garden and local
food banks (Porter & Mccllvaine, 2013).

D IS CU SSION

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

Faced with a growing population
of older adults, governments should
acknowledge this trend in order to
appropriately create policies that target
and support this specific age demographic.
Addressing their unique needs has
important implications for policy makers,
especially at the municipal level. Community
gardening has emerged as a social
activity that promotes improved physical
and psychological health, increased
socialization, and food security. This activity
can particularly address the unique needs of
older adults and allow for older adults to be

Due to the small homogenous
sample sizes of older adults found in
many of the articles, it would not be
appropriate to generalize those results.
Future research would benefit from a
more thorough assessment of community
gardening and the impact it has in larger
and more varied participant groups of
older adults. Additionally, many articles
were program descriptions rather than
analytical studies. Therefore, apart from

36

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

REFERENCES

describing the community garden program
no analysis or results were provided.

Alaimo, K., Packnett, E., Miles, R., &
Future research should also address Kruger, D. (2008). Fruit and Vegetable
barriers to community garden participation. Intake Among Urban Community
Assessing barriers for older adults, such as Gardens. Journal of Nutrition Education
mobility and transportation, may assist with Behaviour, 40(2).94-101. Doi:1010.1016/j.
defining what older adults might benefit neb.2006.12.003.
from community gardens. Identifying
barriers would also be beneficial for Appleby, M. (2008). Edible gardening goes
community capacity building in not only trendy. Horticulture Week, 10, 16.
community garden participation, but to other
community programs for older adults as well.
Austin, E., Johnston,Y., & Morgan, L. (2006).
Community Gardening in a Senior Centre:
A Therapeutic Intervention to Improve
CONCLUSION
the Health of Older Adults. Therapeutic
Based on the existing literature, this Recreation Journal. 40(1). 48-56.
review found that community gardening has
emerged as a social activity that promotes Baker, L. E. (2004). Tending cultural
improved physical and psychological landscapes and food citizenship
health, increased socialization, and food in toronto’s communitygardens.
security among older adults participating in Geographical Review, 94(3), 305-325.
a community garden program. This review doi:10.2307/30034276
also identified the need for further research
that addresses barriers to community garden
participation, such as accessibility, in addition Baltes, M., & Carstensen, L. (1996). The
to more rigorous research that thoroughly Process of Successful Aging. Aging and
assesses community garden participation Society. 16. 397-422.
among diverse older adult populations.
Finally, this literature review highlights the Barnidge, E. K., Hipp, P. R., Estlund, A.,
need for partnerships between community Duggan, K., Barnhart, K. J., & Brownson, R.
agencies already supporting older adults C. (2013). Association between community
and municipal governments in order to garden participation and fruit and
target communities that would benefit from vegetable consumption in rural Missouri.
the implementation of community gardens. International Journal of Behavioral
Nutrition and Physical Activity, 10(1), 128.

ACK NO W L E D GE ME NT

Buchmann, C. (2009). Cuban home
We would like to acknowledge the gardens and their role in social-ecological
incredible contribution from our Professor resilience. Human Ecology, 37, 705-721.
Esme Fuller-Thomson. Her dedication and
support to her students is unmatched. BeÌneÌ, C., Macfadyen, G., & Allison, E. H.

37

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

(2007). Increasing the contribution of smallscale fisheries to poverty alleviation and
food security. Rome: Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations.

Aging, (357), 22-25.
Gaynor, A. (2005). Harvest of the Suburbs:
An environmental history of growing food
in Australian cities. Crawley: University of
Western Australia Press.

Blake, A., & Cloutier-Fisher, D. (2009).
Backyard Bounty: Exploring the Benefits
and Challenges of Backyard Garden
Sharing Project. Local Environment, 14 (9).
797-807.

Gray, L., Guzman, P., Glowa, K. M., &
Drevno, A. G. (2013). Can home gardens
scale up into movements for social change?
The role of home gardens in providing
Brown, K.H., & Jameton, A. (2000). Public
food security and community change in
Health Implications of Urban Agriculture.
San Jose, California. Local Environment,
Journal of Public Health Policy, 21(1). 20-39. 19(2), 187-203. doi:10.1080/13549839.201
3.792048
Chiang, H. (2005, August 12). Oakland:
Backyard that’s pretty enough to eat. San
Francisco Chronicle, p. F1.

Guerlain, M. A., & Campbell, C. (2016).
From sanctuaries to prefigurative social
change: Creating health-enabling spaces in
east london community gardens. Journal of
Social and Political Psychology, 4(1), 220237. doi:http://dx.doi.org.myaccess.library.
utoronto.ca/10.5964/jspp.v4i1.526

Cherry, D. L., Benest, F. R., Gates, B., &
White, J. (1985). Intergenerational service
programs: Meeting shared needs of young
and old. The Gerontologist, 25(2), 126129. doi:http://dx.doi.org.myaccess.library
utoronto.ca/10.1093/geront/25.2.126

Hanna, A.K., & Oh.P. (2000). Rethinking
Urban Poverty: A Look at Community
Elderly produce lion’s share of home-grown Gardens. Technology & Society, 20(3). 207216.
food. (1982). Aging, (329-330), 36-37.
Ferris, J., Norman, C., & Sempik, J.
(2001). People, Land and Sustainability:
Community Gardens and the Social
Dimension of Sustainable Development.
Social Policy & Administration, 35(5), 559568. doi:10.1111/1467-9515.t01-1-00253

Hannon, K. (2016). The ideal place to grow
older. New York Times, 165(57300), F6-F6.

Fisher, P. (2009, August 7). Personal
communication with P. Fisher, Public Health
Planner,

Himmelheber, S. (2014). Examining
the underlying values of food security
programming: Implications for the social
work profession. Journal of Progressive
Human Services, 25(2), 116-132. doi:http://

Hilt, M. L., & Lipschultz, J. H. (2013). Mass
media, an aging population, and the baby
boomers. London: Routledge.

Gardens nurture more than plants. (1988).

38

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

dx.doi.org.myaccess.library.utoronto.
ca/10.1080/10428232.2014.898203

community gardens: a call for evaluation
and research efforts. Journal of the
American Dietetic Association, 110(3), 399408.

Houseman, D. H. (1983). Food cooperatives
and community gardens save money for
the elderly. Aging, (337), 19-25.

Mclain, R., Poe, M., Hurley, P. T., LecompteMastenbrook, J., & Emery, M. R. (2012).
Producing edible landscapes in Seattle’s
urban forest. Urban Forestry & Urban
Greening, 11(2), 187-194. doi:10.1016/j.
ufug.2011.12.002

Irvine, S., Johnson, L., & Peters, K. (1999).
Community gardens and sustainable
land use planning: A case study of the
Alex Wilson community garden. Local
Environment, 4(1), 33-46.

Middle, I., Dzidic, P., Buckley, A., Bennett,
D., Tye, M., & Jones, R. (2014). Integrating
community gardens into public parks:
An innovative approach for providing
ecosystem services in urban areas. Urban
Forestry & Urban Greening, 13(4), 638-645.
doi:10.1016/j.ufug.2014.09.001

Kortright, R., & Wakefield, S. (2010). Edible
backyards: A qualitative study of household
foodgrowing and its contributions to food
security. Agriculture and Human Values,
28(1),39-53. doi:10.1007/s10460-0099254-1

Milligan, C., Gatrell, A. & Bingley, A.
(2004). “Cultivating Health”: Therapeutic
Landscapes and Older People in Northern
England. Social Science & Medicine,
58. 1781-1793. DOI: 10.1016/S02779536(03)00397-6

Kortright, R. (2007). Edible Backyards:
Residential land use for food production
in Toronto. Unpublished master’s thesis,
University of Toronto,Ontario, Canada.
Kurtz, H. (2001). Differentiating Multiple
Meanings of Garden and Community.
Urban Geography. 22(7). 656-670.

Mwangi A. M. (1995). The role of urban
agriculture for food security in low income
areas in Nairobi (Report No. 54). Nairobi,
Kenya: African Studies Centre, Food and
Nutrition Studies Programme.

Lake, B., Milfont, T. L., & Gavin, M. C. (2012).
The Relative Influence of Psycho-Social
Factors on Urban Edible Gardening. New
Zealand Journal of Psychology, 41(1).

National Seniors Council. (2016). Report
on the social isolation of seniors. Retrieved
from https://www.canada.ca/en/nationalseniors-council/programs/publicationsreports/2014/social-isolation-seniors/
page05.html

Levkoe, C. Z. (2006). Learning democracy
through food justice movements.
Agriculture and Human Values, 23, 89-98.
McCormack, L. A., Laska, M. N., Larson, N. I.,
& Story, M. (2010). Review of the nutritional
implications of farmers’ markets and

Nelson, E.C., Landgraf, J.M., Hays, R.D.,
Wasson, J.H., & Kirk, J.W. 1990. “The

39

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

Functional Status of Patients: How Can it
Be Measured in the Physician’s Office?”
Medical Care, vol. 28, pp. 1111-1126.

Wakefeild, S., Yeuldall, F., Taron, C.,
Reynolds, J., & Skinner, A. (2007). Growing
Urban Health: Community Gardening
in South-East Toronto. Health Promotion
International, 22(2). DOI: 10.1093/heapro/
dam001.

Porter, R., & McIlvaine-Newsad, H.
(2013). Gardening in green space for
environmental justice: food security, leisure
and social capital. Leisure/Loisir, 37(4), 379395.

Wang, D., & Glicksman, A. (2013). “Being
Grounded”: Benefits of Gardening for
Older Adults in Low-Income Housing.
Journal of Housing for the Elderly, 27(1-2),
89-104.

Poulsen, M. N., Hulland, K. R., Gulas, C. A.,
Pham, H., Dalglish, S. L., Wilkinson, R. K.,
& Winch, P. J. (2014). Growing an Urban
Oasis: A Qualitative Study of the Perceived
Benefits of Community Gardening in
Baltimore, Maryland. Culture, Agriculture,
Food and Environment, 36(2), 69-82.
doi:10.1111/cuag.12035

Wang, D., & MacMillan, T. (2013). The
Benefits of Gardening for Older Adults:
A Systematic Review of the Literature.
Activities, Adaptation & Aging, 37(2), 153181. doi:10.1080/01924788.2013.784942

Robson, Jr, J. P., & Troutman-Jordan, M. L.
(2015). Back to Basics: Health and Wellness
Benefits of Gardening in Older Adults.
Activities, Adaptation & Aging, 39(4), 291-3.

Wolch, J. R., Byrne, J., & Newell, J. P.
(2014). Urban green space, public
health, and environmental justice:
The challenge of making cities "just
green enough". Landscape and Urban
Planning, 125, 234-244. doi:10.1016/j.
landurbplan.2014.01.017

Spees, C. K., Joseph, A., Darragh, A., Lyons,
F., & Wolf, K. N. (2015). Health behaviors
and perceptions of cancer survivors
harvesting at an urban garden. American
Journal of Health Behavior, 39(2), 25.

World Health Organization. (2017). Ageing.
Retrieved March 5, 2017, from http://www.
bing.com/cr?IG=F2A2805C4BFE44AEBC9
5160129E4A2C7&CID=3C25B257A0B267
092ECDB86AA18366A9&rd=1&h=b4AMu
biwH6XLg1PphzQ3hSS1VsuxAddc9QrSPq
zRAXc&v=1&r=http%3a%2f%2fwww.who.
int%2fen%2f&p=DevEx,5063.1

Tai, A. P., Martin, M. V., & Heald, C. L. (2014).
Threat to future global food security from
climate change and ozone air pollution.
Nature Climate Change, 4(9), 817-821.
doi:10.1038/nclimate2317
Tilman, D., & Clark, M. (2015). Food,
Agriculture & the Environment: Can
We Feed the World & Save the Earth?
Daedalus, 144(4), 8-23. doi:10.1162/
daed_a_00350

40

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

APPENDIX A: DATA FROM ARTICLES INCLUDED IN SYSTEMATIC REVIEW (N=15)

41

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

APPENDIX A: DATA FROM ARTICLES INCLUDED IN SYSTEMATIC REVIEW (N=15), CONTINUED

42

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

LEGEND

43

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

Urban Agriculture as
Designated Land Use:
AN OPPORTUNITY FOR PLANNING
Rabia Ahmed, MES York University

INTR ODUCT ION

a precondition to genuine food security" (Via
Campesina 1996). Since a discussion of all
aspects of the food system is not possible here
and because the definition of food sovereignty
does specifically highlight food production,
this discussion will focus on urban agriculture
(UA). UA here refers to activities related
to producing food within cities, including
growing crops and raising livestock (Urban
Agriculture Committee of the CFSC 2003).

Until the 1990s, food and the field of urban
planning rarely crossed paths. Despite being
occupied with every other aspect of developing
the 'good city' such as transportation, housing,
water, and infrastructure provision, planners did
not consider food to be a part of their domain
(Pothukuchi and Kaufman 1999). However,
as more of the global population is either
pushed out of or chooses to leave behind rural
lifestyles to seek economic stability in urban
centres (Rosset 2011), the question of food
provision becomes increasingly important
for cities. As many scholars argue, food does
belong in the field of urban planning (Wekerle
2004; Sonnino 2009); the next question,
therefore, is how planning can meaningfully
contribute to improving food access in cities.

Food sovereignty is a movement
initiated by small-scale farmers, and it is also
focused on the right of self-determination—
to choose how to produce food, and what to
produce. Food sovereignty aims to empower
small-scale actors in the face of an increasingly
globalised and corporatized food system
(Jarosz 2014). In the final declaration of the
People's Food Sovereignty Forum the right
of food producers, especially small-scale food
producers, to access land was explicitly outlined
(People's Food Sovereignty Forum 2009). As
small-scale food producers in cities, the goals
of grassroots urban agriculturalists are closely
aligned with those of the food sovereignty
movement. Given that this paper focuses on
land access for urban agriculture practitioners,
the food sovereignty approach is a useful
lens through which to examine this question.

This paper examines how planning
can contribute to food movements within
cities, focusing on the potential of planning to
enable land access for food production. Food
sovereignty is the operational lens through
which urban food movements are examined, as
a grassroots and comprehensive framework for
understanding the root causes of inadequate
food access (Jarosz 2014). Food sovereignty is
defined as "the right of each nation to maintain
and develop its own capacity to produce its
basic foods respecting cultural and productive
The paper begins with a discussion on
diversity. We have the right to produce our own land access as a necessary component of food
food in our own territory. Food sovereignty is sovereignty in both urban and rural contexts.
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Then, the relationship between planning
and food systems is explored before moving
to an analysis of Toronto's current Official
Plan as a case study for how planning
views food and related terms in planning
documents. Building on that analysis, this
paper argues that planning is well positioned
to meaningfully contribute to existing urban
food production efforts through designating
urban agriculture as an official land-use.

to make a decent living through their work,
such as access to local markets, are critical
for food sovereignty to succeed long-term.
However, land access is a critical early step
and is therefore the focus of this paper.
Borras, Franco, and Suárez (2015) also point
out that access to land is an urban question
as much as it is a rural one, especially if food
sovereignty is to become an urban reality.
UA projects are dependent on fair and
continuous access to land, which until now
has been insecure and fragmented (Thibert
2012). Although focusing on the rural, Peter
Rosset (2011) makes a compelling case
for structural reform of land and property
rights away from the current neoliberal
approach as a condition to move towards
food sovereignty, alleviate poverty, and build
sustainable communities. In what follows,
it is argued that planning has the potential
to enable a kind of land reform that can
contribute towards urban food sovereignty.

FOOD SOVEREIGNTY AND LAND
ACCESS
Food sovereignty is originally a
national and rural concept. Born out of the
neoliberal threat to the agrarian lifestyles of
small family farmers in Latin America, the
concept spread quickly among small farmers
worldwide. Although problematising the
word sovereignty, non-agrarian indigenous
food systems can relate to the principles
underlying the concept (Coté 2016).
Although not prescriptive, Dawn Morrison's
description of food sovereignty in the
indigenous context makes the connection
to and responsibility for land an explicit
component of indigenous food systems
(2011). Morrison's description sees food
as almost a secondary consideration; care
for the land is the first priority, because a
healthy environment will inevitably provide
healthy food. In La Via Campesina's agrarian
definition too, the emphasis is on the right
to produce food and choose how to do so,
which is inextricably linked to land access
(Rosset 2011). As Borras, Franco, and Suárez
argue, "land reform is certainly a necessary,
but not a sufficient component.... for the
political project of food sovereignty" (2015,
605). Without access to land, there would
be no food production. Land reform alone is
not enough; conditions that enable farmers

P LAN N E RS AS M AN AGE RS OF
THE P UBLI C DOMAI N
Due to rapid urbanization and
the advancement of food transportation
technologies, the separation between food
production and consumption has become
commonplace (Mendes et al. 2008). In
many ways, planning was complicit in this
separation, with its focus on "highest and
best use" of urban landscapes (Thibert 2012,
353). UA came to be seen as dirty, unhygienic
and characteristic of the global South,
where it has remained a constant feature
(Pothukuchi and Kaufman 2000). Planning
contributed greatly to the urban-rural
divide between consumption in cities and
production in increasingly distant agricultural
zones (Pothukuchi and Kaufman 1999).
Pothukuchi and Kaufman's (2000) widely
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(Jarosz 2014). Community food centres and
citizen responses, such as grassroots UA,
are also a vital part of the equation, not only
because they build a sense of community
and re-connect isolated urban residents
with each other, nature, and food, but
also because they represent a grassroots
movement towards food sovereignty
already (Thibert 2012). In localising and rePothukuchi and Kaufman found that
situating food within community networks,
planners saw their role as one of stepping
these organizations are well on their way
in where the private sector had failed or
to regaining control of their food systems
was ineffective, such as with housing and
from industrialised agriculture (Ayres and
transportation. In general, planners viewed
Bosia 2011). However, institutional support
their role as primarily concerned with
is necessary to take these disconnected and
public goods such as air and water, and,
precariously funded organizations and create
in the case of market failure, affordable
a robust and resilient urban food system.
housing (2000, 116). Interestingly, food is
not viewed as a public good. However, it
Planning as a field is concerned
is clear today that the dominant market
with
managing
public goods but also with
mechanism for food production and
distribution has left significant gaps in intervening in private property where the
public and private interact (Needham
equitable access (Mendes et al. 2008).
and Hartmann 2012). In fact, Needham
and Hartmann (2012) argue that this is the
Another reason that governments
primary function of planning: to manage
and planners do not view food as part of
how different and competing property rights
the public domain is because of the rise of
are exercised and limited to arrive at a fair
community food centres and food banks,
and livable organization of urban space.
which are primarily funded by civil society
Planning achieves this through creating and
groups (McClintock 2014). As markets
implementing laws on how and where land
continue to fail in providing nutritious,
can be used through designating specific
affordable food to everyone, and as these
land-use zones (Needham and Hartmann
same market mechanisms work to displace
2012). Currently, land-use designations
hundreds of thousands of people from
cover uses such as residential, commercial,
land-based agrarian lifestyles all around
recreational, conservation, industrial, mixedthe globe (Rosset 2011), a new strategy for
use (which usually encompasses a mix of
equitable and sustainable food production
public, residential and commercial), and
and distribution is clearly needed. Food
agriculture—however this agricultural zone
sovereignty is an important part of the
is specifically for areas outside of the city to
answer as it goes beyond discussions of
protect agricultural land from urban sprawl
food availability to address root causes,
(Urban Hamilton Official Plan 2013). In line
such as issues of self-determination and
with a suggestion by Campbell (2004),
power imbalances between actors within
this paper proposes the addition of UA as
the dominant industrialised food system
referenced study on why planning has kept
urban food systems at arm's length included
reasons such as the perspective of planners
that the food system was in the domain of
the private sector and that the private sector
was handling the food needs of communities
well without involvement from planners.
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one such designated land-use, which the
analysis below reveals is currently lacking.

to agriculture: 1 as related to protecting
agricultural lands outside the city, and 2
as a statement to encourage UA (Toronto
Official Plan 2015; York University Secondary
Plan 2015; Downsview Area Secondary Plan
2015). In terms of references to agriculture,
2 were about preserving agricultural lands
outside of the city, and 3 mentioned that
agriculture would be 'encouraged' in areas
designated for other land-uses such as parks
and hydro corridors, but that agriculture
was temporary and secondary to these
other priorities (Toronto Official Plan 2015;
Etobicoke Centre Secondary Plan 2015).
Of the 32 approved Secondary Plans for
Toronto, 3 repeated a policy statement
that UA would be encouraged in different
areas, without elaborating on actionable
items (Downsview Area Secondary Plan
2015; York University Secondary Plan 2015;
Lawrence-Allen Secondary Plan 2015).
Encouraging agriculture in National Urban
parks was mentioned once (Downsview Area
Secondary Plan 2015) and the 10th reference
to agriculture was in the description of York
University's location on former agricultural
lands (York University Secondary Plan 2015).
Of the references to garden only 3 referred to
gardening as an activity to cultivate food and
another 3 referred to allotment gardening
but without reference to food. The other 13
references were to 'community gardening' in
the context of aesthetics or recreation (Toronto
Official Plan 2015; Downview Area Secondary
Plan 2015; Scarborough Centre Secondary
Plan 2015; North York Centre Secondary
Plan 2015; Lawrence-Allen Secondary Plan
2015). The Central Don Mills Secondary Plan
references Ebenezer Howard's (1902) Garden
City concept 3 times, but only with reference
to landscaping and aesthetics (2015). Of the
references to farm, 5 were in the context of
the area's history as farmland and 3 were
to farmer's markets (Toronto Official Plan

U RB A N AG R IC U LT U R E IN
P L A NNI N G
To understand the place of UA in
planning, Toronto's Official Plan (OP) was
analysed. The analysis focused on the OP
because it represents the central vision
document that guides municipal planning,
and as such would be at the forefront of
fostering a change in perspective in the
field. Toronto was selected here because of
its position as a leader in North America on
food issues (Blay-Palmer 2009). This analysis
revealed that the words food, agriculture,
farm, garden, animal and livestock appear
infrequently in OPs, in contrast to comparable
keywords such as housing and water. More
importantly, however, are the contexts in which
these words appear. Although planning has
made significant strides to incorporate food
systems into the field, analysing the Toronto
OP revealed that most references to food and
UA fall within an industrial or retail commercial
framework or in the area of recreation.
In Toronto's 2015 OP, the word food
appeared 15 times, the word agriculture
appeared 10 times, garden appeared 22
times (excluding garden as an official street
or park name) and farm appeared 8 times.
Of the 15 references to food in the Toronto
Official Plan, 6 were references to food as a
component of a larger retail development or
existing tourist attraction, 3 were references
to other policy documents such as the
Toronto Food Charter, 3 were references to
the definition of food security or aspirational
statements about food as an integral
part of healthy cities without any related
policy statements, and 3 were references
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2015; Motel Strip Secondary Plan 2015; URBAN AGRICULTURE AS
Lawrence-Allen Secondary Plan 2015). DESIGNATED LAND USE
Although UA is permitted as a
secondary land-use within most other
designations, this leaves the burden on
citizen groups to find land and justify a
new UA project. Belonging everywhere, it
ends up belonging nowhere—or at least,
relegated to the interstices of urban spaces,
with precarious tenure (Thibert 2012). By
setting aside designated spaces within cities
to produce food and by taking this practise
seriously at the municipal level, opportunities
for small businesses and broader citizen
engagement can be created (Campbell 2004).
Huang and Drescher (2015) recommend
policies such as incorporating UA into the
development review process, similarly to
the city of Guelph; enabling regulations that
support backyard hens and beekeeping, as is
the case in Victoria, BC; and the creation of
an inventory for UA-suitable land, which have
been generally successful in Portland, Oregon
and Vancouver, BC (Mendes et al. 2008).

As evidenced by the limited use
of keywords related to food systems and
production, the Official Plan as it is today does
not enable UA in a meaningful way. The most
significant change from when Pothukuchi and
Kaufman carried out their 1999 study is that
planning is no longer actively attempting to
prohibit agriculture from urban landscapes.
Beyond that, the language is passive.
Despite Toronto's adoption of food and
agriculture as components to include in the
master plan, implementation is not a priority
and UA is still secondary to other land-uses.
The lack of direct action on food and
UA issues in the Toronto OP can harm UA
initiatives, since it leaves these activities
without security of tenure (Thibert 2012).
Negative public perceptions of UA as a
suitable activity within public park spaces
can also threaten the continuation of some
UA projects (Huang and Drescher 2015).
Even in areas where gardeners/ farmers or
organizations have an agreement to use the
land, projects lack long-term security. This is
because there is always a primary land-use
designation for the lands that UA tends to
occupy, such as public parks, conservation
areas or hydro corridors. Once the owner or
the government, in the case of public land,
agree on a more lucrative or higher priority
use for that land, gardeners are asked to
leave, despite sometimes putting years of
effort into their sites (Thibert 2012). Currently,
planning still views UA as a marginal,
secondary and low-priority land-use.

By using their discretion to set aside
land for urban agriculture, planners can affect
land reform on a small scale. Land reforms
have employed many models throughout
history and publicly held, collectively
cultivated land is one such possibility (Rosset
2011). In the current economic drive to
accelerate the privatisation and enclosure
of public space (McClintock 2014), it is not
enough to simply permit or encourage, with
brief notes in planning documents, that UA
activities can take place almost 'anywhere'
in the dwindling public spaces left. Concrete
measures to identify and protect public land
and facilitate transfer to those who wish to
produce food is needed; transfer does not
imply taking land out of the public domain,

48

THE GATHERING V.4 JUNE 2020

but rather making it easily accessible,
fairly priced and with security of tenure.
For example, as more and more urban
space becomes defined by private-public
partnerships, as in the case of Toronto's
privately owned, publicly accessible (POPS)
spaces, the real spaces actually available to
produce food—or even to gather as a public—
are disappearing (Schmidt, Nemeth, and
Botsford 2011). By facilitating a reconnection
between food producers and accessible land
through dedicated planning policy, cities can
begin to regain a sliver of autonomy from the
dominant corporate-controlled food system.

occupations taking place globally. However,
the cases he presents are focused on the
global South; it is difficult to imagine his
models being applied to cities in the global
North. LaCroix's (2010) discussion on the
difficulty of downzoning land in Cleveland,
Ohio might offer insights into how these
property rights issues can be managed in a
North American context; however LaCroix
focuses on shrinking cities, which is not
the case for many Canadian cities. This is
an area where further research is needed
to find models of land management that
are equitable, sustainable, and acceptable
within the context of what exists today.

THEM ES F O R F U T U R E IN QUI RY

Another challenge is the potential
of dedicated UA spaces to create tension
with existing grassroots projects. There are
outstanding questions surrounding whether
creating an institutional arrangement for
UA could dilute the subversive aspects of
practicing it informally, and whether an
institutional arrangement could relegate
the practice of UA to certain limited spaces.
Although more research is needed to answer
these questions, dedicated measures to avoid
this type of stratification, such as keeping the
option to set up a garden in most public spaces
open, would help mitigate this issue. After
all, the goal is to increase food production
within cities, not relegate it to certain spaces.

The need to re-connect land with
food producers is key to moving towards
urban food sovereignty. However, there
are still challenges that must be addressed,
such as questions of funding for both land
leases for UA practitioners and supportive
programs at the municipal level, and further
research is needed to understand how
best to integrate designated agricultural
land into city plans and budgets. Other
challenges are discussed below.
An important challenge to introducing
UA as a land use designation is the issue of
private and public property rights. Property
rights as they are configured today are
based in a long history of colonial enclosures
grounded in Western European philosophies
of productivity, best use, and justified
exclusion (Locke 1948[1690]). As Rosset
(2011) has argued, if we are to create the
conditions for genuine food sovereignty, a
reformation of these entrenched property
rights systems are needed. He presents
several cases, from state-led transfers of land
from the elite to the landless, to grassroots

CON C LUSI ON
Calling on planning to close the gap
between land access and food production
is of course not a panacea for urban hunger.
However, working from the understanding
that food sovereignty is intrinsically
connected to land access, planning can
contribute significantly by incorporating
food and food production into its mandate
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RE FE RE N C E S

of managing public goods and facilitating
access to land for small-scale growers. By
designating agriculture as a legitimate and
permanent use of urban lands, planning can
provide the institutional support necessary
to take budding community level food
sovereignty movements and create a citywide, interconnected and resilient food
system. Moving towards food sovereignty
in cities is an important and necessary step
in moving towards genuine food security.
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THE TRINITY COLLEGE
ROOFTOP GARDEN:
REVEALING THE POTENTIAL FOR ‘LIVING LABS’
IN CAMPUS FOOD SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION
Nathan Postma, HBA University of Toronto
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INTRODUCTION

unlikely space. An operational room, containing
all of Galbraith’s air conditioning and heating
units, opens up to the Civil Engineering Sky
Garden: a gravel rooftop covered by rows
upon rows of tomatoes, peppers, eggplants,
bok choy, beans, beehives and a few edible
oddities. This space inspired the creation of
the Trinity College Rooftop Garden (TCRG)
which will be used as a case study in this paper.

The University of Toronto’s (UofT)
Galbraith building contains architectural
features that characterize many campus
buildings constructed in the 1950s and 60s. A
flat facade, framed by roof-to-ground concrete
pillars and blandly symmetrical windows, opens
into a congested foyer with sterilized, 2x2
metal seating. Under a bust of the building’s
namesake, a group of student volunteers meets
This anecdote tries to capture the
every Friday before walking through winding inspirational potential of revitalized urban
hallways and unmarked doors en-route to an
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rooftops, and shows off the strangeness of
university students encountering hidden
operational equipment. The former is a
story that is playing out across Toronto,
and the Toronto Youth Food Policy Council
is striving to highlight how these spaces
make up a diversifying food system. The
latter is an increasingly common interaction
which has already begun revolutionizing
post-secondary sustainability education.
Thus, this paper serves two purposes.
The first is to add the story of the TCRG to the (Brugmann et al., 2019; President’s Advisory
index of innovative food systems initiatives Committee on the Environment, 2018).
in Toronto. The second is to see how this
space informs the literature on experiential
I helped author the TCRG’s original
learning (EL) based sustainability pedagogy. research proposal and grant application
in the fall of 2017, as well as installing
The TCRG grew from a solutions the planters and maintaining operations
based, practical sustainability course through the TCRG’s first season the
named ENV461: ‘The University as a “Living following summer. I have continued that
Lab” of Sustainability,’ thus pointing to work into the 2019 growing season as Trinity
transformative potential of students and College’s first Urban Agriculture Coordinator.
professors to champion sustainability
initiatives. Specifically, my research shows
The interviews were with a Trinity
that Living Lab courses expand administrative College administrator, a Compass Canada
research potential, develop student passions, staff member, two UofT professors who
and inspire optimism in participants. include EL in their courses, and UofT students
who have contributed to the TCRG in a forcredit capacity. Questions were catered
to each informant’s particular role at UofT.

METHODOLOGY

This paper’s findings rely on a literature
review, my experience as manager of the
THE TRINITY COLLEGE ROOF
TCRG and seven semi-structured interviews.

GARDEN

The
literature
review
covered
publications on the growth and character of EL
at universities in North America and Europe.
Some sources were found specifically for
this publication, and others were borrowed
from research I have already completed
for Professor John Robinson at UofT

The TCRG is a student-led initiative
supported by passionate administrative
support. Dr. Jonathan Steels—Trinity
College’s Assistant Provost—envisioned a
garden atop an unutilized roof that could
produce organic vegetables for food service
purposes, while also serving as a venue to
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ground practical sustainability research and
host co-curricular activities. The lessons
learned and research conducted on the
TCRG are also providing context specific
insights relevant to the design of a new
building Trinity has commissioned (Trinity
College, 2019). In other words, the garden
is a pilot project for purpose-built urban
agriculture features of this future building.

Projects grant (Compass Canada, 2016).
Given the success of the first ENV461
cohort, another research question was posed
to the following year’s class. These students
designed and costed out a rainwater
harvesting and irrigation system. Again, their
work was used by TCRG volunteers to secure
funding—this time $33,000 from an internal
capital projects committee at Trinity College.

The garden’s original design was
drafted in the fall of 2017 by students in
fulfillment of their final assignment in a
fourth-year environmental studies course
instructed by Professor John Robinson:
ENV461: ‘The University as a “Living Lab” of
Sustainability.’ This course partners teams of
student “consultants” with UofT operational
staff to solve real-world sustainability issues.
Using data from this assignment, $5,000
in funding for supplies and the first twenty
Biotop containers (a sub-irrigated planter)
was secured in the spring of 2018 from the
Compass Canada’s Chartwells Campus

Together, the progress from the
ENV461 cohorts inspired support from
University of Toronto alumni who donated
money to expand the garden to eighty
biotops and provide food systems internship
opportunities for participants in the
Butterfield TrinityONE Environment and
Sustainability stream—that is a first year
environmental studies and sciences course
hosted by Trinity College (Trinity College,
2018). By pioneering new opportunities for
experiential learning, justifying sustainability
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The appearance of Living Labs at UofT
capital improvements on campus, as
well as inspiring visitors to reimagine is a product of Professor John Robinson
urban spaces, the TCRG is encouraging moving from his role as Associate Provost,
Trinity to think big for its new building. Sustainability at the University of British
Columbia (UBC) to his current position at
the Munk School of Global Affairs in 2016
Leveraging curricular origins effectively
(University of British Columbia, 2015). In 2017,
was key to establishing the TCRG. After briefly
he approached Dr. Jonathan Steels with a
defining Living Lab courses, the benefits
question that ultimately created the basis of
of this practice will be discussed in relation
the TCRG: “Do you have any sustainability
to the evidence drawn from interviews.
projects that you would like to get to this year,
but know you won't have time?” (Robinson,
PRAGMATISM AND PASSION
2018, personal communication). Interviewing
Steels reveals the pragmatic benefits of
At UofT, courses that expand investing time into Living Lab courses.
sustainability focused practical learning
opportunities are called “Living Lab” courses.
Although Trinity has been interested
In the academic literature, this strategy
in
reducing
the carbon footprint of
is also called “real-world laboratories,”
“urban living labs,” and “sustainability its foodservice operations for years,
learning labs” (University of Toronto, 2017; administrative staff had “limited capacity
Schäpke, Bergmann, Stelzer, & Lang, 2018; to do the extensive research required” to
Wittman & Crews, 2012). Although the find genuinely sustainable, “cutting-edge”
name varies, there are consistent principles solutions (Steels, 2019). Partnering with
at universities employing the model: student researchers in ENV461 presented
itself as an especially appropriate solution.
It both alleviated research burdens on the
• “Formal and equitable collaboration
administrative staff, and spoke to Trinity's role
with both operational and community
as an academic institution tasked with forming
partners to identify and solve real
sustainability issues;
the perspectives of young people. As Steels
revealed, “[Living Lab courses] make great
• Training of career ready graduates
learning opportunities” while also giving
through external placements;
students an “active role in shaping constructive
changes” (Steels, 2019). Professor Nicole
• Emphasis on promoting and expanding Spiegelaar, an instructor in the TrinONE
experiential learning opportunities;
program, believes this constructive role is
a useful way to activate student passions.
• Intentional knowledge transfers beyond
academic circles; and
As noted above, formal for-credit
collaboration is foundational in the Living Lab
• Institutional commitment to
pedagogy. When asked why she includes EL
transdisciplinary thinking.”
in her courses, Spielgaar answered: “Students
(emphasis added, Brugmann et al.
2019)
feel they want to do something. So what?
What can I do? Environment and sustainability
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are very overwhelming, and people want CONCLUSION
to take action. Demonstrating you can
connect theory with actions is important for
maintaining hope, engagement and interest
in sustainability projects" (Spiegelaar,
2019). Professor Stephen Scharper, another
instructor in the TrinONE program, echoed
Professor Speiglaar when answering the
same question in a separate interview: “The
main reason is hope. Climate change data
and stats on biodiversity can be dire. The
temptation towards nihilism and cynicism is
strong. [In Living Lab courses] students do
immersion. They know the stats but they
do not throw in the towel” (Scharper, 2019).
Clearly, professors at UofT have
seen how Living Lab courses develop
student passions in a way that “gives credit
and validation from the system itself”
(Spiegelaar, 2019). This powerful motivator
The TCRG case study reveals how the
has a positive impact on student learning. Living Lab model creates mutually beneficial
collaborations between UofT administrators,
In addition to myself, two other professors, and students. Transforming a
student authors of the original ENV461 report barren rooftop into a productive garden
contributed significant time and energy to the required passionate engagement with
project after our formal course requirements sustainability and pragmatic research at
had ended. We chose to persevere in the all levels. When this occurred in the first
operationalization of the TCRG as a result cohort of the ENV461 course, a snowballing
of a greater literacy and engagement effect allowed the TCRG to grow from
with food systems (Neeson, 2019; Shaw, concept to practice in two seasons. The
2019). That is, the collaborative research momentum will certainly continue—more
process of Living Lab courses intrinsically students are receiving formal validation for
creates higher mastery of the subject area, their participation in practical sustainability
which inspires deeper commitment to the pedagogy through the TrinONE program,
associated projects. Further, as a result of and Trinity has committed to expanding
our experience in ENV461 and subsequent innovative urban agriculture practices in
engagement with the TCRG, all three of us their new building. The inspirational and
are now considering careers in food systems education potential of these spaces will
transformation (Neeson, 2019; Shaw, 2019). prove to be formative influences in the
lives of UofT students in the years to come.
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