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Political 
Ecology 
offers a  
holistic view 
of how 
people 
interact with 
the 
environment. 

Pezzoli, K. (1996). Proceedings from ACSB ’96: Joint International Congress of 
         the Association of Collegiate Schools of Planning. Toronto: Canada  



4 BROAD TOPICS 
 
OF DISCUSSION:  

A very brief history of 
community gardens in the 
U.S. 
 
• Community gardens as a 
national social movement 

• The commons  
 
• Local community garden 
movements in south 
Phoenix 

1902 Parks Department Annual Report 

Motto, F. (2006). Community Gardens and Social Change.  
Retrieved from: http://communitygardens.wordpress.com/background/   



HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
OF THE COMMUNITY 
GARDEN MOVEMENT:  

 

• Interest in vacant lot 
gardens and community 
gardens comes in 
response to national and 
local economic stress.  

• Early interest in 
community gardens 
arose out of the stress 
of war and economic 
hardship.  

• Arizona hosted some 
270 acres of community 
gardens during great 
depression1.  

 
 
 

 

1) Lawson, L. (2005). City Bountiful: A Century 
of Community Gardening in America, University 
of California Press: LA, California.  



HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
OF THE COMMUNITY 
GARDEN MOVEMENT:  

 
Gardens become a 
way to connect 
children with nature.  
 
A moral undertaking 
to teach children 
ethical behavior such 
as thrift and work.  
 
 

Retrieved from: homepage.mac.com/cityfarmer/PhotoAlbum33.html 



A NEW 
COMMUNITY 
GARDENING 
REVOLUTION 1970:  

New community gardens 
are formed around 
improving inner city 
neighborhoods.  
 
They concentrate on 
struggling minority 
neighborhoods.  
 
New movement 
concentrates on: 
• Community building 
• Local Food security 
• Environmental benefits 
• Revitalization of urban 
wastelands 

Retrieved from: http://www.ecotippingpoints.org/our-stories/indepth/usa-new-york-community-garden-urban-
renewal.html 

South Central 
Farms, once the 
largest 
community 
garden in the U.S., 
14 acres. 
Estimated to have 
fed over 350 
minority families.  
  

First garden by 
Green 
Guerillas(1973) 
in New York 
City, volunteers 
had to clear 6 
feet of garbage 
before reaching 
the soil.  

Retrieved from: http://www.mitchglaser.com/journal/
2006_03_01_archive.html 



Community gardens are contentious.  
 

Photo by Francis, Ric. (2006) for AP, retrieved from  
http://www.humanflowerproject.com/index.php/weblog 
/comments/whose_domain_south_central_farm/ 
 

South Central Farmers rushing a bulldozer 
 
South Central Farms destroyed in 2006. 
 
  

 
Retrieved from: http://www.ecocentricblog.org/2010/08/19/new-yorkers-
rally-for-community-garden-protection/ 

Some New York City Gardens lost 
ABC Garden:                  (1996)  
El Jardin de la 10:             (1997) 
Jardin de la Esperanza:     (2000) 
Little Puerto Rico:           (1997)  
Mendez Mural Garden:    (1997) 
 



Incommensurability:   

�  Community 
gardens have high 
use value but low 
monetary value; 
this has never 
been categorized 
or examined in 
any systematic 
way.  

Private Goods Food cultivated on the plot  

Extra income: selling produce  

Public Goods Ecosystem Services  

Increased Property Values  

Beautification  

Increased social capital 

CPR Access to plots is rivalrous 

State and industry desires land 

Club Goods  Exercise  

Psychological wellbeing  

“It is much easier to list the use values of the community gardens than it is  
to measure them—and it is much easier to determine how much someone  
is willing to pay for the parcel of land within the market” (Schmelzkopf, 2002).  



Politics of Scale 



Maryvale 

Central City South 

South Mountain  

Pink census tracts  
signify areas identified by  
USDA as food deserts.  

Blue arrows point to 
three communities creating  
local food movements to  
mitigate food desertification . 

Food Desert Locater, (2012)  

The research area:  All three communities are identified as food deserts 
by USDA and independent researchers and also have civic-based local 
food initiatives.   



Community gardens are not a 
panacea for urban food deserts 

�  In a longitudinal study 
of community gardens 
it was found that 50% 
of gardens that failed 
did so because of 
abandonment and 20% 
because a public 
agency reclaimed the 
land the garden was 
situated on.  

�  (American Community Garden Association, 1998).  

Many of the gardens in one of my 
study areas are underused or 
abandoned.  

(Bleasdale, Crouch & Harlan, 2011) 



A civic agriculture “secret”  



Community Development Corporations (CDC) 

�  “We are not a marching 
movement, we are an 
informational movement, if 
we talk to the city about 
policy issues they will 
listen!” (interview, October, 2010)  

�  “[We] unify the community 
and not just to have 
communication with each 
other, but to have a voice at 
city hall and to have some 
impact…” (interview, February, 2010).   

�  New Social Movement 
Theory  

�  CDCs make alliances 
with both the State and 
business funders.  

�  CDCs work from the 
bottom up using self-
governance  strategies.  

�  “Citizen participation at 
the community level to 
secure public goods is a 
legitimate means of 
effecting community 
change.” (Dorius, 2006)  



Differences between groups that organize and 
fund local food initiatives: 

Phoenix Revitalization 
Corporation frames their 
local food movement as a 
space for residents to 
establish independence and 
empowerment though self 
self-sufficiency. Tigermountain foundation 

frames their local food 
movement as a space to 
further social justice 
through community building.   

Maryvale on The Move 
seeks to identify and change 
policies that affect access to 
healthy foods within the 
neighborhoods and create 
and support civic agriculture 
projects.  

Hope VI Community Garden (march, 
2012) Photo courtesy of Kendal Drake  

Harmon Community Garden (march, 2012) Photo 
courtesy of Kendal Drake  



Memories of south Phoenix: 

�   “A lot of space, lots of 
families in there and I 
don’t care what time 
you drove there, there 
was always 
somebody…that was a 
true community 
garden.”  

�  Personal interview with a community member of a 
garden now gone.   

 

“What I loved about south 
Phoenix, when I settled here 
was that it was a beautiful 
green belt, green lush trees, 
irrigation canals, water 
everywhere, so everybody 
had beautiful green 
lawns,...fruit trees and 
citrus…  We could smell the 
perfume from the Japanese 
garden all the way down- 
town, and the orange 
blossom, there was a lot of 
citrus, too1.” 

1) Vega, S., (2003). Recuerdos: Memories of life in the 
Barrios Unidos Phoenix, Arizona.   



Health and wellness: 

�  “I benefit a lot from 
gardening.  It is not 
just give me a better 
living environment, 
but it also makes me 
feel healthier. For 
example, the fresh air 
makes [me] so 
comfortable."   
(Translation from Mandarin) Seniors Opportunity West Garden: 

Buckeye and 7th avenue.  Supported 
by Phoenix Revitalization 
Corporation.  



Quality of food, quality of life: 
�  “Grape vines and fruit trees and beautiful liveliness, 

things to attract birds, life, bring life to it, and a gazebo.  
Things for entertaining and having breakfast.” 

 
�  “what normally you can’t afford to buy and it grows in 

abundance.” 
 

Focus Group 
Results 

The Garden of Tomorrow: 
18th street and Broadway 



A space for the community: 

�  “When you have young people and older 
people gardening in the same garden, we are 
connecting generations and stories and 
experiences.” 

Interview with a community member  

The Garden of 
Tomorrow: 
18th street and Broadway 
 
 



Health and wellness: 
�  “And if it hadn’t been for that garden… just sit there 

and watch him work, I don’t think I would of made 
it. That was my salvation… Even if you do nothing 
else but sit there and watch the people work, you’re 
healing…” 

Interview with gardener 

Matthew Henson Seniors 
Garden.  
Buckeye and 7th street. 
Supported by Phoenix 
Revitalization Corporation.  



Dreams of Gardens 

�  “I would like to see a farmers’ market 
over here. And a big garden, like a really 
big garden.” 

The Garden of Tomorrow: 
18th street and Broadway 
 
 



Take home messages:  

� Community gardens are deeply entwined 
with both national and local political 
scales. 

� Community gardens do not fall easily 
within modern understanding of land use.  

�  Successful community gardens must be 
created around neighborhood needs and 
desires. 
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