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“The Lucky country”? A critical exploration of community gardens
and city–community relations in Australian cities
Alec Thornton

Geography, School of Physical, Environmental and Mathematical Sciences, UNSW Canberra, The University of New
South Wales, Canberra, Australia

ABSTRACT
Urban agriculture (UA) has the potential to expand beyond the grassroots
level to meet the social, cultural, economic and food needs of urban
dwellers. At its core, UA represents an alternative use of urban space
that occurs with or without government support or approval. The
experiences of community gardeners and their views of, and
engagement in, community gardens as a form of UA, or local
“alternative food networks”, is a focal point of this paper. Relying on
Australian city case studies, this paper explores community gardens,
using critical urban approaches concerning “rights to the city” and
diverse economies. Findings from this study reveal how community
gardeners understand and participate in diverse economies and
extended local food networks. They also identify respondents’ views of
local councils as barriers to the emergence of community gardens, and
other forms of UA, as a local response to growing concerns over impacts
of the global food chain on food security. In contrast to other Western
cities, effective city–community relations for community garden growth
have yet to emerge in Australian cities, as key policy areas for urban
sustainability and social cohesion.
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Australia is a lucky country, run mainly by second-rate people who share its luck. (Horne 1964)

Introduction

In 1964, Donald Horne ironically described Australia as a “lucky country” (1964, p. 239), having excep-
tional opportunities for wealth creation, largely due to its natural resource-base and vast spaces for
expansive development. He was being critical of what he perceived to be a “lack of innovation”, com-
pared to other modern societies, and challenged neo-liberal-minded decision-makers to be more
“proactive” and “clever”. Horne’s critique is pertinent, as much as it is provocative, to contemporary
issues concerning urban sustainability and the dominance of market-oriented urban planning (Bartel
et al. 2014). Similar to other Western cities, concerns over urbanisation and the effects of the globa-
lised food system on food security (in terms of access, availability and, in particular, utilisation or food
knowledge) are driving local action in Australian urban areas that challenge the global food system
(Gaynor 2006, Mason and Knowd 2010, Farmar-Bowers et al. 2013). Discussed in this paper, some
Western cities have realised the importance of city–community partnerships, though certainly not
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universal, in overcoming tensions underlined in this exploration of social food movements in the Aus-
tralian case studies.

A primary aim of the research was to identify the structural and actual experiences of community
gardeners and city–community engagement in creating spaces for local alternative food networks.
Research questions explored community gardeners’ understandings of local food production and
their contributions to social well-being, in terms of health, nutrition and cohesion. Based on field
research, this article situates the experiences of community gardeners in two Australian cities, Can-
berra and Sydney, within Lefebvrean claims of the “right to the city” via Gibson-Graham’s (2008)
diverse economies approach, which gives primacy to social use value of urban space (Lefebvre
1991). A “right to the city” is essentially a collective response by urban communities to “take back”
neo-liberal-dominated urban space for social use (Lefebvre 1991).

For Harvey (2008 p. 23), “rights to the city” is also the “freedom to make and remake our cities and
ourselves [and is] one of the most precious yet most neglected of our human rights”. This response is
reflected in Gibson-Grahams’ (2008) diverse economy approach, where people engage in alternative
activities that may exist alongside, and challenge, the dominant, mainstream neo-liberal economy (or
capitalist system). Gibson-Graham’s (2008) diverse economies approach guided the analysis through
examining “non-monetary” practices of community gardeners within an alternative local food
economy – as a form of resistance to the supermarket-dominated food system (Maye and Kirwan
2010). Discussed below, many cities in North America (and Europe) are engaging in city–community
consultation processes that are contributing to change in city zoning, which directly benefits various
forms of urban agriculture (UA), as part of an alternative local food economy.

Conceptualising UA as an alternative social production of space is an emerging area for urban
theorists and critical geographers in exploring city–community relations and its theoretical impli-
cations. For example, Eizenberg (2012, p. 778) explored community gardens in New York City as
“actually existing commons”, where city-wide coalitions engaged in dialogue with city officials
and the wider public, to identify strategies for protecting and maintaining over 400 community
gardens (e.g. non-profit expropriation of land from the market as public land trusts). Studies
from San Francisco, Stockholm (Barthel et al. 2015, p. 1329) and Berlin (Colding and Barthel
2013, p. 159) suggest that better informed decisions in the collective use and management of
urban space for community gardens are possible when groups of civic actors organise, as coalitions
or social movements, to negotiate with powerful interests for policies to accommodate urban food
production. Meanwhile, Lyons et al. (2013) examined the extent to which Australian UA movements
are attempting to counter and resist the neo-liberal enclosure of social, political and ecological
spaces in urban areas, by bringing food production into the city. These studies make important
contributions in applying critical urban geographies to explore particular aspects of UA, which
offers useful framing for a discussion of the possibilities for city–community partnerships for sus-
tainable cities. Whereas Lefebvre’s theorising does not exclude the possibility of city–community
partnerships (Purcell 2002), the research discussed in this paper seeks to explore urban theoretical
and applied knowledge on these possibilities in community gardens in two Australian cities,
Sydney and Canberra.

This paper is structured as follows: first, it will situate community gardens within particular con-
ceptual frameworks, namely (a) Lefebvre’s “rights to the city” and (b) Gibson-Graham’s diverse
economies approach. Second, primary data from recent fieldwork in Australian cities, where
urban densities are, globally, comparatively low, will highlight the structural and actual experiences
and understandings of “everyday community gardeners” in producing and participating in diverse
and alternative local food spaces, independent of – or despite – city involvement. Finally, this paper
will consider the potential for communities and local city councils to collaborate for (re)imagining
and (re)creating urban spaces that emphasise social, economic and environmental justice for sus-
tainable urban development, as opposed to “actually existing neoliberalism” (Brenner 2012, Eizen-
berg 2012, Agyeman 2013). These issues are important to Australia, as national and local
governments have prioritised “greening cities” for more “liveable” urban environments for the
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purposes of strengthening social cohesion and to improve urban food security and related health
benefits in Australian cities (Australian Government 2013, ACT Government 2014). It is unclear how
these priorities will be put into practice; after earlier gains by some municipalities to integrate
social and environmental concerns into policy, “the planning system has since returned to being
more market-orientated” (Bartel et al. 2014, p. 67). Consequently, this prioritisation of liveable, sus-
tainable cities has not, yet, been realised or followed up with any tangible change in urban plan-
ning policy (Bartel et al. 2014, p. 68).

UA and critical urban theory

The Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO 2017) defines urban and peri-UA as the growing of
plants and the raising of animals within and around cities. It is also a holistic system that goes
beyond food production, as it has the potential to close the food-waste loop in urban areas and con-
tribute to low-carbon urban futures. Interest in UA is increasing as a result of price fluctuations for
basic food staples, inequalities in agro-food networks and persistent poverty, particularly in Sub-
Saharan Africa and post-conflict countries (Thornton et al. 2012).

The existence of agriculture in cities is not unusual and its manifestation can and does differ
spatially and temporally. For example, various forms of UA are practiced in public, private and
vacant areas in cities in developing countries, as well as in Western cities experiencing de-industrial-
isation (such as Detroit, see McCarthy 1997). The fact that many cities in the “North” and “South” are
considering and even integrating it as a strategy for sustainable urban development is relevant to
critical urban theorists, regarding the social production of space and how alternative use-values
can reinvigorate cultural and “every-day life” in the post-industrial city (Lefebvre 1996[1968],
Brenner 2000, Brenner and Elden 2001).

This paper will focus on case studies of community gardens, which are one form of UA. Although
various definitions exist, community gardens can be viewed as an

organized initiative whereby sections of land are used to produce food or flowers in an urban environment for the
personal or collective benefit of their members who, by virtue of their participation, share certain resources such
as space, tools and water. (Beilin and Hunter 2011, p. 1)

Although community gardens may not always deliver on the promise of equity and inclusivity (Glover
2004, Firth et al. 2011), they are generally viewed to make positive contributions to local and social
sustainability objectives and improved urban landscapes (Kingsley and Townsend 2006, Beilin and
Hunter 2011).

Discussed below, UA encompasses broader concerns regarding collective urban rights that are
increasingly finding tangible support, for example favourable zoning, at municipal levels. These
rights include the social production of space for the purposes of community gardens, urban farms,
farmers’ markets, “veggie-box” (vegetable) schemes and community-supported agriculture initiat-
ives. Therefore, an important assumption in this study is that re-imaging UA, as a form of social pro-
duction, can potentially bridge the “antagonistic relationship” (Brenner 2012, p. 19) that exists
between socially just spaces and neo-liberal policy spaces. Using a critical urban lens, this “re-
imaging” is possible “even if such possibilities are suppressed through dominant institutional
arrangements, practices and ideologies“ (Brenner 2012, p. 19). This view also embraces Harvey’s
(2008, p. 23) assertion that “the freedom to make and re-make cities and ourselves is […] a neglected
human right”. In this statement, Harvey emphasises Lefebvre’s thoughts on the potential power of
collective urban rights to change cities. For Lefebvre (1996[1968]), every society produces its own
space, which can have “non-productive” use-value that is in constant conflict with the neo-liberal
spatial production. This conflict reflects the role of power relations in spatial production and the
struggle for spatial justice or “rights to the city”. These issues are relevant to radical urban theorists
in discourses on alternative production of space and alternative and diverse economic geographies
(Leyshon et al. 2003, Gibson-Graham 2008).
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UA and “rights to the city”

In the 1960s, Lefebvre (1996[1968]) argued that urban spaces in Western civilisation are becoming
increasingly commodified (reduction in public “commons” for private consumption) and, in response,
communities are claiming their “rights to the city” thus giving rise to socio-political tension. This
tension is driving concerns and political action for social and environmental justice (Harvey 2008).
UA, as an alternative and transformative system, has the potential to expand the “public
commons”, to meet the needs of urban dwellers and the ecosystem. Many Western cities in
Europe and North America are identifying ways to integrate UA in urban planning (Kühn 2003,
Land Stewardship Project (LSP) 2010, Hodgson et al. 2011).

Alternative spaces, in a Lefebvrian sense, are socially appropriated and community protected. It is
not clear if the structural needs of the city and the social use value (non-commodified) of alternative
spaces can unite as complementary spaces, or compete for space (Harvey 2008). Some have argued
that contradictions between neo-liberalism and alternative food systems, such as UA, need to be
understood as both existing within the capitalist market logic and as a public good (McClintock
2014). These ideas of social use value and expanding urban food systems are influencing local gov-
ernment thinking and policy making for improving human–environment relationships in post-indus-
trial cities (McCarthy 1997).

Diverse economies approach

Critical geographies offer opportunities to reconceptualise UA, as part of the “(re)localisation” of food
systems (Maye and Kirwan 2010). As discussed by Larder et al. (2012, p. 4), localising food has become
associated with the alternative food systems movement, whose goal it is to foster social and environ-
mental equity in food production–distribution–consumption. This is seen as a response to the nega-
tive impacts of the globalised food system, understood as the persistence of chronic hunger and high
costs of food associated with industrialised food production, complex marketing and long distri-
bution chains (Larder et al. 2012). Gibson-Graham (2008) provide a critical framework that can
assist in assessing the emergence of alternative food economies (spatially tied or localised producers,
consumers and markets) and local food choice behaviour. This can be useful in assessing social and
economic value of community gardens as a contributor to alternative food networks, meaning
relations in the local food economy that links local production to local consumption, such as
farmers’ markets and community gardens.

Gibson-Graham’s (2008) diverse economies approach explains alternative economies that exist
beyond typical analyses of mainstream neo-liberal economic activities. Analyses of these activities
are located in the top row of the diverse economies framework (DEF) (Table 1). In each column
below are all other alternative and non-formal elements that make up the diverse economy.
Through a diverse economies lens, it is possible to explore alternative food economies and relational

Table 1. Representation of the DEF.

Transactions Labour Enterprise

MARKET WAGE CAPITALIST
Alternative market Alternative paid Alternative capitalist
Underground market Self-employed State enterprise
Co-op exchange Cooperative Green capitalist
Barter Reciprocal, In kind Socially responsible firm
Informal market Work for welfare Non-profit
Non-market Unpaid Non-capitalist
Household flows Housework Communal
Gift giving Family care Independent
Indigenous exchange Neighbourhood work Feudal
Hunting, gathering Volunteer

Source: Adapted from Gibson-Graham (2008).
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understandings (as diverse economies will differ from place to place) of “alternative” and “conven-
tional” food systems by “actually existing” community gardeners (Cameron and Gibson 2005,
Cameron and Wright 2014). This approach is useful when exploring why alternative local food
systems support is more “sporadic and certainly not voiced in policy circles” in Australia, as compared
to North America, where such support is “burgeoning” (Maye and Kirwan 2010, p. 5).

In this study, possible outcomes of a diverse economies approach to alternative food economies
include determining the relevance of local alternative food networks to community gardens and
benefits and reasons for civic engagement in urban food production. More broadly, alternative
social production of urban space can offer contributions, theoretically and empirically, to the
wider research field on the dynamics of alternative food economies and the emergence of local
responses to the negative impacts of the global food system. Although studies are emerging that
highlight the economic viability of diverse economic “enterprise” activities, as local alternatives to
the mainstream global food economy (Low and Vogel 2011, Martin 2011), the findings in this
study of Canberra and Sydney highlight responses that reflect diverse economic “transaction” and
“labour” activities. The point here is to not ignore the very real production–consumption “money-
making” opportunities in the food economy; rather the emphasis here is on the social and ethical
“non-monetary” concerns as key drivers that motivate local urban food activism (Jarosz 2008,
Maye and Kirwan 2010).

City–community partnerships in diverse local food economies

Research in some Western cities has revealed examples of effective city–community partnerships and
with respect to community gardens more specifically (McCarthy 1997, Agustina and Beilin 2012),
where workable relationships between state, corporate and community interests are both possible
and socially, economically and environmentally beneficial. In many North American cities, tangible
urban agricultural systems are in place, from Boston to Los Angeles (Hodgson et al. 2011) and
from Toronto to Vancouver (Newman et al. 2015, Patel and MacRae 2016), cities are rezoning to
remove barriers that either directly or indirectly prohibit various forms of UA to exist as a legitimate
and legal use of urban space. As an example of this process, the City of Boston established “Article
89”, which essentially legalised, through a two-year zoning and community consultation process,
various forms of UA, including rooftop gardens, in the inner city and wider metropolitan area
(Boston Redevelopment Authority 2013). This process included consultation between the City of
Boston and local communities to develop urban farm projects in low-income neighbourhoods,
where convenient access to fresh food outlets are often extremely limited. This limitation effectively
created a dependency on foods with low nutritional value, such as highly processed foods and fast
foods. Although local food production and marketing had long existed in the city, no frameworks had
previously existed to support it. As Popovitch (2014, p. 1) explains, “with over 40 food truck compa-
nies, a pilot residential composting program, 200 community gardens, 100 school gardens and 28
farmer’s markets, Boston was in need of a framework for its growing sustainability efforts”. Each
city has differing geographical, economic and climatic conditions and population densities, which
will likely influence city policy planning for UA. For example, in Detroit, a city experiencing rapid
urban decline in the wake of the global financial crisis, it is estimated that 5000 acres under tillage
could provide up to 28,000 jobs in what could potentially grow as a diversified local food
economy, producing up to 70% of the city’s food needs (McCarthy 1997, Detroit Free Press 2011).

In these North American cities, and others (LSP 2010; Hodgson et al. 2011), local government and
communities are engaging in a process to create and pass legislation for UA, to ensure its legal status,
despite significant urban population densities, economic priorities and environmental consider-
ations. Although the examples above appear more “top down”, or city-driven, than demonstrative
of Lefebvre’s appropriation of space, they raise issues regarding the long-term implications of com-
munity–city council partnerships, where socially “appropriated” or produced spaces become “domi-
nated” under the purview of city bylaws and neo-liberal policy (Lefebvre 1991). At the risk of
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contradiction, the notion of reconciling neo-liberal “dominance” and social “appropriation” of space
through strengthened community–city council partnerships might be a necessary pathway towards a
more sustainable and socially equitable urban future. As Crane et al. (2013) suggested, these issues
are ideal for urban planners, urban geographers and sociologists (amongst other disciplines), to take
up the notion of collective urban rights and their potential power to influence social equity in urban
food policy. In the Australian case studies below, community gardens are seen as fertile ground for
tension between the collective pursuit of urban “rights to the city” and neo-liberal dominance of
urban space. In contrast to the more cooperative city–community partnerships in other Western
cities, this research indicates an Australian urban policy culture that reflects a Lefebvrian critique
of city managers (echoing Horne’s “Lucky Country” criticism of decision-makers) as adversaries to
communities seeking diverse and alternative use of urban space.

UA in Australia

Background

Although UA, and its relationship to alternative food economies, is on a steady rise as an integral part
of urban planning in North America and European cities, this claim cannot so easily be made in the
Australian context (Maye and Kirwan 2010, Mok et al. 2014). This could be partly explained as studies
of community gardens in Australia are limited, despite its broad appeal in communities throughout
the country. According to Guitart et al. (2012, p. 365), from 1985 to 2011, only 12 Australian commu-
nity garden journal articles were published, written by 26 authors, compared to 51 articles by 119
authors in the U.S. Possibly, this difference could be of a historic nature, as community gardens in
Australia are a more recent urban phenomenon, when compared to the U.S., where community
garden programmes have existed for over a century (Lawson 2004). The earliest community
garden was established in 1977, in a Melbourne suburb (Bartolomei et al. 2003).

Although community gardens have been previously identified as a local means of delivering social
and health benefits to Australian cities (Bartolomei et al. 2003, Kingsley and Townsend 2006, Mel-
bourne Planning Authority 2008, ACT Government 2014), they receive limited public policy
support (Maye and Kirwan 2010). However, the existence of community garden policy does not
necessarily facilitate a favourable environment for these gardens to flourish, due to existing barriers
(Mintz and McManus 2014). Discussed in this paper’s findings, this limited support and “recent”
nature of community gardens as a fact of urban life pose challenges to communities seeking to
claim their “rights to the city” and building alternative and diverse food economies.

Notwithstanding, Australia is an important site for this type of research, given that 90% of its popu-
lation is urban and urban community gardening has been identified as important for urban sustain-
ability (Evers and Hodgson 2011, Lyons et al. 2013), as well as in providing greater food security in a
country where food choice decisions and behaviour are influenced by a supermarket “duopoly” (80%
of the market share belongs to Woolworths and Coles) (Spencer 2014).

Current research on alternative food networks and UA in Australia indicates that small-scale com-
munity urban farms are emerging, but are competing for space with influential property developers
(Lyons et al. 2013). Similar to many other cities, tensions exist in Australian cities in addressing the
need for public social spaces with competing neo-liberal market demands for urban commercial
and residential development (Bartel et al. 2014). Australia’s agricultural space in the built-up and per-
ipheral “fringes” are being lost to housing developments, in particular in urbanising areas that do not
plan for open green space (Thompson et al. 2007). Despite this, various forms of UA are beginning to
attract the attention of city planners in Australian cities alongside growing concerns over climate
change, natural disasters, food security and poor urban health. For example, South East Queensland’s
regional plan makes some allowances for UA, “to conserve agricultural land for food production,
provide spaces for urban agriculture such as community gardens, and enable access to fresh,
quality, seasonal local produce” (State of Queensland 2009). In Melbourne’s suburbs, city officials

6 A. THORNTON



have approved street side planter boxes and several city councils are employing officers to facilitate
the application of UA (Edwards 2011). In Sydney, the Environment & Heritage Committee is funding
an investigation into potential sites and models for a “Sydney City Farm”, sited on council land, and a
“Sustainable Living Centre”. Similarly, Canberra City Farm, part of the Urban Agriculture Australia
Network, is attempting to negotiate with the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) Government on poten-
tial land grants for a city farm and sustainability education centre in the nation’s capital city.

Spatial concerns for UA

In terms of the spatial and physical capacity of Australian cities and peripheries to produce enough
vegetables in relation to real consumption patterns, Australia is one of 22 countries (from a sample
size of 165 cities) that would require less than 10% of their cultivatable urban area to satisfy urban
vegetable demand, due to low urban population densities (Martellozzo et al. 2014). This can be
placed in the context of cities with high urban densities, such as New York City and Boston, where
extensive zoning for UA have been prioritised by city officials and supported by residents to
expand local food production, for home and commercial purposes. Compared to these cities, Austra-
lian cities have some of the lowest population and residential development densities (Gurran 2011). It
would appear that Australian cities have untapped potential to develop local food networks through
encouraging UA in inner city and peripheral spaces. However, partly due to “fast-tracking” of devel-
opment proposals, city planners in Australia appear slow to advance notions of urban environmental
performance with “liveability” and deriving various social benefits from its open spaces (Gurran 2011,
Freestone 2014). Despite this, at the grassroots level, several groups are proactively advocating the
social use of urban space for local food production and marketing, as forms of community pride
and urban environmentalism (Australian Food Sovereignty Alliance, Australian City Farms and Com-
munity Gardens Network, Urban Agriculture Australia, to name a few). These groups, and others,
argue that supporting local food production and marketing networks can have multiplier effects in
stimulating local sustainable economic development, including job creation.

Australian city case study: methodology

Detailed below, this paper discusses findings from semi-structured interviews and a questionnaire
survey, using purposive sampling, which targeted community and market gardeners, city councillors
and urban designers. The questionnaire survey was conducted online, collecting data from commu-
nity and market gardeners from two Australian cities (mid-sized and large) with active community
gardening groups – Canberra, ACT and Sydney, NSW. As a result of the survey link being distributed
by various local food and UA-related interest groups, some responses came from locations beyond
the ACT and NSW regions. The purpose of this paper was not to provide a probabilistic sample
and the findings are not intended to be representative of community gardeners across Australian
cities. Rather, this article will emphasise those that are specific to the case studies explored within
the Canberra and Sydney urban area.

The questionnaire survey revealed community gardeners’ understandings of, and contributions to,
local food networks and how this might reflect certain attributes of a diverse economy. The qualitat-
ive interviews provided some insights into community gardeners’ understandings of city–community
relations, with respect to community garden spaces. The questionnaire survey quantified respon-
dent-characteristics in UA and alternative food economies.

Questionnaire survey

This research conducted a questionnaire survey, with a sample size of 100 respondents, using “Survey
Monkey”, which is a popular online questionnaire software provider (www.surveymonkey.com). This
sample size was determined as adequate for the purposes of this study, in seeking to contribute to
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understandings of structural and actual experiences of community gardeners and city–community
engagement in creating spaces for local alternative food networks. Furthermore, it can be under-
stood as a convenience sample, whereby a purposive or targeted group (community gardeners)
were selected on the basis of their accessibility (on various websites for national food alliance and
community garden networks in Australia). The data were used to create frequency statistics; thus
the findings are not to be interpreted as representative or generalisable (Kitchin and Tate 2013).
The surveys were accessible via a customised URL, for embedding on previously identified websites
of UA, food alliance and community garden networks in Australia. The questionnaires collected data
from urban community andmarket gardens, largely comprising members frommixed socioeconomic
and ethnic backgrounds. The survey asked questions for examining (a) local food choice behaviour
(b) reasons for growing food and (c) participation in diverse local food economies.

While initially configured to collect 100 responses, the online survey returned an 83% response
rate. As identified in Table 2, the majority of surveys (50%) were completed by community and
market garden respondents in the Canberra (ACT) area, with 30% from the Sydney (NSW) metropo-
litan area and the remaining 20% from other localities in New South Wales (NSW, 7%), Victoria
(4%), Western Australia (4%), South Australia (2%), Tasmania (1%), Queensland (1%) and “not
disclosed” (1%).

Qualitative interviews

This study conducted 20 semi-structured interviews, in total, of individuals engaged in urban commu-
nity farm activities, also largely comprising mixed socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds. Interviews
were recorded using voice recorders (with respondents’ permission) and hand-written notations.
Data analyses involved a detailed process of thematic content analysis and coding of interview tran-
scripts using MS Excel and MS Word to identify patterns and key themes in the responses. The follow-
ing community gardens participated in the interview survey.

. In Sydney, three inner-city UA sites participated in the interviews; these are Erskineville Commu-
nity Garden, Randwick Community Garden and La Perouse Market Garden. Interviews were also
conducted with urban designers from the City of Sydney at the planned “Sydney City Farm”
site within Sydney City Park (44 hectares/110 acres), which is bordered by the inner-city areas
of Alexandria, Newtown and Marrickville.

. In Canberra (ACT), the Canberra Organic Growers Society (COGS) and Canberra City Farm assisted
this study in approaching community garden members to participate in the interviews. COGS

Table 2. Questionnaire survey sample population.

Sydney NSW Canberra ACT NSW Queensland
Summer Hill Kingston Moruya Mt Molloy
Coogee Canberra Mullumbimby Yandina
Neutral Bay Pialligo Ulladulla Tasmania
Chatswood Hackett Bungendore Taroona
Randwick Mitchell Lilyfield
Manly Holder South Australia
Manly Vale Charnwood Goodwood
Balgowlah Crace Western Australia
Homebush Dickson Gleneagles
Ingleside/Mona Vale Cook South Perth
Darlington/Camperdown Kaleen Victoria
Marrickville Kambah Chiltern
Turramurra Ainslie Castlemaine
Parkville Yarralumla Ashburton
Turramurra O’Connor
Malabar
Collingwood
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claims 12 community garden sites in its membership and, for this study, interviews were con-
ducted at Cotter Community Garden and Canberra City Farm.

Canberra and Sydney are interesting cities to locate a study of community gardens. The City of
Sydney, similar to other “global cities”, has become increasingly consolidated with more people
living in medium density and high rise accommodation without access to private open space
(Thompson et al. 2007). Canberra, Australia’s national capital, is located in the ACT and was, by all
accounts, initially conceived and designed as a “garden city” in 1913. As a result, the city benefits
from extensive public (unleased) lands, which is managed by the ACT Government (the ACT’s land
tenure structure is discussed in more detail below). Canberra’s housing densities are increasing
and early stages of light rail transport projects are underway to move a growing population (ACT Gov-
ernment 2012). This reflects the city’s Spatial Plan (ACT Government 2007), which seeks to contain up
to 90% of future urban development (projected to occur in the 30-year time frame) within a 15 km
radius from “Civic” the city centre (or central business district).

Despite urban expansion and development planning, community gardens are popular and getting
a closer look by city planners in Canberra and Sydney. For example, Canberra city officials are offering
exemptions on development approvals for community gardens on public (unleased) lands, under
certain conditions that largely relate to garden structures and infrastructure concerns. Canberra
City Farm, part of the Urban Agriculture Australia network, recently negotiated a 10-year lease
with the ACT Government to establish a city farm and sustainability education centre at a protected
wetlands reserve in Canberra. The City of Sydney (Local Government Authority (LGA)) provides policy
guidelines on setting up a community garden, as well community grants that can be used for estab-
lishing a community garden. In the City of Sydney LGA, community gardens are located on land
owned by Council, Housing NSW, Department of Education and the Uniting Church (City of
Sydney 2016).

Case study results and discussion: a tough row to hoe for community gardeners

Interview respondents in Canberra and Sydney argued that, unlike elsewhere, Australian city officials
do not proactively engage with local food producers, community or market gardens and larger peri-
urban farms, to develop frameworks to preserve productive urban and peri-urban agricultural lands,
thereby ensuring sustainable urban development. Although some city officials appear sympathetic
and supportive of neighbourhood efforts to start-up community gardens on public lands, these
are considered as community initiatives and assessed by officials on a case-by-case basis, using cri-
teria for community gardens developed, in general terms, by planning departments at inner city sub-
urban local councils, as well as towns that lie within metropolitan areas, which would apply to the
Sydney case. Respondents indicated that the existence of community garden policies has not
eased tensions between gardeners and local councils. On the other hand, Canberra and its
suburbs fall under the jurisdiction of the ACT, which entirely comprises Crown land with leasehold
rights (up to 99 years), as opposed to state and private land rights in NSW, and other Australian
states and territories. Therefore, the ACT Government, in lieu of local councils, plays an active role
in regulating community and market garden initiatives.

Respondents in the Australian case study locations emphasised the main barrier to community
garden groups in starting up or maintaining established activities to be associated with the difficulty
in working with local councils (including ACT government officials). Council staffers were often
described as having interests and priorities that were incongruent with the interests of garden advo-
cates. In Sydney, for example, the historic La Perouse Market Garden (initiated a century ago by
Chinese immigrants) was described as being under threat of cemetery expansion driven by the
Greek Orthodox community. This situation was explained by a campaigner engaged in activism to
save the Market Garden:
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There was a councillor [who argued that] food gardens are insignificant, [as] they don’t contribute to food secur-
ity; it doesn’t mean anything. [They miss the point that] of course 7 acres is not going to contribute [to food secur-
ity]. [The idea is that] one 7ha garden can lead to another 7 ha, and then another 7 ha and so on. The number of
people is what matters, to contribute to reducing emissions of food transport, internationally and domestically.

She further explained:

If I had the time and resources, I could bring together more like-minded people to run a smart campaign with key
people. Trying to rally support for market gardens with limited resources. People visiting the cemetery also like
the view of the market garden, they find it pleasant, relaxing to look at. [The underlying issue is] that councils want
the rates that comes their way from development. I am very cynical when it comes to councils.

Similarly, in the Erskineville suburb of Sydney, a vocal gardener at the Erskineville Community Garden,
on Erskineville Road, expressed her frustration with local council, including its criteria required for
setting up community garden space. This Erskineville gardener argued that the problem lies with
the council’s preference to “develop” the vacant building lot, thereby building over the site where
the garden is located. While this garden began as a guerrilla garden – referring to an occupy style
gardening practice where gardeners do not actually have legal title to the land they grow on –
and in-between two housing units, it expanded as interest in food production grew among the
area residents.

Her frustration was expressed as

[This community garden has] been here for 5 years, just after [the construction of] one of these buildings. They
used this garden site for the building projects. Before, this vacant area was used as a car park. We asked for a grant
for community garden, to enliven[ing] the neighbourhood. But Council said no. They really wanted to sell it for
development. They said our garden did not meet [Council’s] criteria for a garden, [as it is sited on] a main road, so
access is a problem. But [we] could argue there are gates. Also, [they say we do not meet the criteria for] security
and visual; we need two points and they say we have only one. But we could argue that we have two-points with
all of these windows [from the housing units).

The Erskineville gardener continued to express her disappointment when working through the Coun-
cil’s criteria for community gardens, which she found contradictive and, overall, a counterproductive
experience. The Council also noted that the garden site has no dedicated water source and it is “too
shady” (there is a eucalyptus on-site).

Her disappointment and frustration in the council criteria for approval to establish a community
garden are captured here:

We had a soil test done. There is no contamination, but pollution is possible due to continuous traffic. But we
grow on top anyways [using raised garden beds]. The City [of Sydney] does acknowledge that it is difficult to
meet all criteria in the inner city. With all time we spent with Council to satisfy health and safety requirements
we had to make spaces for access, put tennis balls on garden stakes… they still rejected it.

Council says we love community gardens, but we want to show you a different site, [suggesting] five alternatives.
[There are] lots of little parks around here but are not very big. With this site being vacant, it is not taking anything
away from anybody. This site was never given a role, it was vacant [so we used it for a garden), we enlivened it.

We have had a good five-years, we would like another five or ten. At least they [Council] have not done anything
with it. It has been zoned “road”, or there is another word for it. If it were to be sold or built on, it would have to be
re-zoned to residential. [in any case], for a community garden, it would have to be re-zoned anyway.

At the same time, there are also examples of more positive community–council relations, as evi-
denced by the Chippendale neighbourhood, in inner Sydney. Michael Mobbs, a local sustainable
community activist and author of Sustainable House and Sustainable Food (2010, 2012, Choice
Books), rallied community support for growing food on road/streetside verges and setting up com-
munity compost bins. With a background in environmental law and experience in working with
local government, he was aware that asking local Council for approval to embark on these activities
would be “a waste of time”. The primary reason being that no policies had existed, therefore, the
Council’s default reaction would be negative. He explained:
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[For interested community gardeners], it takes over three years and typically four to five to get a council approved
community garden. There is no time limit on council decisions, no statutory goal of supporting or buying from
local food producers. No councils [in the City of Sydney] buy their food from local farmers or community
gardens. The Sydney City Council is closing one [of the existing community gardens] down against united com-
munity wishes at Erskineville. [In another community], in Coogee, a garden took four years and most original
members had left.

Overall, the interview respondents reflect a more indifferent attitude towards the wishes and needs
of communities seeking to create socially cohesive food spaces. In the “rights to the city” context,
this reflects a “dominant” view of urban space, held by local councils. It also reflects community
desire to engage in and pursue diverse economies, despite feeling challenged by current
council policy and planning approaches. Identifying capacity at the grassroots level (e.g. environ-
mental lawyer) to challenge city officials offers an example of citizens mobilising to (re-) claim their
“rights to the city”.

The following questionnaire survey findings will provide some insight into local understandings of
and engagement in alternative food networks as diverse economies and food choice behaviour. This
will complement the previous qualitative interview sections on the views and experiences of prac-
titioners and advocates of community gardens.

Questionnaire survey results

The questionnaire survey revealed a variety of characteristics that seem similar to what has been
found in local food groups in other western countries (discussed below), in terms of why people
engage in local food production and related activities and perceived benefits. The questions were
designed to explore the existence of alternative food networks as diverse economies using the fol-
lowing themes, with corresponding questions:

(a) Sites of local food and food choice behaviour
. What is local food production?
. What are “alternative food networks”?
. Accessibility of community gardens from home

(b) Reasons for buying or growing food locally
. Perceptions on local food as better for the environment and fresher
. What is beneficial about community gardens? (Scale: 1 =most important; 6 = least important)
. Locally grown food (sourced within 200kms) is important to me (1 = high; 5 = low)
. Is organic production important to you (scale 1–5, 1 very important)?

(c) Participation in alternative food economies
. Do you volunteer or participate in any of the following alternative food activities?
. Do you lend assets to community gardens?

Findings for each theme

(a) Sites of local food and food choice behaviour
In this study, most respondents (72%) selected “all of the above” in identifying local food production
as any combination of backyard gardens, community gardens, urban farms, urban community and
household food gardens in cities and towns, as well as occurring on rooftops and commercial aqua-
culture production. Interestingly, these were also identified as places where monetary and non-mon-
etary exchanges can take place. As such, they made no clear distinction between an urban “farm”
(typically with an economic/supply purpose) and an urban or community “garden” (typically more
focused on food sharing).
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When asking “what are alternative food economies”, respondents cited “barter and exchange from
community gardens and backyard gardens”, “local food co-ops”, “community-supported agriculture
(CSA)” (although CSAs do not currently exist in Australia, respondents were aware of them), “farmer’s
markets”, “community gardens” and “veggie-box schemes”. In terms of “accessibility of community
gardens from home”, 38% travel less than 1 km and 36% travel from 2 to 5 km. Eighteen pre cent
of respondents travel 6–10 kms or more to reach their community garden.

(b) Reasons for buying or growing food locally
Similar to most studies on local food production, most respondents (81%) grow their own food
because they believe it to be “fresher”, 75% feel it’s “environmentally responsible”; 62% find it
“fresher than supermarket chains”, while 46% claim that buying local food “makes me feel good”.
When asking respondents about how they individually benefit from community gardens, most
(61%) claimed “health and well-being”, 51% cited “control over food choice” and 32% felt it contrib-
uted to “stronger social relationships”.

Local food and social relationships were further explored in the questionnaire. When asking ques-
tions related to the social or community benefits of community gardens, “health and well-being”
ranked the highest, as most important, closely followed by “control over food choice” and “stronger
social relationships”. Where “safer neighbourhoods” rank as “least important” is perhaps more of a
socioeconomic indication, given that several of the community gardens are located in more
middle-income areas. In contrast, the author’s research experiences in Boston, for example, commu-
nity gardens in low-income and high-crime areas are viewed as having a positive social impact, with
lower crime rates and drain on city resources for emergency responses (personal communication
Boston City Planner, 24/05/2013). This view of community gardens and urban greening as effectively
bringing “more eyes on the street” and lowering crime rates is shared by other local councils in the
United States and in the research literature on community empowerment and urban health (Arm-
strong 2000, Wolf 2010, Corrigan 2011, Local Government Commission 2013).

Respondents felt strongly about the importance of locally grown food (sourced within 200 kms
from home). On a scale of 1–5, with 1 being “highly important”, the average of all responses was
1.4. The importance of organic food production also ranked high, with the average 1.7 for all
responses. When including these responses to the “accessibility of community gardens” from
above (Theme “a”), this provides further indication of the role that community gardens and urban
farms have to play in addressing food security concerns and the demand for locally grown food.

(c) Participation in alternative food economies
The majority of respondents (over 80%) value farmer’s markets to purchase local produce and nearly
75% feel that it is environmentally responsible to do so. Many respondents (61%) also viewed locally
produced food at farmer’s markets as fresher than what can be sourced at commercial supermarket
chains.

From the data, there was some indication of alternative food networks that reflect characteristics
of Gibson-Graham’s (2008) diverse economy and its relationship to community gardens (Cameron
and Gibson 2005, Cameron and Wright 2014), with respect to alternative, non-market and non-capi-
talist transactions, which came to light when asking respondents “do you volunteer or participate in
any of the following alternative food activities?” and “do you lend assets to community gardens?” The
majority of respondents (74%) offered their “time and expertise” and “tools” (43%), as forms of
alternative non-market labour and 24% of respondents “benefitted from the time and expertise of
others”. Also, volunteering and participation in food garden skills workshops (34%) and public dem-
onstration gardens (32%) indicated how community gardens and gardeners provide their commu-
nities with indirect and direct educational and awareness benefits on food security issues facing
Australia, such as poor nutritional knowledge, malnutrition and obesity (Thompson et al. 2007,
Reeve and Jones 2016).
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The open-ended questions on the questionnaire provided a variety of responses, including
sharing and swapping of seeds/seedlings and tools, volunteering at university co-ops, hosting
garden “working bees” (e.g. cleaning up garden spaces) and providing public tours of community
gardens. When considering Gibson-Graham’s (2008) diverse economies in a critical urban lens,
these forms of alternative transactions appear to indicate socially driven change, in practice.

Discussion

Globally, city–community partnerships are advancing social equity and local food production,
through various forms of UA, such as urban community gardens. This paper highlighted the
removal of restrictive zoning ordinances, in many Western cities, as indicative of a commitment to
urban governance for sustainability planning (Mukherji and Morales 2010). As argued in this
paper, the potential for similar advancements in Australia is largely unfulfilled, which is underscored
by the limited (or in some cases, recent) policy engagement for facilitating community-driven social
land use initiatives, including community gardens. Moreover, many councils have enacted policies for
community gardens only as recently as the 1980s (Mintz and McManus 2014). As indicated by the
respondents in this research, these may not reflect the needs and desires of the community.

Overall, case study respondents expressed a strong desire to see the social, environmental and
cultural importance of local food systems influence future economic and social development plan-
ning of urban spaces, thus reflecting Lefebvre’s (1991) “everyday lived experience”. Respondents
strongly believed that city planners could learn from other Western cities, to better understand
and overcome the tensions that exist when attempting to integrate local urban food systems
within plans for residential and commercial development. It is this latter point that speaks to
Lefebvre’s (1991) concerns of neo-liberal dominance as a threat to socially “appropriated” or re-pro-
duced space. Unlike other Western cities, such as the Boston example, Australian city councils have
yet to fully acknowledge the social and environmental benefits of community gardens (Mintz and
McManus 2014). There is also limited engagement in removing barriers, such as stringent (prohibitive
even) requirements for public liability insurance, funding, prohibition of produce sales, equipment
storage and lengthy approval processes for requests to use public lands for community garden
space (Pires 2011, Guitart et al. 2012, 2015, Mintz and McManus 2014).

The case study findings indicated that the use of urban space for community gardens in Australian
cities, for the most part, tells a different story to the narrative from other Western cities, discussed
previously. When reflecting on the DEF (Gibson-Graham 2008, Cameron and Wright 2014), commu-
nity gardeners in the case studies struggle to “exist alongside”mainstream capitalist systems and are
largely seen as potential obstructions to dominant neo-liberal planning agendas. Unlike the Lefebv-
rian social appropriation of space found in other Western cities, support for community gardens in
the case studies appeared to be restricted by council-determined guidelines and with little recog-
nition of its potential value in shaping social and urban environmental policy. This is particularly
the case where local councils have yet to recognise the social use value of urban food space, nor con-
sider it on par with economic use value when making land use decisions.

The findings highlighted some of the tensions and opportunities arising between social move-
ments and local councils in the context of UA. The findings suggested the current limits, in terms
of planning and council support for UA, and community gardens in particular, and point to the
on-going importance of community interventions in shaping diverse and alternative urban food
spaces. In Australia, although urban food spaces clearly exist (Larder et al. 2012), the structural
needs of the city and the social use-value (non-commodified) of spaces have yet to unite and are
a continuing source of tension. Tensions related to competition for scarce land resources for social
and economic development, which can arise between communities and the city, are reflected in
the case studies, as demonstrated by the Erskineville and La Perouse garden respondents. Further
research would help in identifying opportunities, whereby city–community partnerships could lead
to UA eventually entering into formal policy planning in Australian cities.
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Conclusion

With various social and food justice issues increasingly playing out in cities globally, these issues are
ideally suited for a critical urban lens. In this article, an exploration of the literature on critical urban
theory combined with original case study research explored these issues. In reflecting on Lefebvre
social production and collective rights to the city, this paper proposed that UA could be conceptu-
alised as the social and physical embodiment of this “right” in creating “fully lived” and more
“just” urban landscapes. In the wider literature, it appears that local councils in some Western
cities are willing to respond to demands for locally based urban and peri-urban food production
and marketing at a point when community and market gardens activities reach a critical mass, along-
side consumer support and broader advocacy for these activities. Once integrated into formal urban
planning spaces, it is not quite clear to what extent these alternative food system activities could
thrive as diverse economies and address local concerns and expectations of social, food and environ-
mental justice.

In the literature, some city councils (e.g. Boston, Detroit) were identified as proactively engaging
with community groups in low-income neighbourhoods, to facilitate alternative and diverse food
economies (McCarthy 1997, Popovitch 2014). As McClintock (2014) observed, contradictions
between neo-liberalism and alternative food systems need to be understood as both existing
within the capitalist market logic and as a public good, particularly in striving for social equity. In
some Australian cities, local food advocates and community garden groups are proactive in their
attempts to establish frameworks for local food production and marketing systems. The findings indi-
cate that the Sydney and Canberra local food and community garden groups are, for the most part,
restrained by dominant neo-liberal structures, such as restrictive and fluctuating community garden
regulations and lack of timely processing of garden requests.

As argued by Mintz and McManus (2014), the existence of community garden policy does not
necessarily correlate with the prevalence of community gardens, particularly where local councils
have yet to remove barriers (Pires 2011) and recognise the social use value of urban space, nor con-
sider it on par with economic use value when making land use decisions. The findings in this paper
suggest that tensions between community and councils have yet to loosen, as existing barriers and
shifting community gardens policies are not reconciling market-orientated urban space with the
desired social use of space at the grassroots level. The findings also indicate Australian communities
share characteristics that reflect broader understandings of Gibson-Graham’s (2008) diverse
economy, with respect to alternative, non-market and non-capitalist transactions, where people vol-
unteer or participate in alternative food networks (or other than supermarkets) and volunteer time
and assets to food gardens (cultivation, “working bees” and community food education, nutrition
awareness) and farmer’s markets.

Community gardeners and grassroots civil society organisations in Australian cities are increas-
ingly calling for access to public, council or state land to create and facilitate resilient, equitable
and diverse local food systems. The case studies in this paper suggest that city officials have not
gone far enough, to engage in cooperative relationships with communities seeking alternative
and diverse urban food systems. This is indicative of a Lefebvrian criticism of city regulators for creat-
ing an urban policy environment that is detrimental to “rights to the city” claims (Lefebvre 1991). In
reflecting on the opening quote of this paper, Horne might very well agree with Lefebvre, as the
former’s “lucky country” criticism was also levelled at neo-liberal-minded decision-makers. These cri-
tiques appear quite relevant to the current context, where urban land use decisions still appear
fixated on serving neo-liberal interests, at the expense of innovative city–community partnerships
for healthy “liveable” Australian cities.
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