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Figure 18: Overview photo from 2006 before the CCGP existed. By 2012 all of the houses except the 

OPIRG house were demolished. The borders of garden are demarcated in black. Photo from Google 

Earth. 

According to the garden’s founder the lots beside the OPIRG house, where the garden 

now stands were “a wasteland; it was very ugly, very poor soil, it was just not a nice eye 

sight”. Another volunteer added that “It was a field of rumble, there wasn’t any life there 

even in the soil. I remember digging the first bed, and I needed to use a pick axe to open 

up the soil!”  In this respect the Campus garden is similar to the Ford City garden since 

both were started on vacant neglected land that volunteers cleaned and beautified. From a 

land owner’s perspective these vacant lots were cleared, landscaped, and maintained at no 

cost. A volunteer at the Campus garden commented, “I think from the university’s point 

of view they were happy if someone was going to take that area over, do something with 

it, so it was a win-win situation.” Also parallel to the vacant land at Ford City, soil tests 

were conducted at the Campus garden and found above average levels of harmful 
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chemicals, such as arsenic. Brent, a volunteer gardener who was a university student 

when the CCGP started, recalls this period:  

I heard there was a garden and the soil was toxic and contaminated. We weren’t 

allowed to walk through it because it was barricaded and closed off with a sign 

from the university saying there was arsenic poisoning in the soil. But it wasn’t 

[barricaded] everywhere, people were still doing some gardening there. 

 

Project organizers dealt with the contaminated sections of the garden by either 

designating these as “naturalized areas” without edible plants or building raised beds that 

would allow for food cultivation (Figure 19). Efforts were also made to improve soil 

quality by introducing native plants known to absorb toxins, such as sunflowers. The 

garden also had a border of native flowers and fruit bushes, an herb spiral, and three 

distinct sections.  

 

Figure 19: The Keyhole Garden in the forefront with the Independence Garden's trellises in the 

background. To the right of the Independence section by the tree is the naturalized area. Photo taken 

by Adam Wright. 
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The first section was called the Keyhole Garden and designed with a 

permaculture
33

 approach that emphasizes biodiversity, companion planting, and resource 

conservation (e.g. less water and no tilling) (Figure 19). The Keyhole area was divided 

into six sub-sections and designated as communal; meaning that 100% of the produce 

harvested from here was donated to nearby food banks and shelters. A wide variety of 

fruits, vegetables and herbs were grown in this section, the largest variety of plants 

compared to other community gardens in Windsor-Essex. The second section was called 

the Independence Garden and was also designed with an environmental approach 

resembling individual allotments but with bordering flowers and native plants (Figure 

20). About five raised beds were located in this section and maintained by individuals 

growing specific crops in each plot, such as beets, peas, and eggplants. This section 

differed from the Keyhole Garden because 10% of the vegetables grown were taken 

home by the people maintaining the plots whereas the remaining 90% was donated to 

food banks and shelters. The Independence Garden was primarily maintained by long-

term volunteers such as two of the garden’s managers, whereas the Keyhole section was 

maintained by the founder and mostly newer volunteers.  

                                                 

33
 A keyhole garden is a permaculture design with more rounded edges than a conventional garden in order 

to increase biodiversity and productivity while allowing gardeners to access the beds without stepping foot 

in them. The design often mimics the shape of a keyhole. http://garden.menoyot.com/?p=83  
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Figure 20: The sign hanging in the independence section that reads, "Welcome to our food forest. 

This garden demonstrates an ecological approach to gardening. The design borrows from principles 

found in nature..." Photo taken by Adam Wright. 

The third section was called the Allotments and was divided into approximately 20 plots 

measuring 12’x 5’ each (Figure 21). With the expansion of a new lot during the summer 

2012 (funded by the Seed and Feed grant) the total number of plots doubled to 40. Before 

plots were designated to individuals, including myself, they were required to sign an 

agreement and waiver which stated:  

I will support people in need by sharing the food that has been grown in the 

CCGP lot, which includes donating about 10% of the harvest obtained from my 

allotment.  I permit volunteers to harvest ripe produce that will be donated to a 

food bank or community organization if I am not available on ‘harvest days’ to do 

it myself. 

 

This provision was unique to the Campus garden where individual plot holders were 

required to donate a portion of their harvest to food banks and shelters – part of the 

garden’s mandate to contribute to local food security (developed later). Plot holders were 

also expected to contribute a small amount of labour (10 hrs per season) to assist with 
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communal harvesting and the garden’s overall upkeep. These provisions reflected the 

formalized structure at the Campus garden where individual plot holders were expected 

to adhere to certain guidelines and rules that the managers of each section implemented. 

While plot holders at the Ford City and Bruce Park gardens were also encouraged to help 

out with communal work and to participate in food donations, this happened in a more 

informal way than at the Campus garden with its signed agreements and managers. 

 

Figure 21: Overhead view of the CCGP and all its sections from 2010. Above the OPIRG house is the 

location of the 2012 expansion lot. Photo from Google Earth. 

The management structure of CCGP was different from that of other gardens included in 

this study. The garden was run by a management team that coordinated volunteers, held 

management and planning meetings, and oversaw the general operations of the garden. 

The team consisted of managers from each section, a few long-term volunteers, and a 

part-time employed garden attendant. During my research, the management team was 

concerned with facilitating democratic decision making and reducing the experience of 

hierarchy at the garden. 
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Gardeners sometimes expressed their frustration with the lack of autonomy when 

working in the communal sections. They felt the managers were too controlling and 

gardeners were apprehensive and worried about “getting in trouble” when taking 

initiative to add or remove plants. For instance, one day I overheard two gardeners 

venting their frustration: "I got ‘consultation’”, to which the other gardener replied "of 

course you did, I got sort of lectured". Another volunteer expressed his discontent 

working in the communal section and hoped to get an Allotment plot the following year 

in order to have more freedom while gardening.  

At the same time, some gardeners, including managers, were frustrated with 

Allotment holders who did not put in enough hours helping out at events and in the 

communal sections. As noted, each Allotment holder was expected help out with events 

and activities, but unlike the 10% of produce donations expected from each Allotment 

plot, this labour commitment was not written into the volunteer waiver form. Rather, it 

was an informal agreement that was not enforced but encouraged, and some plot holders 

chose not to help outside of their individual plots.  

The way in which the Campus garden was structured and managed did cause 

some conflicts and it constituted a challenge that the management team worked to 

address.  For example, the management team had extensive discussions on how to strike a 

balance between getting everyone’s input while avoiding long meetings. Brent explained: 

You have a lot of people that have different opinions on how to do things and it’s 

hard to bring them all together, especially if you’re trying to do it in a collective 

kind of democratic way. You’ll notice as you go around to a lot of different 

gardens, some that work pretty well generally have someone that’s just in charge 

of it, and spending most of their time doing [this]. When you try to do it 

collectively you have some unique challenges. 
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One manager proposed the possibility of holding less management meetings by setting up 

different committees in order to create a horizontal rather than vertical structure. He said 

most people do not want to sit through long meetings in order to decide things because 

people come to enjoy working at the garden rather than to attend meetings.
34

 The 

brainstorming and conversations at the meetings led to recommendations which the 

management team would present to the general membership (i.e. active volunteers not on 

the management team) at a future general meeting where voting would take place.  

Despite some concerns over volunteer commitment and democratic decision-

making the garden functioned well under the current structure. The garden project 

succeeded in growing and donating a large amount of produce, and provided people from 

the university and the surrounding area with an opportunity to grow fruits and vegetables 

while building relationships with one another.  

Community Building  

Parallel to the Bruce Park and Ford City community gardens, one of the main motivations 

to create a community garden on campus was to create a space for area residents to 

socialize and foster positive relationships. Specific to the Campus garden was the goal to 

increase the interaction between people involved with the university and people living in 

the area, or, in other words, to ‘bridge the gap’ between the campus and neighbourhood. 

Edith, the founder, explained:  

I thought it would be important to build a bridge, to have people from the 

neighbourhood seeing what people do here on campus and getting to know the 

                                                 

34
 Interestingly, I was told by someone from a different garden project that long meetings and an 

overemphasis on structure and procedures was one of the reasons why FedUp disbanded. 
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people who work here. And if you share a common interest, if you share the love 

for gardens and plants, then I think it is a major thing that connects people. 

 

A newer student volunteer, when asked about the purpose of the garden, also underlined 

the notion of bridging “the gap” by explaining how the garden was a place for:  

...the academics, the students, and professors to get involved with something that 

would benefit the community living around the university, or Windsor in 

general...We also get quite a few community members coming here [to the 

garden] who have their own plots and we get to meet them, so the students and 

community members get to mingle. 

 

My own first impression was that the majority of gardeners were associated with the 

university, but I later learned (and observed) that university professors, students, and staff 

made up about half of the volunteers while the other half consisted of neighbourhood 

residents. Consequently, the stated goal to ‘bridge the gap’ between the neighbourhood 

and university appeared to be successful. The CCGP also held events and workshops 

open to the public which brought together people from the community. For example, near 

the end of the summer the Windsor Essex Community Garden Collective, including the 

founder of the CCGP, set up a garden tour and rented a bus to showcase the various 

gardens in Windsor-Essex. The CCGP was the last stop on the tour and additional 

activities were held there, and a blue grass band played in the background while people 

socialized and wandered around the garden. I noticed that many people in attendance 

were residents of the area but not regular volunteers from the university community, 

which again demonstrated the efforts of the CCGP to engage with area residents.  

An essential part of ‘building a bridge’ and attracting residents from the 

neighbourhood was creating a space where people can socialize and build relationships. 

All of the gardeners interviewed at the CCGP described the importance of the garden as a 

social space that allows people to meet and build relationships. For instance, one 
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volunteer – a 27 year old international student who arrived in Canada less than a year 

before joining the CCGP – spoke about how the garden provided a space for socializing 

and getting: “to meet new people and make friends”. Other volunteers also talked about 

relationships, such as Theresa, a volunteer in her 60’s, who said that:  

It’s allowed me to get to know people. Someone said before: ‘if I didn’t have this 

garden I would never have known all of you people’. And it’s true; I [too] would 

have never known all these people unless I was involved in the garden. 

 

The CCGP made an effort to bring people together through regular work days where 

volunteers would meet at the garden for general maintenance work in the communal 

sections, and other gardeners would also come by at these times to tend their individual 

plots and socialize. New and old volunteers from various backgrounds and ages would 

observe each others’ plots, share ideas and advice, and converse during these work days. 

Brent, a program coordinator at the university and a regular at the garden, recounted that 

the garden provides a means:  

...to become more engaged with students and the community around here, and 

I’ve met all kinds of people like yourself that I would never have met had I not 

been involved in the garden...relationships form because of a garden and extend 

from there. I wouldn’t have had an opportunity to meet neighbours and 

community members, and we’ve got a number of them involved that I’ve become 

friends with. All the time I see opportunities to meet with students from different 

departments and it’s just a nice informal way to engage with people.  

 

Every month the CCGP also held potluck meetings where any interested gardener could 

attend with the option of bringing a food dish, which often included ingredients grown in 

the garden. Though minutes were sometimes taken, the meetings were largely informal 

and relaxed as everyone sat in the shade and enjoyed homemade dishes. When asked 

about what she liked best about the garden, Theresa shared her thoughts on the potlucks: 
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I like the potlucks because it gets you out of [your] comfort zone because you’re 

meeting people. It’s very easy to stay in your house and be away from people, and 

it gets you out into the public where you need to speak and talk. 

 

Another example that demonstrates the social aspect of the garden was the prevalence of 

volunteers that help solve problems with unhealthy looking plants and inform each other 

of which plots to take care of when a gardener is away or unable to work the plot. This 

type of assistance and sharing was a regular occurrence throughout the season, and 

according to some gardeners, it fostered a communal sense of responsibility. Benoy, a 

newer volunteer expressed his sense of community that came with helping other 

gardeners,  

Sometimes, I see that if someone is away from town for a while, others are 

pitching in to help his or her plot. Which is important since it creates a communal 

feeling because you know that if you are not there, the community will take care 

of it to a certain extent. So you can relax and don’t always have to be scared that 

“my plants are dying” or “I don’t know what’s happening to them.” You can have 

peace of mind. Like when you were away one weekend, I watered your 

cucumbers, the examples are countless. 

 

I myself witnessed how, when a regular volunteer injured her back, others maintained her 

individual plot as well as the communal section she was responsible for. Another time, a 

volunteer, who I became friends with, confided in me a very personal and urgent matter 

that needed attention and thus asked me to look after his two plots. These are a few 

examples of how the CCGP’s community building mandate was put into practice through 

sharing a common interest in gardening and helping one another. 

Similar to volunteers at the Bruce Park garden, some CCGP volunteers spoke 

about the garden serving as a means to bring people together in a neighbourhood where 

people, particularly new-comers, would otherwise have few opportunities to interact 

cordially. Brent explained:  
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How do we break down isolation for people living in the community, like 

newcomers? That’s tough...How do you find a chance to meet fellow Canadians? 

Places like the garden help build those connections...We’ve approached 

settlement agencies to provide opportunities for people who are newly immigrated 

here, and we’ve had a few people that have taken advantage of that and taken 

plots. 

 

The people he is referring to are two women – originally from Senegal – who had been 

involved in the Campus garden on and off since 2010. Everyone was fascinated by the 

uncommon crops they grew so one of the women was offered a shared space in the 

Independence Garden. This was significant because, as explained earlier, these plots were 

primarily maintained by members of the management team.  

 There were other instances of newcomers experiencing the garden as a special 

place that helped them adapt to a new environment. Benoy, an international student, also 

explained his experience joining the Campus garden telling me that: 

I was a new student here, absolutely new, I didn’t know anybody and I was kind 

of getting lonely being far from home. I found the CCGP in my early days here, 

not that I have been here for long [laughs]. It was of those places where I could go 

and do something, that I actually feel like I belonged to, which is important. 

 

Though other gardeners did not explicitly speak to me about feeling a sense of belonging 

at the garden, in my own experiences and observations it seemed that what Benoy 

expressed here was a common result of participating in the garden community. For 

example, after isolating myself in my apartment or the nearby coffee shop for hours on 

end reading, writing and analysing data, I would visit the garden to connect with others. 

There, I would often learn about a different plant variety and growing method from an 

experienced grower or simply have some laughs and share stories with other gardeners. 

For me, as well as for others, it seemed like the garden was a great cure for loneliness, 
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and provided a medium to connect individuals from widely different backgrounds and 

ages. 

About the cross-generational interaction the garden made possible, Brent stated: 

We tend to have a lot of isolation between, for example, younger and older 

generations. There’s not a lot of opportunity for younger people to talk with older 

people, and … [when it happens] it tends to be more formalized, like a teacher 

role or whatever. I feel like I can let down on that role when I step over to the 

garden and just relate on a more personal level, as opposed to my professional 

role here [at the university]. 

 

A handful of volunteers at the CCGP were university professors but in the garden 

students and young people referred to them by first name and interacted with them as 

friends. During my time working in the garden I witnessed the varied interactions and 

friendships among young and old gardeners and I became friends with a number of 

people who were the same age as my parents. Through a shared interest in the garden, I 

was able to connect with them as equals without the barriers of hierarchy based on age or 

social status that sometimes prevent younger and older generations from building 

relationships.  

While the garden was successful at providing a space for people to socialize and 

interact across generational and background differences, the CCGP, like other community 

gardens in Windsor, had difficulty engaging and attracting new gardeners. When I 

mentioned the garden to friends living in the area or other parts of Windsor, I learned that 

the garden is not necessarily perceived as open and inviting to all. Many were unaware 

that the garden was open to the public, and one former student commented, “I’ve passed 

by it before but didn’t know if we were allowed to walk through it [the garden]”. The 

garden attendant also mentioned that during conversations with people passing by he 

learned that some knew very little about the garden and assumed it was an exclusive 
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group or university project. This was one of the challenges the management team hoped 

to remedy and looked to the experiences of the garden attendant for ideas. For instance, 

the CCGP sign in front of the garden potentially deterred people from inquiring because 

it looked like many other official university signs around campus and thereby appeared as 

an exclusive University of Windsor project (Figure 23). Accordingly, the garden 

attendant suggested a large ‘welcome’ sign with contact information to invite pedestrians 

to enter the garden and inquire about joining. 

 

 

Figure 22: The road-side sign at the CCGP with the University of Windsor’s official logo. Photo 

taken by Adam Wright. 

Engaging and attracting new volunteer gardeners and increasing attendance at work days, 

meetings, or events were the main challenges mentioned by most volunteers involved 

with the CCGP. The challenge of attracting new members was even acknowledged by the 

founder, who admitted that more work could be done in this regard. One garden manager 

planned to increase the garden’s outreach work at the university, specifically the 
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International Student Centre, by contacting the director during the summer. Another 

volunteer planned to develop flyers and drop them in mailboxes around the 

neighbourhood. As the garden founder noted, there were signs that despite limitations in 

outreach efforts, interest in the garden was growing. She noted, for example that out of all 

the pages on the University of Windsor’s website, the CCGP had the most hits last year. 

One way to attract new gardeners was through the organized workshops offered for 

current and aspiring members. 

Knowledge of Food and Sustainability  

The educational dimension of the garden, especially teaching people how to grow their 

own food, was a key objective behind the CCGP. Edith, the founder explained that  “The 

garden can be the first step [where people] learn how to grow their own food, because I 

think it is very important that people are educated about this”. For those volunteers 

working at the garden learning to grow their own food was a central motive in getting 

involved. Theresa said: 

My number one reason [for getting involved] is when I retire I want to know 

about gardening because that’s going to keep me busy, and I want to grow my 

own [food]. 

 

Another volunteer expressed a similar rationale for joining the garden: “I see 

volunteering in community gardens or organic farms, things like that, as kind of learning 

opportunities for me, because, once I settle down, all these experiences and lessons are 

going to help me”, – referring to learning about ecological gardening practices. 

 Other gardeners had more systemic rationales when describing their interest in the 

learning aspects of the garden. In particular, university students spoke about a 

‘disconnect’ between consumers and producers and a need for people to learn where their 
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food comes from and how it is produced. Julie, a university student and a new plot 

holder, explained: 

It started clicking to me that there’s this huge sort of disconnect in our society that 

it’s ok to buy processed foods and things in a grocery store, whereas we need to 

learn how to get back to the basics...my dad grew up on a farm but I wasn’t raised 

to know how to grow food, or the importance of any of that. 

 

Benoy, the mentioned international student, also commented on this disconnect and 

explained his concern about the lack of food knowledge:  

The process of producing or growing your own food is being kind of taken away 

from peoples’ view. People become, I’m kind of tempted to use the word 

complacent but that doesn’t really quite describe it. People who have never seen 

how tomatoes or other foods are grown but they are going to the supermarket 

everyday getting their veggies, meat and fish, and they think they just grow 

somewhere...But the problem is when they become so detached they don’t know 

that their actions are, in whatever way, affecting the whole big picture. 

 

These concerns reveal an understanding of the garden’s role in helping address the 

‘disconnect’ between consumers and producers encouraged by the dominant organization 

of our food system. The majority of participants at all three community gardens 

expressed concerns about food sold at large grocery stores that obscures the process of 

production and distribution, and the need for education about the food system.   

While some gardeners spoke about their broader concerns with the food system 

and the importance of learning about this, others, like the founder and a manager, 

emphasized learning about environmental stewardship. Hence, the organized workshops 

held at the CCGP largely focused on individual ecological gardening practices, such as 
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vermacomposting, rather than political-economic issues.
35

 Educational activities at the 

CCGP mainly emphasized environmental practices, or as Brent put it: 

We’ve gardened more in an environmental way in terms of working with nature, 

trying to increase biodiversity, and we really have been successful in the two 

years we’ve been doing this...Personally, I’ve become really interested in the 

concept of permaculture principles; another word for it could be ecological 

gardening...We’ve already done quite a bit in implementing that stuff in the 

garden. I would see that as differentiating us from a lot of the other gardens in the 

Windsor community. 

 

Throughout the 2012 season Brent worked closely with the garden attendant to document 

the biodiversity found in the Campus garden, from various insects and birds to plants and 

rainfall. They recorded educational videos and had plans for developing a virtual tour and 

other online learning tools so that anyone could learn about ecological gardening without 

ever stepping foot in the CCGP.  

Another important component of the CCGP’s educational approach was engaging 

youth in gardening. The founder expressed her desire to increase this approach saying, “I 

wish I could offer more workshops and get more people involved, especially young 

people.” The goal of attracting youth to the garden and providing them with the chance to 

learn gardening skills was not only expressed by the founder but also by volunteers. Julie 

voiced her opinion on the importance of engaging the youth:  

Teaching kids good eating habits and how to grow food, that’s exactly what 

should be happening, that’s exactly what our society should be working towards. 

We really need to know where our food comes from, and kids need to learn these 

skills. 

 

                                                 

35
 One exception was a film night organized by a student gardener which focused on peak oil and 

environmental concerns pertaining, but not limited, to food. The event also partnered with OPIRG and 

those in attendance consisted of university students.  
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In line with these aspirations, during the spring of 2012, an elementary school bus full of 

students visited the garden for a scheduled work day and planted sunflower and squash 

seeds in pots made of newspaper, assisted with planting fruit bushes, and helped with 

other general maintenance activities. A few other youth events were held at the garden 

throughout the summer including the United Way’s Volunteer Youth Challenge. Yet, 

according to the founder these events were limited due to funding issues so she wrote a 

proposal to the university in order to create a youth education program where students 

would regularly attend the Campus garden to learn how to grow their own food, but 

unfortunately the university declined the proposal.  

Lastly, CCGP partnered with the city’s social housing unit in a project that aimed 

to teach residents of high-rise apartments how to grow food in containers. Brent 

explained:  

The garden-in-the-pail program [is] where we take 5 gallon pails we get for free 

from Harvey’s [fast food restaurant] and turn them into a planter with cherry 

tomatoes, herbs and a flowers and hand those out in downtown housing…. We 

probably have about 40 pails we’ve done, and it’s something we’ll continue so 

people can bring their pails back and [they will] get replanted in the spring. 

 

The intended beneficiaries of this program were people living in a low-income subsidized 

housing unit downtown and illustrated how one aspect of the university garden project 

tried to address food insecurity in the city. 

 

Food Security  

Addressing food insecurity was another key mandate of the Campus Community Garden 

Project, however, unlike the other two gardens, providing a space for people struggling 

with food security issues in the broader community was not a main characteristic of this 
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garden.
36

 Many of the volunteers at the CCGP are professors and staff at the university or 

middle class homeowners in the neighbourhood. As I was told by someone involved in a 

different community garden, this garden is “more reflective of the ideals of people that 

live on campus and make a good income.” The CCGP’s main contribution to food 

security, rather, was in its donations of harvested produce from its large communal 

sections to local food banks and shelters, something which (as suggested in the CCGP’s 

website) shows the garden’s commitment to helping  “people in need”.
37

 One manager 

emphasized this commitment, explaining that:  

The garden looks to use the property to do something with purpose, and the 

purpose is to grow food to give it away. And I really like that idea, I take the odd 

thing home, but I basically just like to see it grow and then give it to somebody, 

because I have enough at my house. 

 

In addition to the communal sections, the Campus garden was unique in that its 

Allotment holders, as mentioned earlier, were required to donate a portion of their 

individual harvest as well. At the end of every harvest day volunteers diligently weighed 

and recorded the amount of produce before dropping it off, and by the end of the 2012 

season, the garden had contributed a total of 586 lbs of produce to six different food 

banks and shelters.  

This total amount of harvested produce contained a wide range of different herbs 

and vegetables; as the CCGP grew the most varieties of plants (40 in total) among the ten 

community gardens that received funding from the city. This wide variety included many 

                                                 

36
 The founder mentioned the garden providing a space for students “in need”, and with increasingly high 

tuition rates in the province of Ontario (the highest in Canada) student poverty is a stark reality among 

university students, especially international students whose tuition rates are often three times that of 

Canadian citizens and residents. For more on this see Shantz & Vance (2000); Yam (2009)  

37
 http://www1.uwindsor.ca/ccgp/  
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unusual vegetables and herbs such as borage, tarragon, and chard. I often wondered if the 

recipients of the donated produce knew how to prepare and utilize these less common 

vegetables and herbs. During conversations with gardeners I learned that a few spoke 

with the kitchen supervisors (i.e. head chefs) at the women’s shelter and Downtown 

Mission, who regularly received donated produce. Both chefs expressed their gratitude 

for the wide variety of herbs and vegetables because they are experienced in food 

preparation and put everything to good use. The women’s shelter, located a few blocks 

down the road, was especially grateful since their building experienced a backed-up 

sewer causing flooding and damaged their food supplies (Brownell, 2012b). With local 

food banks and shelters in Windsor struggling to offer fresh produce to an ever increasing 

clientele, efforts such those of the Campus community garden make a difference.  
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Conclusion 

Having spent the preceding chapters focusing on the specifics of three garden projects, I 

will conclude by analyzing the effectiveness of these garden projects as pertains to the 

expressed goals of food security, community building, and knowledge transmission. This 

exposition will include some reflections on how specific neighbourhood contexts and 

project characteristics influence these objectives and the activities carried out at each 

garden site. I will then give an overview of the possibilities and limitations which 

neoliberal capitalism presents for those interested in promoting community gardens, 

closing with some personal thoughts on the future of these sites in Windsor.  

Paralleling the literature on urban agriculture, which associates related projects 

with improved food security (Altieri et. al., 1999; Baker, 2004; McCormack, Laska, 

Larson, & Story, 2010; Langer, 2012; Rosset, 1996; Starr, 2000), in Windsor, garden 

coordinators, the media, local government representatives, health administrators, and 

food bank workers have consistently underscored the contribution made by community 

gardens to alleviating food insecurity among the most vulnerable sectors of the 

population. All three gardens considered in this study contributed to local food security in 

two different ways. First, the gardens grew vegetables and donated them to charities such 

as food banks and shelters. Second, the gardens aimed to contribute to local food security 

by providing those in need with free space and resources – including seeds and tools – to 

grow their own food. 

Not all gardens were equally successful in recruiting individuals interested in 

producing food to supplement their household diet. As mentioned, Steve, the coordinator 

and founder of the Ford City garden was previously involved as a volunteer pastor at the 
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New Song Church – an institution with a history of assisting the most vulnerable 

residents by serving daily meals, housing a small food bank, and also serving as a 

community hub. This prior experience in the community meant that Steve not only 

understood residents’ food security needs, but he and New Song had established close 

relationships with residents that helped him recruit them into the garden. By contrast, 

Bob, the coordinator at the Bruce Park garden, was less successful in meeting his 

expressed goal of engaging food insecure residents while moving beyond a conventional 

charity model of giving handouts to the “needy”. Even though the garden project was 

able to build relationships with some local residents and to recruit participants from 

social service organizations, after one year of its creation, organizers were still building 

trust with people in the neighbourhood. The Campus garden also faced similar challenges 

integrating food insecure residents despite its three year presence in the area, suggesting 

that factors other than age of the garden may be at play. The history of community 

engagement in each neighbourhood seems to be important here. The Campus and Bruce 

Park gardens (both facing problems with recruitment) were located in neighbourhoods 

with few community events and few organizations that might bring residents together for 

common activities. I believe that it is not a coincidence that, by contrast, the Ford City 

garden, which was far more successful in recruiting people interested in producing their 

own food, is located in a neighbourhood with a long history of resident engagement in 

initiatives that range from urban renewal projects to residents associations. In this regard, 

my research suggests that challenges in recruiting food insecure residents into the 

different gardens may be in part influenced by the embeddedness of the project 
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coordinator in the community as well as by the history of resident engagement in 

community activities in general.  

Despite the challenges in recruiting marginalized populations into the gardens, 

there is no doubt that community gardens in Windsor make an important contribution to 

food security, particularly in the form of food donations. Windsor has a well established 

food security network including, but not limited to organizations like United Way, 

Windsor-Essex Food Bank Association, the Windsor-Essex County Health Unit, the 

Unemployed Help Centre, and Forgotten Harvest.
38

 The contributions that community 

gardens make to these organizations are measurable and concrete. The City Council’s 

funding initiative, which emphasizes the food production dimension of the gardens, 

required grant recipients to record the amount of produce donated to food banks and 

shelters. The report for the Seed and Feed grant submitted to City Council in 2012 stated 

that the total amount of produce donated by community gardens in Windsor-Essex was 

upwards of 107,500 lbs (though this figure includes a community garden that produced 

nearly 76,000 lbs of tomatoes and bell peppers on two acres of land using mechanized 

equipment, much like a conventional farm found in the county).  

The public focus on food security contrasts with what community garden 

participants highlighted as their main motives for getting (and staying) involved: the 

social and community aspects of the gardens. Throughout the 2012 season many events 

took place in the three gardens, such as social gatherings, arts and heritage festivals, work 

days, and garden tours. These events in part reflected the garden projects’ aims to utilize 

the garden as a “community building” space – a goal which was granted minimal 

                                                 

38
 For more on the past work of food security in Windsor see Plesoianu, Seagave, & Strachan (2009). 
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attention in City Council grant outcome reports, where little space was allocated for grant 

recipients to note community contributions. 

While all three gardens aimed to create a social space for community members, 

each garden project varied in the number of events held, as well as the degree of success 

in achieving what the coordinators saw as “community building” goals. At the Ford City 

garden, Steve wished to create an open and inclusive space where residents could build 

relationships that would overcome the barriers created by mental illness and substance 

abuse. To achieve this, the Ford City garden hosted a number of events throughout the 

season, some of which coincided with other community activities, such as the arts and 

heritage festival and the Chrysler neighbourhood cleanup. As mentioned above, this 

garden project successfully tapped into pre-existing community connections, engagement 

and activities fomented by other organizations active in the area, such as Ford City 

Neighbourhood Renewal and Drouillard Place.  

The Campus garden and Bruce Park gardens differed in their overall objectives in 

community building, as well as in the challenges they faced. The Campus Community 

Garden Project aimed to bridge the gap between the surrounding neighbourhood and the 

campus community. On the one hand, they were relatively successful in achieving this 

goal, as approximately half of the garden participants were from the broader 

neighbourhood and three of them held management positions. On the other hand, the 

garden project faced difficulties fully engaging the surrounding community, even as it 

hosted a number of events open to the public, including monthly potlucks, a May Day 

labour event, and another social event coinciding with the Windsor-Essex community 

garden tour. According to one garden manager, it was difficult to attract people from the 
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off-campus community because the neighbourhood consisted of many residents who 

were “working professionals and university students with more financial resources”. At 

Bruce Park, Bob and the core volunteers wished to create a safe space which would 

address the isolation and “brokenness” of marginalized residents, a space where 

“neighbours cared for neighbours.” The coordinator and volunteers organized a couple 

community barbeques with good attendance but they faced challenges in garnering 

residents’ support and participation in the garden itself. Despite the fact that the explicit 

community building objectives at each garden were not fully met, it was evident that 

garden participants valued the social aspects of the gardens and the feeling of community 

fostered within them. As mentioned, all garden participants frequently stressed how the 

gardens had led to friendships and increased opportunities for socializing and networking 

within the neighbourhood.  

Much of the socializing that went on in the gardens involved the informal 

exchange of knowledge about gardening techniques, pests, and crops (i.e. how to grow 

them and how to use them in recipes). Although all garden coordinators shared an 

antipathy for the industrial agrifood system and believed in organic agriculture and in the 

health benefits of home-grown produce, not all of them attempted to systematically 

impart knowledge on these topics. The Bruce Park and Ford City garden members did not 

organize any educational workshops as this goal was not prioritized by them. Instead, the 

two garden projects took a more hands-off approach and allowed participants to learn 

through experience and from each other about basic gardening practices, such as planting 

times, harvesting times, and soil conditions. Although the founder of the Campus garden 

expressed regret over the limited amount of workshops she was able to run during the 
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2012 season, she did manage to organize a few formal workshops and the garden project 

began to explore the use of digital media (videos and photos) to create virtual tours and 

online learning modules. Since environmental sustainability was promoted as a core 

value of the Campus project, educational efforts at this garden were geared towards 

ecological agriculture (intercropping, composting, vermiculture, natural pest 

management, etc.). This knowledge, in turn, seemed to have a particular appeal for many 

of the Campus garden participants who, as previously mentioned, tended to be educated, 

middle class university students, professors, university workers, and neighbourhood 

residents.
39

  

As outlined, the way in which the objectives of food security, community-

building and knowledge transmission were addressed at each garden depended on a 

number of factors, including the coordinator’s embeddedness in the community, prior 

resident engagement in neighbourhood projects, recruitment challenges, age of the 

project, and neighbourhood class composition. Also important, of course, is the broader 

neoliberal political context in which all three gardens were inserted.  

Neoliberal policies can be said to have led to the proliferation of community 

gardens and to have limited their evolution. Harvey (2005) defines neoliberalism as a 

“theory of political economic practices” that emphasizes individual freedoms through a 

framework of “private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (p. 3). Since the 

1970’s there has been a shift to neoliberalism that involves “deregulation, privatization, 

and withdrawal of the state from many areas of social provision” (p. 3). Regarding food, 

                                                 

39 It’s important to note that this did not encompass everyone. It would be incorrect to state that every 

gardener at the Campus Garden Project shared the same interest in environmentalism. 
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Allen (1999) argues that (since the 1980’s) industrialized countries such as Canada have 

shed their social welfare responsibilities resulting in increased food insecurity and 

hunger, as well as a proliferation of food banks. Peck and Tickell (2002) describe this 

neoliberal shift as a ‘rolling back’ of the state’s social welfare programs and the 

accompanied “regulatory dumping” (p. 386) where the responsibility to ensure citizens’ 

welfare, especially the welfare of those at the margins, is offloaded onto NGOs and the 

private sector. In this context, NGOs involved in community garden projects have taken 

on the responsibility of addressing food insecurity among the most vulnerable sectors of 

the population by tapping into meagre private funds, scarce government grants, and by 

relying on volunteerism. In Windsor, for instance, community gardens have been 

dependent for their functioning on short term grants, fund raising, and volunteers. Only 

two full-time community gardening positions existed throughout the city at the time of 

the research and both of these positions were dependent on grant funding.
40

 After the City 

Council’s one-time community garden grant ran out, there was no financial support 

expected from the City.  

Without access to reliable funding, NGOs in a neoliberal context operate in an 

environment based on competition for scarce resources. As some authors point out (Allen 

& Guthman, 2006, p. 409), not all localities end up having equal access to funding, NGO 

support, or volunteers to carry out planned projects. In this context, it becomes important 

for those involved in the food security movement, in Windsor and elsewhere, to also 

address inequalities among organizations. Allen and Guthman (2006) argue that, within 

                                                 

40
 Both the United Way’s Food Matters coordinator and the new 2013 WECGC coordinator were funded 

by 3 year Ontario Trillium Grants. 
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the constraints of the neoliberal context, alternative food initiatives must walk a fine line 

when navigating relationships with people in powerful positions. When pushing for 

changes in the local food system such initiatives can be constrained by the fear of 

alienating people who have the power to influence change (p. 412). In Windsor, 

community gardens must negotiate with elected officials and administrators to facilitate 

the continued growth and maintenance of the gardens. Gardens are dependent on the City 

as pertains to land use (both the Bruce Park and Ford City garden have short term land 

leases with the city), policies and bylaws that affect urban food production, and funding 

opportunities. They are also dependent on other sources for additional funding. This 

dependence may in part explain why there was no explicit agenda at any of the garden 

projects included in the study to raise gardeners’ awareness of social injustices or to prep 

them to become active political actors pressing for structural change.
41

  

Another aspect of the neoliberal context that has shaped community garden 

projects involves the hegemonic emphasis on individual responsibility and self-help at a 

time when the state no longer guarantees rights and entitlements to food (Lockie, 2009).  

Garden projects that target marginalized populations can be said to be making the poor 

responsible for meeting their own food needs. According to Pudup (2008, p.1230), some 

garden projects today are also too focused on “individual change and self-actualization”, 

emphasizing individual lifestyle changes over collective action to bring about systemic 

change. 

                                                 

41
 For garden projects in other cities that include these elements see: Levkoe (2006), Hassanein (2003), 

Welsh & MacRae (1998), and Barriga (2004). 
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The neoliberal constraints I have discussed above are important considerations 

when looking at the work of community gardens and other alternative food initiatives. 

Yet, I agree with Harris’ (2009) argument that framing initiatives in a way that suggests 

“the reproduction of neoliberal forms is inevitable” can actually “conceal any political 

potential that such activism might offer” (p. 58). I believe community gardens can be 

more than reformist projects that merely reproduce neoliberalism. These projects 

represent the modest, daily efforts made by individual citizens and local organizations 

working to address urgent and important problems affecting de-industrializing cities, 

from decaying physical landscapes to food insecurity amongst the most vulnerable of city 

residents. That many of these efforts happen outside of the market is also significant in a 

context where good quality, nutritious food, is a commodity that only those with money 

can access. From formal donations to food banks to sharing produce with other gardeners 

and even strangers, these community gardens are effectively decommodifying food. 

This vantage point allows me to return to the optimism about community gardens 

that led me to this research – an optimism that appears to be shared by others. Similar to 

its neighbour across the river in Detroit, Windsor’s economic decline has opened up new 

spaces and discussions about urban food production, environmental degradation, poverty, 

unemployment, urban planning, and social justice. Food activists can (and have taken) 

advantage of this opportunity. Interest in community gardens in Windsor is relatively 

new but it is expanding each year.
 42

 Community gardens in Windsor have the potential to 

develop and expand their approaches to include a food justice perspective as they partner 

                                                 

42
 Between the end of my field work and the publishing of this research several more community gardens 

have started in the city.  
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with local NGOs, such as Pathway to Potential (P2P), which are tackling systemic 

problems of poverty and inequity. Though P2P does not directly advocate for increased 

access to food, it promotes and advertises the diverse benefits of Windsor’s community 

gardens,
43

 as well as partially funding them. For example, in 2011 Pathway to Potential 

became the charity of choice for a summer festival and allocated the $12,000 in donations 

directly to community gardens across Windsor-Essex, including the Ford City garden 

(Vasey, 2011). Additionally, P2P was part of the group that helped develop the City 

Council’s “Community Garden Expansion Strategy” that included the$100,000 Seed and 

Feed grant for Windsor-Essex community gardens.
44

  

P2P is also partnered with United Way, whose Food Matters program is heavily 

involved in community gardens. For instance, P2P along with United Way and the 

Windsor-Essex Food Bank Association successfully wrote an Ontario Trillium 

Foundation Grant for a food strategy coordinator who organizes a multitude of events, 

workshops and other food related activities. This food coordinator also initiated the 

Windsor-Essex Community Garden Collective (WECGC) where the managers of each 

community garden meet monthly in order to plan events and share resources. In addition, 

P2P collaborates with many other community non-governmental organizations focusing 

on health, housing, education, youth, immigrants, and First Nations – including 

Drouillard Place in Ford City. These are but a few examples to illustrate the manner in 

which community gardens become inserted into the work of other organizations involved 

in food and social justice initiatives that are more explicitly political in nature. 

                                                 

43
 P2P created a few videos showcasing the gardens it donated money to (Pathway to Potential, 2011). 

44
 The Director of P2P was also listed as a consultant for the strategy (Cercone & Eizenga, 2011). 
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The community garden projects I studied in Windsor are not radically 

transforming the food system or the city, but my research suggests that the modest steps 

they are taking are significant for many residents of this de-industrializing city. The 

gardens offer citizens a way to gain access to fresh, nutritious, produce, as well as an 

opportunity to strengthen neighbourhood ties, share knowledge with each other and 

engage with the natural environment.  
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