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In this presentation:

• Agriculture in the Philadelphia region

• The urban agriculture movement

• Spectrum of motivations for urban agriculture

• Tensions within urban agriculture movement

• Finding common ground



Purpose of the case study research in Philadelphia

• Part of a doctoral research project “Imagining our future cities: the 
intersection of urban agriculture, governance, and environmental justice” 
(2013-2017) – Institute of Agriculture and Fisheries Research and Ghent 
University

• Starting point: the growing interest in urban agriculture 

• Understanding the role of urban agriculture in an urban context

• Considering governance approaches, tools and processes that can 
address the needs for a fair, just and sustainable urban agriculture

• Comparative case study research



Methodology

02/12/2015-03/10/2015

Method: 
Comparison of urban agriculture in different cities
Comprehensive: city region perspective to reflect on the role of urban 
agriculture in the urban fabric
Constructivist: “reality is socially constructed” – qualitative research

Data: 23 interviews with key informants (snowball procedure)
Participant observation
Field notes
Secondary data
Policy documents
Informal documentation (websites, news articles, …)



Research questions upon arrival

- Who are the actors in urban agriculture and what is their role?

- What are the perceptions of and motivations for urban agriculture?

- What are the current opportunities and constraints?

- Which efforts are done to promote urban agriculture?

- How are social inequalities addressed in projects and initiatives?

- Which are the important questions to address in the future?



Agriculture in the urban region of Philadelphia

- Strong agricultural sector

- However, disconnected and at distance from Philadehlpia

- Growing interest in local food production and consumption

- Numerous programs 



Urban agriculture

• Vacant land and poverty 

• Broad range of stakeholders, activities and initiatives 

Large network



Urban agriculture in policies, regulations and 
planning: 

Philadelphia’s Greenworks Plan

Philadelphia food charter

Food Policy Advisory Council

FarmPhilly

Philadelphia Land Bank



Spectrum of motivations for UA
Core objective Illustration

Health
“You know, what if the day ever comes that we get these people to try our vegetables and say: You know, this is better

than the other stuff I usually eat. If they could understand that it is better for them…That would be great!”

Nutrition

“One of the projects that we do is to research everything that is grown. We now have signs, for instance, the eggplant:

what is the nutritional value of the eggplant? And then the children build a sign. It gives the nutritional value. So the

children have to do the research and they have to paint and make the signs. They are not only learning about eating good

food, but the actual nutritional content of that product is what they learn about. They learn about things that are

healthy.”

Education
„The mission of the organization is… definitely education. And obviously a commitment to organic growing.

And…introducing kids to where food comes from. Getting them used to soil and familiar with the growing process.”

Cultural valuation
“People would come to our market but not recognize our vegetables. So that is why we provide kind of traditional African

American foods like sweet potatoes. These are things that we want to provide because they are recognized by the

community.”

Racial integration

“It is a tool for community development, sure. To bring people together. The neighborhood also has a rich agricultural

history. A lot of people here come from the Southern States. Or have family from there. And so there was already a lot of

gardening work going on in this neighborhood. For me then, I need to step back as a white person. I need to learn to

accept leadership from these folks that already have been growing food for years.”

Poverty
“…And it is also a very poor neighborhood. So it is also a pragmatic way to get…There is no grocery store in the

neighborhood…so it is literally a way to get food in people’s mouth as well as kind of activating the community.”

Community development
“It is our mission to operate a grocery-based consumer organization that is owned and governed by its members, and to

build community, both within its membership and our larger area.”

Neighborhood greening “The intention is to involve community organizations in the maintenance of blighted land in their own neighborhood”

Job skills training
“So…we work across different high schools. And our teenagers all get paid. There is a lot of job training infused in our

programs… And this is also a fundamental: that participants become deliverers of services and not receivers of services”.



Recreation
„Well it kind of fits into our overall mission. We see gardening as a recreational activity. And it kind of makes sense.

Our office is like the natural home for this type of work…”

Crime reduction

“It began as urban ecology. Environmental reclamation of crime-ridden lots… Some of them were really quite sweet.

Others were more of a tangled mess. Especially where there is a lot of short dumping and a lot of crime. A lot of

drug dealing. A lot of these places were used to hide drugs or beat people up. It was just yucky.

Food production

“So… One thing that I kind of noticed, I have seen some farms that are really focused on education. If that is your

focus, I notice that at some point, your farm is kind of starting to fall apart, like the actual production model. I think

this will eventually affect your ability to educate people. And so, I want to create the best production model first,

before I really properly inspire and educate people.”

“It is all non-profit and they are not interested in the business aspect. I want to produce farmers not grant writers. I

want to produce business people.”

Sustainable/profitable 

agriculture

“And what I have determined is that urban agriculture is an emerging market. It is something that is coming out of

locally driven economy. Urban farming is a for-profit pursuit that you do for a living. What I have figured out is that

very few people can make an actual living of the farming because the land parcels are so small. And it is very hard to

consolidate because of our land use policies in the city.”

Local economy
“Our mission is to strengthen regional farms while making the local bounty accessible to communities and the

institutions that serve them.”

Environmental remediation

“I was interested in the economic aspects of urban farming, but I got someone at the Water Department interested

in urban farming as a way to storage water – a huge problem in Philadelphia. I proved my project was successful. But

no interest afterwards.”

Food access
The Greenworks plan of the city of Philadelphia calls for: ”Bringing local food within 10 minutes of 75 percent of

residents and creating an additional 86 fresh food outlets by 2015”



Tensions within urban agriculture movement

- Notions of justice

- Social groups and distribution of resources

- Collaboration versus competition



Finding common ground

- Small compared to current food system 
“alternative”

- Similar struggles 

- Land access and tenure

- Current energy and enthusiasm

- Sustainable urban development

- Power of networks, cooperation and 
collaboration



Conclusion

Forging the future discussion on the role of urban agriculture in 
Philadelphia: 

Synergies

Communication

Network management

Balancing of diverging objectives

Measuring impact

Grasp momentum

Inclusion and participation
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