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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

  

As a member of the Pennsylvania Green Growth Partnership (PAGGP), the Center for Sustainable 

Communities at Temple University (CSC) has conducted a study in Philadelphiaõs lower-income 

neighborhoods with the following two primary objectives:  

 Analyze the issues of community food insecurity and hunger in the City of Philadelphia 

 Analyze the contribution of community gardens, urban farms, and Community Based 

Organizations (CBOs)/ Community Development Corporations (CDCs) in providing fresh 

food access and alleviating food insecurity and hunger  

The study first looked at the issues of hunger and spatial inequality (in terms of accessing fresh food) in 

many Philadelphia neighborhoods. A Geographic Information Systems (GIS) based spatial analysis was 

conducted to find neighborhoods that face the issues of food insecurity. The analysis included data on 

the following categories: food cupboards, community gardens, urban farms, supermarkets, farmers 

markets, grocery stores, convenience stores, and data collected by the Southeastern Pennsylvania 

Household Health Survey. This analysis showcased the co-occurrence of poverty, hunger, land vacancy, 

absence of supermarkets and grocery stores, and informal means to fresh food access at the 

neighborhood scale. Such co-occurrences were mostly concentrated generally in the North, West, and 

South sections of Philadelphia.  

 

Secondly, the study paid particular attention to the role that urban agriculture programs have in reducing 

inequality found in the aforementioned neighborhoods. A city-wide survey was conducted to better 

understand the impact of urban agriculture at the neighborhood scale. Analysis of the data included the 

following: (i) understanding the models of urban agriculture, (ii) identifying the primary garden 

participants and recipients of locally produced food, (iii) analyzing how local food is distributed in 

disadvantaged neighborhoods, and (iv) understanding how community agriculture projects were evolved 

and engaged in their neighborhoods. Major findings from this analysis are listed below.  

 Three primary models of urban agriculture exist in Philadelphia: the traditional community 

gardens, the entrepreneurial urban farms, and urban agriculture supported by CBOs or CDCs. 

 Three different modes are used to distribute food throughout the city: informal distribution, 

sales, and donation. 

 Community gardens are located in all of the 12 Planning Analysis Zones of the City, but mostly 

concentrated in neighborhoods experiencing the greatest level of food insecurity.  

 Community gardens draw a large portion of their participants from their surrounding 

neighborhoods.   
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The report concludes with a discussion based on ten follow-up interviews with garden organizers. The 

topics discussed were based on either further dialogue about the initial survey results, or issues raised by 

the interviewees. The topics included the following: 

 Agreement/disagreement with the statement, as included in the survey: òPhiladelphiaõs community 

gardens help providing fresh food access and alleviating food insecurity and hunger in lower-income neighborhoods.ó 

 Economic contribution of urban agriculture  

 Accessibility to urban agriculture  

A number of garden organizers expressed that one of their most important impacts in Philadelphiaõs 

underserved neighborhoods was achieved by creating knowledge of local produce for a generation 

unfamiliar with the production of food. Gardens are also creating indirect economic opportunities for 

their neighborhoods through hands on training in a professional setting. A variety of transferable skills 

are assisting teens to find gainful employment through various garden programs.   

 

Planting at Broad and Norris 

Photo: Temple Community Garden Facebook Page  

 

  



 

P
a

g
e7
 

INTRODUCTION  

 

As a member of the Pennsylvania Green Growth Partnership (PAGGP), the Center for Sustainable 

Communities at Temple University (CSC) has conducted a study analyzing the issues of community 

food insecurity and the role of community gardens in the City of Philadelphia. The PAGGP was 

founded in 2006 by the Green Building Alliance in Pittsburgh and the Engineering and Design Institute 

at Philadelphia University. The funding was provided by the Pennsylvania Department of Community 

and Economic Development. The PAGGP Research Network was created for the academic and non-

profit community to collaborate, share information, and learn about each other's work. Since 2006, the 

CSC, which is a partner of the PAGGP Research Network, has been awarded three grants to conduct 

research studies. This report is based on the third and final study that was completed during 2010-2011 

academic year. 

 

Food insecurity, hunger, and spatial inequality exist in many lower-income urban neighborhoods. In 

addition, the historic land use changes have had important impacts on urban natural systems and the 

foodshed. Increasing productivity of the foodshed can be achieved without further adverse impacts to 

the urban and regional ecosystem. Many old industrial U.S. cities are trying to address food insecurity 

issues by providing better access to healthy food and emergency hunger relief to their most vulnerable 

residents. These residents live in neighborhoods that are poor and blighted by vacant lands. However, 

community gardens and urban farms, which have been primarily developed in such vacant properties, 

are important agents of urban food systems and unique examples of overall urban sustainability and 

community development. Within this context, we explored and analyzed the importance of community 

gardens in addressing the issues of food insecurity, social justice, community organizing, and land 

management practices in many lower-income neighborhoods of the City of Philadelphia. In particular, 

we evaluated the role and influence of community engagement in reducing spatial inequality in these 

neighborhoods through various programs that are supported by non-profit organizations.  

 

This is a descriptive study where we have used surveys, interviews, and Geographic Information Systems 

(GIS) based spatial and network analyses as primary methodologies. Our research agenda included the 

following tasks:  

 Analyze the issues of food insecurity and spatial inequality that exist in many lower-income  

neighborhoods; 

 Explore the role of urban agriculture, including community gardens and urban farms; 

 Understand the nature and influence of community engagement through the operations and 

programs of CBOs/CDCs; and 

 Develop questions for future research. 
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HUNGER AND FOOD INSE CURITY  

 

Background  

Poverty is the root of hunger. People under poverty occasionally or regularly face hunger and under-

nourishment, have poor diets, and thus suffer physical health consequences. Defining or measuring food 

insecurity and hunger is a challenging task. According to The Philadelphia Grow project, òHunger is the 

involuntary decrease in the quality and quantity of food eaten because of economic hardship. It is related 

to undernourishment and other health problems.ó1 In order to understand the issues of hunger and food 

insecurity in old industrial cities such as Philadelphia, we need to study the changes in population and 

land use patterns over the years. Based on U.S. census data, Figure 1 presents a comparative analysis of 

population changes in Philadelphia and the Delaware Valley Metro region from 1900 to 2010. Like other 

similar cities, the City of Philadelphia has been losing population since the 1950s. At the same time, 

suburban counties have gained population. As we see, only in the recent census data has the City 

experienced some population increase. Unfortunately, even though the city was losing population for a 

number of decades, its agricultural land areas were diminishing.  

 

 

Figure 1: Population change in Philadelphia and the metro region 1900 ð 2010 

                                                             
1 The Philadelphia Grow project web site, 2011. 
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Figure 2 shows selected land uses of Philadelphia County using DVRPC land use data of 1990, 1995, 

2000, and 2005. As we see in this figure, residential, wooded, and agricultural land uses have decreased, 

but parking areas have increased. More importantly, the city has seen significant increase in vacant land 

use.  

 

Figure 2: Land use change in Philadelphia County, 1990 ð 2010  

 

Figures 3a and 3b show a comparison of vacant land parcels in Philadelphia in 1999 and 2010 (data 

aggregated at the census tract level). According to these maps, Philadelphiaõs vacant land parcels have 

increased by approximately 50% within the last 11 years. A 2010 study published by the Redevelopment 

Authority (RDA)2 reports the vacant land adds up to 3,555 acres that are valued at nearly $2 billion and 

accounts for a citywide $8,000 loss in property value per household (all estimated values). This study 

also estimated that 78% of vacant land parcels are privately owned. In addition, maintaining all the 

vacant land costs the city $20 million each year. 
                                                             
2 Econsult Corporation et al. (2010). Vacant Land Management in Philadelphia: The Cost of the Current System and the Benefits of the 
Reform. Prepared for the Redevelopment Authority of the City of Philadelphia.  
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Figure 3a and 3b: Philadelphia vacant land parcels in 1999 and 2010 

Source of 3a: Philadelphia City Planning Commission web site (http://www.philaplanning.org/data/vacprop.html) 

 

The majority of vacant land parcels in the city are concentrated in North, West, and South Philadelphia 

(loosely defined). According to U.S. census data, these areas also have significant poverty concentration. 

We present American Community Survey data (2005-2009) in figure 4a. This map is showing population 

up to 200 percent of poverty at census tract level. Darker color of the tracts represents denser poverty 

concentrations. As poverty leads to food insecurity and hunger, these areas also experience the most 

hunger. Figure 4b shows the spatial pattern of residents who called Philabundance Hotline asking for 

emergency food assistance during 2009-20103. It is important to note that these areas ð primarily North, 

West, and South Philadelphia ð have higher rates of vacant land parcels, higher concentration of 

poverty, and higher evidence of hunger. According to U.S. census data, these areas also have higher 

concentration of minority population. The leading anti-hunger nonprofit Food Research Action Center 

(FRAC) has analyzed data from a 2011 survey, created for the Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index. 

Approximately 18% of respondents throughout the country said yes to this survey question: "Have there 

been times in the past 12 months when you did not have enough money to buy food that you or your 

family needed?" Based on this survey Pennsylvaniaõs first congressional district, which includes 

                                                             
3 Meenar, Mahbubur. Forthcoming. Feeding the Hungry: Food Insecurity in Lower Income Communities. In Local Food 
Geographies: Concepts, Spatial Context, and the Local Practices, eds. Reid, N. et al. Surrey, England: Ashgate Publishing Ltd. 
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Philadelphiaõs Kensington neighborhood, parts of North and South Philadelphia, and the City of 

Chester, was named the second hungriest district in the entire nation4.   

  

Figure 4a: Poverty map (at and below 200 percent) 

Figure 4b: Spatial pattern of locations of the callers to Philabundance Hotline asking for emergency food assistance during 

2009-2010 

Note: Only the community gardens and urban farms that participated in our survey are displayed in these maps.  

 

Community Food Insecurity 

In order to analyze community food insecurity in Philadelphia, we started with this question: What is the 

state of healthy and fresh food access in these lower-income neighborhoods? We analyzed fresh food 

accessibility in the city based on various types of food outlets. We also looked at a number of other 

studies that have analyzed this issue. One such study is The Reinvestment Fund's (TRF) supermarket 

study5 of low access areas. This national study has identified areas underserved by full-service supermarkets 

and experienced significant grocery retail leakage. In the low access areas, according to this study, residents 

have to travel longer distances to supermarkets compared to the average distance of higher-income areas 

with similar population density and car ownership rate. In addition to population data, the TRF study 

also used residential land area, car ownership, Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Expenditure Survey 

(2009), and supermarket locations (2009) from Trade Dimensions. The results are presented through 

online interactive maps published on the web site The Policy Map. As seen in these maps, many lower-

                                                             
4 Philly.com web site, 2011 
5 Details available at the TRF web site (http://www.trfund.com) and The Policy Map web site (http://www.policymap.com) 
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income neighborhoods in Philadelphia contain these low access areas. We collected data of supermarkets 

and other types of food retail from TRFõs Policy Map website and obtained Healthy Corner Store6 data 

from The Food Trust (TFT). Figure 5 shows supermarkets, grocery stores, healthy corner stores, and 

other outlets that sell fresh foods in Philadelphia.  

 

 
Figure 5: Locations of supermarkets, grocery stores, healthy corner stores, and other outlets that sell healthy and fresh food 

 

In addition, we created two more maps showing other types of community food outlets that may offer 

healthy food choices to the residents. We collected the following data layers from various sources: 

farmers markets (Peleg Kremer, University of Delaware), community gardens and farms (Pennsylvania 

Horticulture Society, CSC), and food cupboards (Greater Philadelphia Coalition Against Hunger, 

Philabundance). Figure 6 shows community gardens, farms, and farmers markets in Philadelphia, and 

Figure 7a shows food cupboards that distribute produce donated by various community gardens and 

farms. Thirty three cupboards receive donations of fresh, local produce that are grown in 44 community 

gardens through the City Harvest program7. In a regular growing season, this program reaches out to 

1,000 lower-income families. It distributed above 64,000 lbs of produce during 2006-2009 growing 

seasons. Besides, the Fresh for All program (Philabundance) distributes fresh produce in some parts of 

                                                             
6 In partnership with five North Philadelphia communities, the TFT developed the Healthy Corner Store Initiative pilot 
program to increase the availability of healthy foods in corner stores and to educate young people about healthy snacking. 
With a partnership with Philadelphia Department of Public Health, the TFT is now expanding this network to 1,000 stores 
throughout the city. http://www.thefoodtrust.org 
7 City Harvest is a partnership of Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, the Philadelphia Prison System, SHARE, the Health 
Promotion Council of Southeastern Pennsylvania, Weavers Way Co-op and Farm, and 42 community gardens. 
http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/city-harvest.html 
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the city. We have also created an origin-destination matrix using ArcGIS Network Analyst extension to 

see the network pattern from urban farms or gardens to food cupboards. As expected, the networks 

have a strong geographic influence, as most origin and destination points are geographically close 

(Figure 7b). 

 
Figure 6: Locations of Philadelphiaõs community gardens, farms, and farmers markets 

  
Figure 7a: Philadelphiaõs food cupboards that distribute fresh produce donated by various community gardens and farms 

Figure 7b: A screen shot of an origin-destination network analysis ð from community gardens/ urban farms (circles) to 

food cupboards (squares) 
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The state of community food security is more than having physical or geographic access to healthy food 

choice. Having physical access to a fresh food outlet does not ensure affordability, ethnic preference, 

variety, and quality of foods. Food insecurity is a state of a person or a household, it is a feeling. 

According to the Centre for Studies in Food Security, there are five components of food security, 

known as the Five A's8: (1) Availability: sufficient food for all people at all times; (2) Accessibility: 

physical and economic access to food, including access to information; (3) Adequacy: access to food that 

is nutritious, safe, and sustainable; (4) Acceptability: access to culturally acceptable food production and 

distribution that do not create conflict with people's dignity or human rights; and (5) Agency: policies 

and processes that help achieve food security.  

 

Minimum or no access to fresh food outlets within a walking distance may become a critical issue in 

poor neighborhoods where car ownership is also low. Figures 5 through 7 show that many parts of 

these neighborhoods have physical access to one or more types of food outlets or at least they have such 

access through Philadelphiaõs extensive public transport network (not shown in the maps). However, it 

does not guarantee that lower-income residents would want to buy or have affordability to buy local, 

fresh produce. From our field surveys we heard various types of comments regarding quality and 

affordability. In many small convenience stores healthy food options are limited and foods are not 

always fresh. Additionally, many fresh food outlets such as farmers markets, urban farms, or Community 

Supported Agriculture (CSA) programs do not accept Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) cards9 and 

target higher income residents. Furthermore, availability of healthy foods in food cupboards is not 

always guaranteed and many people in need do not necessarily ask for food assistance from cupboards.  

 

Gardens attempt to alleviate problems of fresh food access, but experience limitations in fully 

addressing the concerns. Most community gardens are seasonal and cannot offer fresh produce year 

round. Besides, hundreds of community gardens have died over the last two decades for a myriad of 

reasons, including discontinued or decreased financial support, and real estate development pressure. 

Gardens also take a tremendous amount of time and capital to create and sustain. Additional struggles 

consist of organizing neighbors and volunteers, securing funding and tools, and securing land from the 

city. One gardener trying to start a community garden expressed frustration about working with the city 

to gain access to vacant property, òItõs exhausting, itõs a full time job insuring any legal permission to do 

this kind of project because no one really knows whatõs going on.ó These factors make gardens seem 

much less accessible for neighborhoods with little capital mobility.    
 

In addition to the external difficulties many gardens face, there are also limitations faced by community 

members. Many residents do not have easy access to existing community gardens. Most of them are 

member-only gardens with long waiting lists, and it takes a tremendous amount of time commitment to 

                                                             
8
 Centre for Studies in Food Security web site, 2010. 

9 The EBT card is the identification card for the SNAP/Food Stamp Program. 
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create and sustain a valuable garden. This can be difficult for lower-income residents who have two or 

three jobs, sometimes outside of their neighborhoods, and rarely have time to cook food let alone grow 

it. Gardens are also facing a generational and cultural gap among young kids and old immigrants who 

migrated from the southern states with agricultural knowledge. Education is another crucial factor. 

Regardless of the neighborhood racial composition, knowledge limitations around fresh food may 

inhibit low-income participation in community agriculture projects.  

 

Following these discussions, we understand that a community food insecurity map should include more 

than just poverty and food access variables. In order to create a community food insecurity map of 

Philadelphia, we analyzed the data from the Southern Pennsylvania Household Health Survey 2010, 

published by Public Health Management Corporation's (PHMC) Community Health Data Base 

(CHDB). Approximately 10,000 households in Philadelphia and four neighboring counties were 

randomly contacted by phone and asked questions about health screenings and personal health 

behaviors. This is one of the largest regional health surveys that provides a unique, in-depth view into 

the health and well-being of the regionõs residents. Our food insecurity map is based on 25 questions 

(variables) from this survey, including the following: access to healthy food, health condition (diabetes, 

obesity), poverty, hunger, education, employment status, food consumption habit, nature of community 

involvement, government assistance status, and use of the Internet. A complete list of all these variables 

or survey questions is provided in Appendix A. As seen in Figures 8a and 8b, Philadelphiaõs lower-

income neighborhoods have the most food insecure population.  

 

Figure 8a and 8b: A comparison of median household income and the state of community food insecurity in Philadelphia 

neighborhoods.  
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Urban Tree Connection, April 2011       Urban Tree Connection, June 2011  

Photo: Mahbubur Meenar        Photo: Brad Larrison 

 

  
Southwark Queen Village Garden, April 2011     Walnut Hill Farm, April 2011 

Photo: Mahbubur Meenar        Photo: Mahbubur Meenar 

 

  
Prestonõs Paradise, Tire Garden, April 2011       Fairhill Community Garden, June 2011  

Photo: Mahbubur Meenar           Photo: Jean Warrington 
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SURVEY OF COMMUNITY GARDENS  (&  FARMS) 

 

As the second part of this study, we examined the impact of urban agriculture in the city by focusing on 

the type of work community gardens do, how they distribute food, and who they impact. Philadelphiaõs 

local food landscape is immense and the Philadelphia region is celebrated on a national scale for its 

urban food initiatives. Within the city various programs exist, from grassroots agriculture on vacant 

parcels to large scale farming programs that distribute food throughout the city. Due to the variety of 

programs available throughout various neighborhoods of Philadelphia, the impact of urban agriculture 

varies. In recent times, not too many studies have measured the outcome of community gardens 

throughout the city. A 2008-2009 study estimated that Philadelphiaõs community and squatter gardens 

produced $4.9 million worth of vegetables during summer ð more food than all of the cityõs farmers 

markets and urban farms combined sold in that year10.  

 

In February 2011, the CSC ran a survey of Philadelphiaõs community gardens and farms to gain a better 

picture of the cityõs urban agriculture efforts and their contribution to community food security. Our 

survey consisted of 36 questions divided into two sections. Section A had questions about the gardens 

while Section B asked questions about the neighborhoods and the gardensõ engagement in their 

neighborhoods. The online survey was open for two weeks, from February 21 to March 7, 2011. The 

PHS and Philadelphia Orchard Project helped us distribute the survey link to their network of about 120 

organizations/individuals throughout the city. We received 46 responses (38% response rate) from 

individuals and non-profit or grassroots organizations (including CBOs/ CDCs) who manage a total of 

81 community gardens and urban farms throughout Philadelphia. Out of those 46, we conducted seven 

in person follow-up interviews and three phone interviews. There was at least one response from each 

of Philadelphiaõs 12 Planning Analysis Zones. We received fewer responses from full-scale for-profit 

urban farms, as our survey was primarily targeted toward community gardens who may also sell 

produce. We did however invite a few urban farms to participate in the survey; all of which have 

community programs related to hunger and food insecurity.  

 

The Gardens 

Our survey received at least one response from each Planning Analysis Zone of the City of Philadelphia. 

Figure 9 shows the location of the community gardens and urban farms, and their respective 

neighborhoods. This figure also shows the percentage of minority concentration throughout the city. 

The gardens are divided into three categories based on how they described their primary mission, the 

name of the garden (i.e. if the phrase òcommunity gardenó appeared in their gardens name), and their 

                                                             
10 Vitiello and Nairn. 2009. Community Gardening in Philadelphia: 2008 Harvest Report. Penn Planning and Urban Studies, 
University of Pennsylvania. 
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tax status as an organization.11 The three categories are: CBOs/CDCs, community gardens, and urban 

farms. Table 1 shows the number of respondents in each category and Table 2 shows the total number 

of respondents in each Planning Analysis Zone. Of the 81 gardens presented in this study, the size of 

each garden varies tremendously. Thirty of them are smaller than 2,000 sq. ft., sixteen are between 2,000 

and 10,000 sq. ft., and the rest are larger than 10,000 sq. ft. Table 3 shows the number of gardens in 

each category based on square feet. 

 

Figure 9: Philadelphia minority composition and locations of all community gardens/ farms participated in the survey. 

Boundaries show the limits of the City of Philadelphiaõs Planning Analysis Zones (n = 12). 

 

Table 1: Number of Survey Participants According to Categories  

Category Number of survey participants 

CBO/CDC 15 

Community Garden 26 

Urban Farm 5 

                                                             
11 Some gardens straddle two categories. Some Community Gardens have a 501(c) 3 status, but their mission is not 
community development based. 
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Table 2: Number of Gardens Based on Planning Analysis Zones 

Planning Analysis Zone  Number of Garden Responses 

Center City  2 

West Philadelphia  19 

South West Philadelphia  1 

South Philadelphia  7 

North Philadelphia  20 

Upper North Philadelphia  7 

Kensington  1 

Near North East  1 

Far North East  1 

Olney  2 

Germantown/Chestnut Hill 11 

Roxburough/ Manyunk  3 

Table 3: Number of Gardens Based on Size 

Size Number of Gardens 

<  2,000 sq. ft. 30 

2,000 - 10,000 sq. ft. 16 

>  10,000 sq. ft. 15 

 

Table 4 shows how respondents identified their missions on a scale of High Priority to Low Priority. A 

large percentage of respondents identify òcommunity greeningó (32%), òfood productionó (31%), and 

òcommunity developmentó (23%) as the most important activities for their gardens. 

Table 4: Mission of Gardens/Organizations 

 High Priority    Low Priority 

Scale 5 4 3 2 1 

Business or 

Entrepreneurial 

6 6 6 2 21 

Charity (to food 

cupboards, etc) 

9 8 11 7 7 

Community 

Development 

19 10 7 4 1 

Community 

Greening 

26 7 7 4 1 

Education 22 8 9 4 1 

Food Production 25 8 7 3 2 

Training 12 12 4 4 7 

Other  8 0 1 0 0 
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Food Distribution  

Food and its distribution are at the center of urban agriculture debates. How does fresh food get to the 

neediest populations? Who distributes that food? Where does it come from? These questions are central 

to the discussion on the impact of urban agriculture at addressing food insecurity and spatial inequality. 

This section of the study looks at the role gardens play in distributing food throughout Philadelphia.  

 

Both Figure 10 and Table 5 report how 

gardens participated in this survey 

prioritize their modes of distribution. In 

the survey question we suggested five types 

of food distribution: (i) Sold at farmers 

markets; (ii) Distributed through 

community supported agriculture (CSA); 

(iii) Harvested by participants; (iv) 

Distributed by participants; and (v) 

Donated to food cupboards. According to 

Table 5, the majority of the participating 

gardens consider that harvesting and 

distributing by participants are their highest 

priority. In Figure 10, we have combined all the higher priority modes (ranks 5 and 4) as primary modes. 

This pie chart shows the percentages of these primary modes of food distribution, as practiced among 

the gardens. In Table 6, we have narrowed down the five types of modes into three major categories: 

informal distribution, sales, and donations.  

 

Table 5: Modes of Food Distribution  

 High Priority    Low Priority 

Scale 5 4 3 2 1 

Sold at Farmers 

Market 

11 5 0 1 10 

Distributed through 

CSA 

4 2 1 1 12 

Harvested by 

Participants 

23 1 4 1 4 

Distributed by 

Participants 

19 0 2 3 6 

Donated to Food 

Cupboards 

9 5 6 3 7 

Other 2 3 1 0 4 

20%

8%

30%

24%

18%

Figure 10: Primary Modes of  Produce Distribution 

Sold at Farmers 
Market 

Distributed 
through CSA 

Harvested by 
Participants 

Distributed by 
Participants 

Donated to Food 
Cupboars 
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Table 6: Categories of Distribution  

 

Informal Distribution:  

Informal distribution is one of the more popular modes of distribution amongst urban agriculture 

programs. Informal distribution differs from formal modes such as sales or formal donations in that 

there is no formal structure to the way produce is distributed. Food cupboards, grocery co-ops, and 

farmers markets constitute a formal structure to the way food is distributed, and are, in part reliable ways 

for residents to gain access to fresh produce. On the other hand, informal modes of distribution involve 

produce that is harvested by a garden participant or shared with neighbors of a garden participant. 

Usually, informal modes are less reliable than formal ones due to many factors and uncertainties that 

might be associated with growing local produce, and sharing that produce with neighbors.  

 

Of the 46 survey respondents 54% of them identified their primary mode of produce distribution as 

either òharvested by participantsó or òdistributed by participants,ó otherwise categorized as informal 

distribution. The mission of these community gardens is focused primarily on food production, 

community greening, and community development. Community gardens are typically neighborhood 

based and they identify mostly with the social network of their neighborhoods, which results in a 

comfort and desire to distribute food through that same network either through produce sharing or 

subsistence agriculture12.  

 

Interestingly, about 33% of the respondents answered òyesó to having a membership fee. Membership 

fees range from $5 to $100 per year, with an average fee ranging from $20-$30 per year. Relying on the 

social network of neighborhoods, gardens who distribute food informally do so to help build the 

surrounding community. When asked why participants get involved in gardening, one couple answered, 

òFor fun.ó Informal distribution modes seem to be simultaneously creating greater community 

interactions and feeding families with fresh, local produce.  

 

Sales:  

Urban farms, some CBOs/CDCs, and even some community gardens grow food for the purpose of 

selling, even if partially, at or to a farmers market, through a CSA program, or to a grocer. In this study 

we did not include community garden membership fees under the sales mode of distribution, because it 

is not a direct financial exchange for produce, and because community gardens play a prominent role in 

distributing food through donations and informal avenues.  

                                                             
12 Note: Subsistence agriculture is a form of self sufficiency farming where the grower and the consumer are the same person.   

Sales Donations Informal Distribution  

Farmers Markets  Donate to Food Cupboard  Harvested by Participants  

CSA   Distributed by Participants  
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Out of the 46 survey participants, 39% answered òyesó when asked if they sold food. In particular, 20% 

primarily sold at farmers markets and 8% primarily sold through a CSA. When asked about the 

approximate amount of produce sold each year in lbs., gardens gave a wide range of responses. Answers 

varied from 5 lbs. to tens of thousands of lbs. A number of respondents also shared the dollar amount 

earned from selling produce in a given year, rather than the total lbs. These responses also varied, 

ranging from $150 per week to $100,000 in a year. Figure 6 (page 13) shows active farmers markets 

located throughout the city where gardens have the opportunity to sell.  

  

Donations:  

Philadelphia has a network of about 700 food cupboards and soup kitchens that address the issues of 

community food insecurity and hunger. Food cupboards, however, do not fully alleviate the inequality 

found in the lowest income neighborhoods in terms of providing access to fresh produce. We 

specifically asked the survey participants if their gardens donated produce to food cupboards. Figure 7a 

(page 13) shows the locations of all food cupboards in Philadelphia that receive fresh produce from the 

community gardens.     

Out of the 46 respondents, 18% primarily distribute produce to food cupboards. This includes 

community gardens, farms, and CBOs/CDCs. Typically the cupboards are located in the same or 

adjacent neighborhoods as the gardens. According to survey results, a total of 18,712 lbs. of produce 

was distributed to 15 different food cupboards by 20 different gardens in 2010. Table 7 shows the 

number of gardens distributing various amounts of produce to cupboards.   

                                                           

Table 7: Number of Gardens Donating Produce by Weight 

Weight Number of Gardens 

<  250 lbs. 10 

250-750 lbs. 5 

>  750 lbs.  8 

 

The Neighborhoods 

Neighborhoods are the social fabric of a city, and the conditions of neighborhoods are vital for its 

success. As discussed in the Background section of this report, certain Philadelphia neighborhoods are 

experiencing a variety of social problems related to population loss, vacant land, food inequality, and 

hunger. Urban agriculture plays an important role in the redevelopment of formerly blighted 

neighborhoods. Participants of this study come from a variety of neighborhoods in Philadelphia, each of 

them contributing something unique to the landscape.  

In Philadelphia there are dense concentrations of community gardens and urban farms in the North and 

West Philadelphia neighborhoods where land vacancy is extremely high and family income levels hover 
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around the poverty line. Figure 4b (page 11) shows that there is a correlation between the highest 

concentration of gardens and the highest concentration of emergency food assistance callers. Figure 4a 

(page 11) shows similar relationship with poverty concentration.  

 

Participants revealed additional information about their neighborhood conditions through the survey. 

43% of respondents considered their neighborhood a food desert, compared to the 46% who did not. 

11% were unsure if their neighborhoods were considered a food desert or not. Each of the participants 

who we interviewed expressed dislike for the phrase òfood desertó. Each interviewee shared different 

opinions about how confusing the term òfood desertó had become in literature, political circles, or 

neighborhood conversations, and how many different meanings the phrase conjured up. One 

interviewee expressed that the term òfood desertó could mean anything from not having access to fresh 

food due to a spatial limitation or a financial limitation.     

 

Intriguingly 43% of the 46 respondents believed their neighborhoods to be òfood deserts;ó broadly 

defined. On the other hand, a moderate to high percentage of respondents expressed having any type of 

fresh food outlets in their neighborhoods. Table 8 shows the percentage of responses to the question, 

òDoes your neighborhood have the following fresh food outlets?ó We have not identified exactly how 

many of these fresh food outlets are available in these neighborhoods and whether they can meet the 

demand of the total neighborhood population.   

Table 8: Fresh Food Outlets in Neighborhoods as Described by Survey Participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Community Engagement 

Recipients and Participants of Urban Agriculture  

According to this studyõs findings, urban agriculture projects are located throughout the city, but cluster 

in high vacancy, low income neighborhoods where food access is scarce. Is agriculture clustering in 

these particular neighborhoods because land is more readily available, or are the locations of urban 

agriculture projects carefully chosen based on target populations? According to Table 9, the majority of 

produce recipients are clustered in lower socio economic classes. òLower income householdsó and 

òHouseholds living with government assistanceó received the majority of the High Priority responses, 

Access to Fresh Food Outlet Percentages of Participants 

Farm Stand 32% 

Farmers Market  71% 

Grocery Store  59% 

Healthy Corner Store  15% 

Super Market  61% 

Other 29% 
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showing that gardens primarily serve disadvantaged residents with fresh produce through any of the 

three distribution mediums. òUpper income householdsó received a minuscule 4 total High Priority 

responses. Although there is a higher concentration of gardens in more struggling neighborhoods and 

these gardens highly prioritize donations of fresh produce to more disadvantaged households in their 

vicinity, 58% of gardens claimed to serve people living outside the immediate neighborhood.  

Table 9: Prioritization of Produce Recipients According to their Type or Socio-Economic Status 

Recipients include those who purchase, receive donations, and/or harvest 

 

Table 10: Prioritization of Active Participants According to their Type or Socio-Economic Status 

Participation includes food production, distribution, and community outreach 

 

Similar trends existed in the rate of participation across socio-economic demographics (Table 10); 

however, differences occurred between primary participation rate and primary recipient rate in 

households living on government assistance, seniors, and school children. School children were more 

likely to participate, but not be the recipients of produce; whereas households on government assistance 

were more likely to be the main recipients, but not participate. Seniors had a similar trend as households 

living on government assistance and, not surprisingly, had a higher recipient rate than participation. This 

 High Priority    Low Priority 

Scale 5 4 3 2 1 

Lower income households 18 6 6 1 3 

Middle income households  10 7 5 2 7 

Upper income households 2 2 1 2 16 

Households living with 

government assistance 

13 4 7 1 4 

School children 5 8 7 4 7 

Seniors 11 6 5 3 7 

Other 7 0 0 0 1 

 High Priority    Low Priority 

Scale 5 4 3 2 1 

Lower income households 15 8 8 5 3 

Middle income households  12 6 12 1 4 

Upper income households 3 4 5 1 14 

Households living with 

government assistance 

5 7 4 5 7 

School children 14 5 4 7 5 

Seniors 5 5 7 2 11 

Other 6 3 0 1 1 
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could indicate that seniors are the primary receivers of government assistance, or that due to physical 

limitations are not able to participate.   

 

Additional data collected from this study shows gardens with gardeners from a variety of ages and racial 

backgrounds. The average age of the active gardener was 35 years with the majority of gardens drawing 

activity from the 20 to 40 year old demographic. The age range of active gardeners shows the diversity 

of gardening throughout the city, from school age children to young adult activist to experienced 

gardeners (up to 85 years) and that community agriculture is for everyone.  

 

When gardens were asked to identify the primary race and/or ethnicity of their active gardeners,                                                                                                                                       

the responses were varied. Figure 11 shows the percentage of each demographic. Whites and African 

Americans make up a total of 83% of the active gardeners. Considering the locale of the gardens who 

responded, it is not surprising to see the difference between African American and Hispanic gardeners.  

 

 
Figure 11: Primary Race and Ethnicity of Active Gardeners 

 

Since the majority of gardens that participated in this survey are located in minority neighborhoods (see 

Figure 9, page 18), the high percentage of white gardeners appears as a surprising trend. Why is there 

such a high rate of white gardeners? One respondent even comments during an interview, òItõs [Urban 

Farming] still a white, top down activity.ó  Another respondent says that every part of the city is 

different and this type of statement may not be applicable everywhere. So, where are these active 

gardeners coming from? According to Table 11, 25 gardens mention that they get less than 25 

participants from their own neighborhoods. This number also correlates with the high percentage of 

gardens (58%) who claimed to serve people outside their immediate neighborhood. On the other hand, 

eight gardens get 25-100 participants from their neighborhoods, and five gardens (primarily urban 

farms) get more than 100 participants from their neighborhoods. However, we cannot conclude that 

community gardens are not drawing the majority of participants from their respective neighborhoods. 

Low neighborhood participation happens mostly in smaller gardens, which were the primary 

respondents in this survey (see Table 3, page 19).   

 

47%

36%

12%
5%

White (47%)

African 
American (36%)

Hispanic (12%)

Asian (5%)
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Table 11: Garden Participation from Surrounding Neighborhoods 

 

# of Participants from Surrounding Neighborhoods # of Gardens  

 <25 25 

 25-100 8 

 >100 5 

 

In addition, our follow-up analysis shows that the participants are coming from immediate 

neighborhoods regardless of their race. We have done a GIS-based network analysis showing the 

locations of a few randomly selected gardens and the locations of their participants. According to Figure 

12, a South Philadelphia community garden has a majority of its members coming from the immediate 

vicinity. However, we did not directly ask whether the white population living in these minority 

neighborhoods participate more actively than the black population. A more active participation of white 

population is likely the case for a number of the gardens that participated in our survey. 

 

 
Figure 12: A network analysis shows that most of the participants are coming from the immediate vicinity of a community 

garden located in South Philadelphia neighborhood 


