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1. Introduction

University, for most students, is a time of relating to the world, a time of establishing
connections and experiencing community. It can also be a time of hardship, endless work, and
often a time where the most basic necessities are scarce. The university experience allows young
people to reach out to others, to commit their energies to helping the people around them and
forming ideals about the kinds of social or environmental change they would like to work
towards. For all these reasons and more, we have been researching the feasibility of establishing
a community garden at Trent University, as a pedagogical tool and practical community project.

This report represents research that can help to develop a community garden on Symon’s
campus. A community garden at Trent would have multiple roles within the academic
community and the Peterborough region. As a learning centre, the Trent garden would teach
about ecologically-sustainable food production, promoting organic gardening, composting, water
conservation and biodiversity. The Trent garden can also be affiliated with academic
departments to provide space for agricultural or horticultural research, organic gardening
experience, or the growth of traditional Aboriginal plants to help pass on cultural knowledge to
students. Further, workshops can be offered to the public through the Trent garden. Hands-on
lessons in composting or organic gardening may be an interesting way to create connections
between the Peterborough region and the university. As a community centre, the garden would
provide opportunities for students to produce their own food and fresh produce for Peterborough
social service organizations, and host social events including community cook-outs, celebrations
and feasts. The garden can also serve as a peaceful common space, where students, staff and
faculty can visit during their spare time.

Most importantly, the Trent Community Garden has the potential to increase food security
amongst students and the surrounding community. In this report, there are interesting
suggestions about how the produce gathered from the Trent Garden can be used year-round to
support people in need within the Trent community. There are also ideas about how the harvest
can feed people through local social service organizations in Peterborough.

We feel that a community garden is an interesting and holistic way to promote community,
low-impact lifestyles and co-operation at Trent university. While students, staff and faculty are

facing administrative difficulties and facing the loss of the downtown colleges, we hope that the




Trent garden will be a way for the community to create and maintain a dedication to interactive
learning, environmental sustainability, and empowerment. We also hope that this project will
initiate many new traditions at Trent University, and open the garden gates to the entire

community - fostering positive community interaction and experiential education.

2. History of Community Gardens Efforts at Trent University

2.1 Location, Format and Status

The community garden currently being planned will not be the first at Trent University. For
several years in the early to mid-seventies, a community garden flourished next to Symons
Campus (Taylor 2001; pers. comm.). Although the person responsible for organizing the garden
could not be located, two informants were particularly helpful in gathering some information
about how this former garden worked, and why it folded. This information is invaluable for
planners of a future Trent University community garden, since it points out opportunities
particular to Trent that can be taken advantage of, as well as a major pitfall to be aware of.

According to Carrie Taylor (2001), there was a community garden behind the present
Otonabee College residence for several years in the mid 1970°s. Mrs. Taylor and her husband
Mr. Colin Taylor (now Dean of Arts and Sciences at Trent) had a plot there from 1973 to 1975,
while they were Dons at Lady Eaton College. Mrs. Taylor says that individual plots were rented
during the summer for a small fee, mostly by Trent faculty, some students, and very few
community members. Most of the space in the garden was used for vegetables rather than
ornamental flowers. Mr. and Mrs. Taylor left the garden after their third year (in 1975), because
they had left the college and bought a home where they had garden space of their own. Mrs.
Taylor suspects that the garden folded because interest dwindled and plots were not being
purchased.

Mr. Harvey Miller, a long-time employee of the Physical Resources Department, adds
that the former Trent community garden was tilled and fertilized with manure yearly by the
Bolton brothers, who rented the farm to Otonabee College from the University (Miller 2001;
pers. comm.). Mr. Miller commented that the soil condition of the site was “very good” (2001).
Iike Mrs. Taylor, he supposes that the garden eventually collapsed because participants lost
interest and stopped buying plots.




2.2 What can be learned from the past?

This information is of particular interest to planners of a future Trent community garden
because it emphasizes what is perhaps the most important rule for community gardening. No
community garden can exist without the interest and support of a sufficient number of people in
the community. For that reason, extensive surveying will be done within the Trent community
as part of the current planning, to gauge the level of interest beyond the researchers’.

If community interest surveys do indicate sufficient commitment to the idea, the
existence of the previous garden suggests some features of Symons Campus that appear
conducive to setting up a community garden. For instance, the soil is of good quality, and
neighbouring farmers may be willing to till and fertilize. Further research will explore the
potential opportunities and challenges of community gardening on Symons Campus in more
detail. At present, however, it is hard not to agree with Carrie Taylor when she says, “It would

be lovely to see garden plots [on campus] again” (2001; pers. comm.).




3. Community Gardens in the Peterborough Region

3.1 The role of the YWCA- Direct support

Community gardening in Peterborough has become quite widespread and is continuing to grow.
As a city with lots of greenspace, Peterborough has plenty of room for residents interested in
community gardening. Besides having space for potential gardeners, the City of Peterborough
also has resources available for gardens, such as compost from yard waste collection. However,
the most important entity contributing to the proliferation of community gardening in the
Peterborough area is the YWCA.

Connie Thompson, Community Garden Coordinator at the YWCA, says that the
organization supports seventeen gardens in the area in various ways (2001; pers. comm.).
Community gardens affiliated with the YWCA directly or indirectly supported. The YWCA
asserts that it “exists to support the right of all women and their families to live free from
violence, poverty and oppression” (YWCA 2000a); in Peterborough, assisting with food security
through community gardens is a part of this mandate.

Many community gardens in Peterborough would not exist without the direct support of
the YWCA. Some of direct-support community gardens are located in shelter communities or
non-profit, affordable housing situations where resources are already stretched thin. The YWCA
supports community gardens on Centennial Crescent (second stage housing for women),
Crawford Drive (affordable housing) and at Cameron House (temporary housing for women).
The YWCA also supports a community garden at Kairos —a non-profit housing community
funded by a local church group for women fleeing abuse. Other community gardens receiving
direct support are the Armour Road garden on the Rotary Greenway Trail, St. Stephen’s garden
at Hilliard and St. Paul St., and the Lake Street senior’s complex garden.

Gardens that are directly supported by the YWCA are divided into plots and rented out to
gardeners for a sliding scale fee (no more than $10 for the season) (YWCA 2000a). One
community member at each garden is designated as a contact person for the gardeners at their
site. However, the YWCA does most of the organization for events, communication and the
physical needs of the gardens. Tilling, compost, straw mulch, and composters from the city are

all provided by the YWCA to directly supported community gardens. The YWCA also collects




and distributes seed and tool donations amongst gardeners. The rest of the garden labour —
weeding, watering and tending — is the responsibility of the garden members (Thompson 2001;
pers. comm.).

A key feature of the YWCA’s involvement with community gardens is their commitment
to positive interactions and effective conflict resolution among gardeners. Besides meeting the
physical needs of the directly supported community gardens, the YWCA makes an effort to
assist with positive community dynamics along with healthy food. Once a week, the YWCA
tries to send a representative to visit each directly supported community garden to make sure that
members are getting along well, and to confirm that the gardeners have all the supplies that they
need. Community garden meetings are run by YWCA staff as well. At the end of the season,
an inter-garden harvest party hosted by the YWCA gives community gardeners from around
Peterborough a chance to share the food they have grown. Furthermore, Thompson stated that
the YWCA will be offering conflict resolution workshops in the coming season for local
community gardeners (2001; pers. comm.). The YWCA’s commitment to healthy communities
indicates that their community gardening program is not just about food security — it is about
creating positive and reliable relationships amongst community members as well.

The leadership that the YWCA has taken with Peterborough community gardens could be
beneficial to the Trent garden in many ways. First, the YWCA is aware of sources for seeds,
seedlings and tools, and could probably help Trent gardeners find funding for these resources in
the community if needed. Also, the YWCA has a great deal of experience with social structures
in community gardens and would likely be able to offer advice on appropriate rules and codes of
conduct for the garden. The Trent garden will also be able to learn about the charitable aspect of
community gardening, and will likely participate in some Y WCA food sharing programs
discussed below. While the structure of the YWCA gardens are very different than what we
anticipate the Trent garden to be, the YWCA has much to offer in the form of advice, programs,
sources and support. It is our hope that the research conducted here and the subsequent creation

of a Trent garden will also benefit the YWCA and its programs for years to come.




3.2 Peterborough Gardens Not Directly Affiliated with the YWCA

Several gardens in the Peterborough area have been created with the support of the
YWCA and branched off, or started up on their own. Connie Thompson asserts that there are
currently 10 gardens within Peterborough that operate without direct YWCA support (2001,
pers. comm.) For example, the Ba’hai community in Peterborough operates a shared garden
right next to the Armour Road garden on the Rotary Greenway Trail. While a separate Armour
Road garden receives direct support from the YWCA, the Ba’hai community garden is self-
sufficient — conducting its meetings and caring for the physical structure on its own. The Mount
St. Joseph garden at Northminister Church is another example of a garden that is supported by an
independent community. A garden at Woolsley and Barnardo St. is particularly unique in that it
has been created by local citizens without any support from the YWCA. This garden group
cultivates flowers and focuses on landscaping with flowers and fountains for the enjoyment of
local residents.

All of the gardens mentioned above had a land base to begin with, and were supported by
distinct communities — religious groups and neighbours were instrumental in their creation. In
addition, the above gardens presumably had permission to use the land that they garden on. A
particularly interesting example of a very different independent garden is the Bonnacord Garden,
located on Bonnacord St. across from Jackson Park.

David Silburn, a Trent student and co-founder of the garden says that organizers were
interested mainly in improving food security for a diverse group of people, particularly for the
residents of a nearby low-income housing complex (2000; pers. comm.). Re-establishing native
flora in the area and providing habitat and shelter for wildlife was another important goal for
founding members (Silburn 2000; pers. comm.). The most unique aspect of the Bonnacord
garden is that it is a “guerrilla garden”, that is, it is situated on municipal property without the
permission of the city. Bonnacord gardeners have had to negotiate fiercely with city council to
maintain their urban oasis, because of the high property value of the land they have chosen.
Becky Rosen, current co-ordinator of the Bonnacord garden, expressed enthusiasm that students
at Trent were organizing for a community garden, as she feels that the city often disregards the

need for a garden that is tended mainly by youth (Rosen 2001; pers. comm.).




Another unique aspect of the Bonnacord Community Garden is that it is a communal
garden without individual plots. While Silburn acknowledges that natural leaders do emerge
amongst Bonnacord gardeners, he maintains that gardening chores are a community
responsibility. Bonnacord’s transgression of notions of private property helps to reinforce this
“informal” organization. The result of this communal responsibility shows at harvest time,
where each person takes what they need, leaving enough for others to enjoy (Silburn 2000; pers.
comm.).

The Bonnacord garden is also concerned with accessibility and inclusiveness. Silburn
emphasized that his vision of the garden included a revitalization of the community. He
commented that the diverse group of people tending the garden “re-enacts kinship™. People of
all ages come to Bonnacord — elderly people with a wealth of gardening knowledge have an
audience to whom they may pass on their wisdom, while children are able to play imaginatively
in a safe, naturalized setting. Physically, Bonnacord appears to be a welcoming and shared space
as it is not enclosed by fence. The lack of security at Bonnacord emphasizes the expectation that
neighbours and passers-by will respect the work that gardeners have invested in the garden.
Silburn commented that because the garden is not fenced off and made inaccessible to outsiders,
homeless youth living in Jackson Park have worked in the garden during several growing
seasons to grow their own fresh vegetables (Silburn 2000; pers. comm.). Inclusivity is the most
salient feature of the Bonnacord garden, as it shows that community gardens can be an open,
equal space in a highly stratified society.

The formats and purposes of gardens that are not affiliated with the YWCA vary greatly,
indicating that there is certainly more than one way to operate a community garden. Whether the
Trent garden decides to have individual plots, or work communally, or whether it grows mostly
vegetables or flowers, there are many people in the Peterborough community to give advice and
ideas to organize an effective social structure. On the other hand, it will be up to Trent gardeners
to figure out how a community garden can fit into a large institution such as a university.
Fortunately, since community gardening is a strongly supported activity in Peterborough, we will

not be alone as we design the Trent garden and put our ideas into practice in the beginning years.




3.3 Related Educational and Community Development Programs
2.31 YWCA Programs

Community gardening has long been associated with issues of food security, community
well-being and environmental health. A study conducted by the Philadelphia Urban Gardening
Project is quoted by Cultivating Our Community, an urban gardening program with Ohio State
University Extension on the benefits of community gardening in low-income urban areas.

Community gardens provide an alternative for people in low income communities
to simultaneously improve food security and their participation in a local food
system. For low income families, urban gardens are a potential source of fresh,
nutritious produce at a relatively low cost... Urban gardens also provide a focal
point for people to come together in community and build neighbourhood
relationships at a time when disappearing resources put a strain on inner city
families. (Cultivating Our Community 2000)

The YWCA also incorporates important links to food security and public education in its
community gardening programs. Ina YWCA newsletter, the percentage of low-income families
in Peterborough was reported as 13.1%. Because of this high percentage of people living on
Jow-incomes or in poverty, the YWCA has a well-co-ordinated Food Action group that connects
low-income families to a variety of affordable sources of fresh, nutritious produce. Associated
with the Food Action program are Food Box initiatives, collective kitchens, and “Gleaning”
(organized trips to farms with excess produce to harvest) (YWCA 2000Db).

Community gardeners and home gardeners can get involved in YWCA’s Food Action
program by participating in their “Grow-a-Row” initiative. Growing an extra few rows of
carrots, turnips, potatoes, radishes or tomatoes can help stock kitchens at Brock Mission or help
people involved with the Peterborough Native Friendship Centre (YWCA 2000b). The Trent
Community Garden will almost certainly be involved with the Grow-a-Row program through the
YWCA to connect gardeners with the Peterborough community, and to foster a strong sense of
responsibility for action against poverty in our city.

Besides ensuring access to affordable and nutritious food in Peterborough for low-income
families, the YWCA also offers workshops to local gardeners. Thompson mentioned that a
canning workshop was offered last fall to help gardeners learn how to preserve the summer’s

harvest (2001; pers. comm.). In the coming season, Thompson hopes that the YWCA will be




able to offer conflict resolution sessions as well, to help with social challenges in the gardens.
Thompson identified poor attendance as the main problem with workshops, but maintained that
the YWCA will continue to offer gardeners the opportunity to learn new skills through organized
sessions (Thompson 2001; pers. comm.).

Programs and services offered by the YWCA are focused mostly on food security and
anti-poverty action. Because the YWCA is a social service organization, its mandate is
appropriately centred on families and their safety in the Peterborough community. However,
there are many other issues concerning community gardening that are not directly addressed by
the YWCA. Fortunately, there is another key organization in Peterborough that promotes the

environmental benefits of community gardening.

2.32  Ecology Park Programs

The Peterborough Ecology Park is an astounding demonstration site affiliated with
Peterborough Green-Up that promotes organic gardening techniques and ecological restoration
projects. The Ecology Park began as a community garden and has evolved into a public
education garden geared towards local homeowners. Visitors to the Ecology Park will find a
native tree nursery, children’s garden, compost teaching area, food, wildlife, butterfly and pond
gardens, herb and heritage areas, xeriscape (water-conservation gardening) demonstrations,
ecological restoration projects, and forest and meadow tracts (Peterborough Green-Up n.d.). The
Ecology Park attempts to educate the Peterborough population through display gardens, free
public workshops, family activities, compost and garden clinics, special events, and school tours
(Peterborough Green-Up 2000).

Ecology Park public education programs are particularly useful to local teachers who
have opportunities to bring their classes to the site, as part of units focused on natural history or
environmental themes. A pamphlet advertising educational opportunities at the Ecology Park
describes the mandate of the school programs:

Ecology Park school programs are designed to bring natural processes back into
our daily lives, and to teach important skills for sustainable lifestyles. Themes
such as food, habitat, biodiversity and respect for life are woven throughout the
activities of the park. (Peterborough Green-Up n.d.)




The Ecology Park highlights natural themes in their programs such as animals and their habitats,
trees, water, soil, composting, food, energy, and healthy lifestyles (Peterborough Green-Up n.d.).
Cathy Dueck, Ecology Park Co-ordinator, has ample and impressive experience with successful
activities for children in the garden. During our conversation, she spoke about the aspects of the
garden that children love best: pulling up potatoes, planting in the garden and creating their own
paper pots planted with lettuce and radishes to bring home with them at the end of their visit
(Dueck 2001; pers. comm.). By incorporating an array of ecological themes into their
community garden site, the Ecology Park emphasizes human dependence on the natural world
and encourages environmental awareness and responsibility in visitors.

The Ecology Park also works towards instilling these values in a larger audience through
free workshops, a garden market, and special events. For example, workshops focus on organic
gardening, composting and native plant propagation. The garden market operates three days a
week and sells leaf compost, produce, plants, straw, mushroom compost, wood chips,
composters and other supplies throughout the growing season (Peterborough Ecology Park
2000). The Ecology Park is a community garden that intends to include the interests of the entire
Peterborough population, rather than just a neighbourhood or small community. The experience
and expertise of Ecology Park staff is a valuable resource to us as we plan for and design the

Trent Garden.

2.31 Factors Contributing to Success

One of the main forces behind the success of a community garden is the dedication of
community organizations. Both the Peterborough YWCA and Peterborough Green-Up have
made major contributions to the success and popularity of community gardening in the area.
Connie Thompson estimates that there are approximately 100 community gardeners in
Peterborough (2001; pers. comm.). Almost half of Peterborough community gardens would not
persist without the help of the YWCA. However, despite the power and influence of the YWCA
as an established social service organization, Thompson points out that no garden will survive
long without the active interest of community members. Cathy Dueck, founder of the Ecology
Park agrees. She stressed that community gardens often lack volunteers in the beginning stages

and cautioned against depending on arbitrary commitments made by individuals in the planning




stage (Dueck 2001; pers. comm.). Both Dueck and Thompson maintain that volunteers are the
community garden’s most valuable and necessary resource. After all, a community garden isn’t
much without a community.

In the first year of the Ecology Park’s existence, Cathy Dueck learned a great deal about
group dynamics, practical gardening skills, and challenges faced by gardeners. As a graduate
student at Trent, Dueck started the Ecology Park as a Master’s thesis project in 1990. The
Ecology Park was originally situated near a senior’s complex, where there were interested
gardeners (Dueck 1990). Before starting the garden, Dueck spent a great deal of time analyzing
her chosen site. She examined the landscape, history and accessibility of the site, and sent away
soil samples to test a variety of nutrients and pH. Dueck emphasizes the importance of testing
for lead in community garden soils to ensure public safety (Dueck 1990).

After ensuring that the chosen site was appropriate, Dueck set out to publicize the new
garden through a newsletter and local newspapers and television (Dueck 1990). Starting with
$630 donated by the Peterborough Sustainable Development Committee and Kawartha World
Issues Centre, Dueck had funding for soil testing, tools, green manures, newsletters and some
money to pay for a part-time co-ordinator hired through the Ontario Work Study Program
(Dueck 1990). While the garden was well-publicized, and funded, Dueck did run into some
interesting challenges in her first year at the garden.

After thoroughly surveying the site in advance, the garden was planted. However, the
presence of groundhogs had not been anticipated. While the gardeners worked hard at
cultivating, weeding and tidying the garden, the groundhogs proceeded to destroy a large portion
of it. This situation sparked conflict in the garden. Gardeners’ beliefs clashed during
discussions of what should be done about the groundhogs: some felt that it was appropriate to
destroy them, while others were poised in ethical opposition. In the end, a gardener who owned
live traps relocated the groundhogs. In reflection, Dueck commented that although this decision
sounds the most benign, it may have had repercussions for the animals, and perhaps for other
gardeners in the area (2001; pers. comm.). The moral of Dueck’s story has to do with
unexpected challenge and community response. The garden is a shared space where community
members bring their own beliefs, cultures, and identities with them, and is place where diverse
group of individuals can learn to work together. Future Trent community gardeners may wish to

emphasize this fact in developing a mandate. Another, less profound implication for the Trent




garden is the awareness that groundhogs can do severe damage to a garden. Dueck’s conclusion
to the story was that groundhogs are virtually impossible to eradicate (Dueck 2001; pers. comm.)

In Dueck’s view, another key to the success of the Ecology Park is what she refers to as a
non-threatening appearance (Dueck 2001; pers. comm.). Homeowners in the Peterborough area
are one of the main target audiences of the Ecology Park, which must be tailored to meet the
majority’s tastes and standards. Because there is a popular assumption that organic gardens are
rampant with weeds and unkempt-looking, Dueck feels that it is important to combat this
stereotype. Therefore, Ecology Park staff pay special attention to the maintenance of walkways,
weeding and plantings of flowers. Well-defined edges in garden beds and flowers counter
popular stereotypes of organic gardening and make a good impression on sceptical visitors
(Dueck 2001; pers. comm.). Planting flowers in a community garden can serve a dual purpose of
adding visual appeal, while attracting pollinators to the garden and aiding in propagation.

Flowers are also the theme for the most popular workshops at the Ecology Park (Dueck
2001; pers. comm). Workshops that have been offered by the Ecology Park on food issues or
growing food have been poorly attended. Dueck feels that this may be because flowers and
landscaping are more popular amongst landowners (Dueck 2001; pers. comm.). Clearly, this
poses a challenge to the community garden movement, which is primarily concerned with food
production, and raising awareness around food issues. However, at the Trent Community
Garden, this may be less of a problem, as students who sign up to work with the garden will
likely be interested in growing food. However, the importance of flowers and other aesthetics is
indisputable in the garden. Many people who have filled out surveys for the Trent garden have
indicated that they would like to see flowers in the garden as much as they would vegetables and
medicinal and cooking herbs.

Thus, careful attention to community participation, close observation of potential sites, a
diverse collection of plants and educational opportunities, and perseverance should be key
factors in the success of the Trent garden. Luckily, many have gone before us to learn these
lessons through experience, and we have their expertise to draw upon as we make our way into

the realm of community gardening.









































































