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This report summarizes the findings for the research project performed in the period of February 12th to March 
10th 2015 in Philadelphia, USA. This work is part of a doctoral research project ‘Governance of Urban Agriculture: 
a sociological comparison of cities’ (2013-2017) organized by the Institute of Agriculture and Fisheries Research 
(ILVO) and Ghent University (Belgium). The full report is available upon request. 

 
The purpose of this project is to develop a broader understanding of the dynamics underlying urban agriculture 
and based on that insight, formulate how governance processes can best address current developments within 
that field.  A literature study was performed in order to gain an overall understanding of the current situation of 
agriculture in Philadelphia and the larger Philadelphia region. The types of actors interviewed were farmers (for-
profit and non-profit), founders of projects and organizations, employees within projects, funders, public officers, 
supporting organizations, lawyers, educators and academic researchers.  
 
Respondents referenced several initiatives which aim is to prove that an urban farm can become a viable 
business. In fact the City of Philadelphia has formulated the following goal in its Greenworks plan: “Greenworks 
Philadelphia recommends that twelve commercial agriculture projects be established in the city over the next 8 
years. In order to do this, the Mayor’s Office of Sustainability, in partnership with other City departments and 
external organizations, will help develop the infrastructure necessary to support urban farming. This infrastructure 
includes distribution facilities, agricultural supply centers, reliable water sources and processing facilities.” (City of 
Philadelphia,2009).  

However, the majority of the respondents stated not to believe in the pure for-profit urban farming model in 
Philadelphia. This is for several reasons. First, it is practically impossible to obtain a large enough plot of land due 
to e.g. complex regulatory procedures or financial constraints. . Second, the land available to an entrepreneur 
would not generate a sufficient sustainable livelihood for a decent income. As a consequence, farmer’s income 
would still be insufficient to allow farming as a viable profession. Third, in order to generate income, produce 
would have to be sold at very high prices. This would exclude the majority of the population in Philadelphia and 
such a system was unacceptable to many respondents. In the following section we will focus more in detail on the 
diversity of the objectives found within the urban agriculture movement.  

Urban agriculture certainly isn’t about farming or food production alone. In addition to food producing stakeholders 
(or farmers), many different stakeholders are involved (when we include educational farms, rehabilitation gardens 
and supporting organizations). In taking this position, the number of urban agriculture initiatives exceeds well 
above the 22 farms (included in the Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture Statistics) and the list of stakeholders 
is much more extensive. Including: farmers, gardeners, educators, distributors, cooperatives, farmers’ markets, 
vendors, supporting organizations, and research universities. When asked a professor and researcher on urban 

farming topics what role universities can play for urban agriculture in Philadelphia, the answer was: ”They can 

play a huge role, but it also depends on the community. I don’t believe universities can go to a community and 
apply their findings on the community and say: this is what you should or should not do. I think it has to come from 
a really good understanding of what they need and what would be good for them. It should be done through lots 
of dialogues”.  

However, urban agriculture stands at the intersection of many important areas of the urban system. The table 
below describes the diversity of visions found within urban agriculture activities to illustrate the multiple (and 
sometimes incompatible) ways urban agriculture activities tackle issues related to poverty and vacant land. In 
short, at first sight the urban agriculture activities appear to be united by a shared mission of poverty alleviation, 
food justice and vacant land redevelopment. However, the formulated visions point at a gamut of approaches that 
inform us about the different views of what role urban agriculture can play in the urban system.  
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Visions within urban agriculture activities on the role of urban agriculture 

Core Vision 

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”  
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By aggregating all the different visions presented above, we have pointed out that urban agriculture activities all 
operate in their own unique way. To speak of an urban agriculture movement is thus problematic in the sense that 
some visions are not compatible (e.g. visions focused on food production compared to visions focused on 
education). To forge an urban agriculture movement requires that we recognize these different visions, i.e. 
plurality, and to work out strategies in which cooperation can be promoted while each activity can work 
autonomously toward their own goals. Balancing between these visions can be a very difficult exercise.  Several 
tensions arose when approaching urban agriculture activities as a movement. For example: 

 The majority of the urban agriculture activities take on justice issues related to the current food system 
as a founding principle, from the perspective of farmers. As such, there are concerns about farming as a 
viable, worthy profession. But there are equal concerns of food access and providing lower income 
populations with healthy, nutritious food. On the one hand, urban farming is about a fair income for the 
farmer. On the other hand, urban farming is about a fair access to affordable food. 

 The hundreds of gardens in the city are represented by a wide diversity of cultural groups (e.g. Asian, 
African-American, Latino, and European). These groups often hold a wealth of farming and gardening 
knowledge, either brought in through migration or passed on from generation to generation. Most of 
these groups are growing food because “they always have done this” or “it is one of the only means for 
them to access produce”. Disconnected from these groups, there is a vast group of young urban 

‘farmers’, mostly highly educated, that show a renewed interest in food production. The motivation of 
these people often starts from a discomfort with the current food system. It is this latter group that 
receives the most attention in the media, understands better how to obtain support and resources and 
has most influence on the development of urban agriculture.  

 Urban agriculture activities are largely grant-funded. On the positive side, urban agriculture receives a lot 
of attention currently -funders and foundations included. However, there is only so much money 
available and therefore “everybody is competing for the same piece of the pie”. On the one hand, there is 
a great dependency on external funding that constrains urban agriculture initiatives and creates 
competition. On the other hand, most respondents are welcoming the increasing resources made 
available.  

 
This report has pictured the wealth of urban agriculture activities taking place in Philadelphia. From loose informal 
gardening activities to commercial farms, a series of different food growing strategies are gaining ground in 
Philadelphia. In order to have significance and be embedded in a functional local food system, these activities 
require all kinds of supporting mechanisms. When looking at local food systems as a ‘puzzle’, it seems that, in 
Philadelphia, all necessary pieces of that puzzle are (modestly) put together. These pieces are: the provision of 
funding, the organization of distribution systems and logistic support, payment assistance programs, educational 
and awareness raising programs, legal assistance (such as the Neighborhood Gardens Trust), and material 
assistance (e.g. the City Harvest Program offers growers seedlings or infrastructural and operational tools). In that 
puzzle, respondents stated that their efforts and goals should ultimately contribute to three pressing issues of the 
city: those of poverty, food insecurity and vacant land. In other words, the analysis has shown that the necessary 
elements to forge a local food system have been developed or are supported.  
 
Upon a closer look, and through the lens of environmental justice, the urban agriculture movement becomes more 
complex from what it seemed at first glance. Different scenes of urban agriculture have been outlined, 
exclusionary and inclusionary mechanisms have been exposed, and taken together, it needs to be acknowledged 
that urban agriculture is in the margins of the current (food) system of Philadelphia. In order to continue the 
debate on the future of urban agriculture in Philadelphia, important questions to ask are proposed as follows:  
 

- How to create synergies between current initiatives?  
- How to improve communication between different stakeholders?  
- How to manage the ever-expanding network?  
- How to balance between economic and social goals of urban agriculture activities?  
- How to prove the impact of activities on communities and targeted social groups?  
- How to grasp the current energy for healthy food and turn the trend into fundamental societal values?  
- How to reach out to isolated people? How to give them a voice and let them participate in the 

conversation?  

For more information about this study and to request a copy of the full report, please contact: 
 
Charlotte Prove 

Email: Charlotte.prove@ilvo.vlaanderen.be 
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