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Public release of research findings for community food initiatives 

In 2014-2015 the NSW Environmental Trust commissioned an investigation into community food initiatives in NSW to identify the areas of most need and to gain a greater 
understanding of the links between local food production and environmental outcomes. The Trust has previously funded food related projects and has found there is a strong 
interest and demand for community food initiatives.  

This investigation project is now complete and a comprehensive research report has been produced. The research report details the current status of community food initiatives 
in NSW and outlines the key findings of the investigation.  

The Trust recognises that there is growing interest within the community food movement to review this research and use it to better understand the larger picture and emerging 
aspects of this sector both in Australia and internationally. The Trust is pleased to be able to release these findings into the public domain and hopes this work will assist in 
informing and encouraging discussion amongst the varied communities and organisations that are involved in this area.  

The Trust asks that any third parties who wish to use the information contained within the report contact the Trust first for approval.  

DISCLAIMER This report was prepared by R&S Muller Enterprise Pty Ltd in good faith exercising all due care and attention, but no representation or warranty, express or implied, is made as to the relevance, accuracy, 
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A comprehensive research and analysis 
of existing and emerging community food 
initiatives has been completed, with a view to 
identifying the areas of most need and best 
effect of subsequent Trust funding that could 
make the NSW community food movement 
more coordinated, effective, inclusive and self 
sustaining. 

The consultation and research process included 
primary and secondary research and was 
conducted internationally, nationally and at a 
NSW statewide level. Four food initiatives were 
in scope:

1. Community gardens

2. Food streetscaping and landscaping

3. Food swaps

4. Coordinated home food production 
programs 

Consultation and research took the form of an 
online survey, focus groups, key stakeholder 
interviews, teleconferences, phone survey and 
secondary research. 

In total, 708 participants and/or organisations 
have engaged, 349 from metropolitan areas and 
359 from regional areas. 

Participation in community food brings with it 
multiple benefits, but an important finding of 
the research is that the primary motivation is 
environmental. 

Executive Summary 

care more about waste minimisation

87%
of participants gave ‘to make a 
positive contribution to the natural 
environment’ as the primary reason for 
involvement in community gardening.

71%

73%

are more motivated to compost

72% care more about food miles

The power of the ‘viral’ nature of community 
food initiatives can be demonstrated by the 
finding from the survey that as a result of their 
participation, 89% of participants have become 
involved in sharing their knowledge with others.

Consultation revealed that funding and grants 
are available across all four focus areas. The vast 
majority of grants are small, and short term in 
nature. Typically grants range between $500 - 
$15,000 for projects that can be delivered within 
one year. Community gardens have received the 
vast majority of the funding because they are 
the most established.

There is an opportunity to develop a more 
strategic response to funding. Funding of 
initiatives that allow for sharing of knowledge 
or resources would assist in facilitating greater 
cooperation and collaboration.

It is important to harness and improve existing 
activity rather than fund more of the same type 
of activity.

To date, little funding has focused on research, 
innovation or technical solutions in any one area 
of focus or across community food initiatives.

Since involvement with the food movement:



Each principle and theme revealed one significant lesson. These lessons are:

Overarching Principles

1. Diversity of Initiatives

2. Overlaps That Exist

3. People Who Are Involved

4

Themes

1. Monitoring and Evaluation

2. Food is Palatable

3. Action and Knowledge

4. Promotion

5. Volunteerism

6. Access

7. Interface with Authorities

Community food initiatives are diverse, and this needs to be encouraged.

There is much overlap across initiatives. Broad parameters allow for cross fertilisation and 
create wide appeal. 

People involved have a common vision: a desire for a better world.

There has been limited expectation for quantifiable outcomes in the past.

Food is a non-threatening, appealing access point to environmentalism for the mainstream. 
It leads to participation in other environmental activities.

Learning and knowledge sharing has tended to remain within organisational and/or topical 
silos.

Promotional activities tend to be ad hoc and one off rather than systematic and part of an 
integrated marketing and communication strategy.

8 Community food is reliant on volunteers. This results in a slowing of progress and limits 
innovation and ideas.

9 Location, cost, time, rules and attitudes can and do reduce participation.

10 Local government has a key role to play, as custodians of land and also as regulators.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

It may be beneficial to move away from funding 
individual activity and towards integrated 
solutions that consolidate existing activity and 
foster innovation in the emerging areas.

The consultation and research revealed a 
number of recurrent factors that contribute 
to the success and failure of community food 
initiatives. These recurrent factors allowed for 
the creation of a framework by which to group 
the findings. According to this framework, there 
are three overarching principles and seven key 
themes. They are:



The high level findings from the research – the overarching principles, key themes and top ten lessons - are summarised in the following table.
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Community Food Initiatives

Consultation revealed 

Community Gardens Food Streetscaping and Landscaping Food Swaps Coordinated Home Food Production

People involved have a 
common vision: a desire 

for a better world.

Lesson 3

People

3 Principles 

Diversity 

Scale

Character

Purpose

Infrastructure

Egalitarian

Role 
Model

Revolutionist

Strategist Free 
Marketer

Community food 
initiatives are diverse, 
and this needs to be 

encouraged.

Lesson 1

Overlap

There is much overlap 
across initiatives. Broad 

parameters allow for 
cross fertilisation and 
create wide appeal. 

Lesson 2

Interface 
with 

Authorities
AccessVolunteerismPromotionAction and 

Knowledge
Food is 

Palatable

7 Themes

Monitoring 
and 

Evaluation

There has 
been limited 

expectation for 
quantifiable 

outcomes in the 
past.

Lesson 4

Food is a non-
threatening, 
appealing 

access point to 
environmentalism 

for the 
mainstream. 
It leads to 

participation 
in other 

environmental 
activities.

Lesson 5

Learning and 
knowledge sharing 

has tended to 
remain within 
organisational 
and/or topical 

silos.

Lesson 6

Promotional 
activities tend to 
be ad hoc and 
one off rather 

than systematic 
and part of 

an integrated 
marketing and 
communication 

strategy.

Lesson 7

Community 
food is reliant 
on volunteers. 
This results in 
a slowing of 
progress and 

limits innovation 
and ideas.

Lesson 8

Location, cost, 
time, rules and 
attitudes can 
and do reduce 
participation.

Lesson 9

Local government 
has a key role 

to play, as 
custodians of 

land and also as 
regulators.

Lesson 10
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Section 1
Project Introduction  

1.1 Purpose of the Project

1.2 Alignment with Government Priorities

This report ensures outcomes and recommendations are aligned with sustainability objectives of the 
State Government as expressed through the State Plan, and the Objects of the Trust.

Purpose of the Project 

Alignment with Government 
Priorities

Scope of the Project 

Consultation Coverage

2
Final Report 
Summary and analysis of 
findings and recommendations

1
Research Report 
Detailed presentation of 
consultation findings 

Final Report 
Summary 

A high level summary of 
findings and recommendations 

Outcomes Hierarchy

Approach and Methodology

The NSW Environmental Trust (the Trust), as a Statutory Body provides funding for a broad range of 
contestable projects that enhance the environment of NSW. 

The Trust has previously funded food related projects and these programs have demonstrated a high 
degree of understanding of the links between local food production and environmental outcomes. 

Consequently, the Trust has identified the opportunity to:

1. Investigate existing and emerging community food opportunities

2. Identify different models of community food initiatives

3. Explore what is required to establish these models

4. Identify the essential factors that contribute to their success or failure

5. Identify and document the potential role of the Trust in supporting and enhancing these initiatives

This research report forms the first output of the project.  It provides background information and a 
detailed synthesis of community consultations and stakeholder engagement on existing and emerging 
initiatives internationally, nationally and in New South Wales (NSW).



In total, 708  participants and/or organisations 
have engaged in this project, 349 from 
metropolitan areas and 359 from regional areas. 

Four food initiatives are the focus on this report:

1. Community Gardens

Gardens on private or public land, 
operated on a communal model and/or 
in individual plots (allotments); open to 
the public or within specific communities, 
for example housing associations or new 
housing developments. Also includes 
school gardens.

2. Food Streetscaping and Landscaping

Food gardens created opportunistically on 
available public lands, such as footpaths, 
railway tracks, nature strips.

3. Food Swaps 

Gardeners swapping home grown 
produce, ideas and skills in an expanding 
community movement.

4. Coordinated Home Food Production 

Informal groups of backyard producers 
coming together to plan, grow and 
share produce, manage chickens or bees 
collectively, or a mix of these activities. May 
also include the communal preparation of 
food, such as the community gathering to 
make pickles.

Community food initiatives that are commercial 
in nature fall outside the scope of this project. 
This includes but is not limited to:

•	 Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)

•	 Farmers and Local Producers 

•	 Food Hubs, Food Co-Operatives and 
Community Buying Groups

1.3 Scope of the Project 1.4 Consultation Coverage

703

11

2

1

4

625

35

16

8

7

5

3

7
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The consultation and research process included 
primary and secondary research, which took 
the form of an online survey, focus groups, key 
stakeholder interviews, teleconferences, phone 
survey and secondary research. Consultation and 
research was conducted internationally, nationally 
and at a NSW statewide level and concentrated on  
the four areas in scope.

An outline of the primary research investigation 
phase, including details on the channels for research 
(online survey, focus groups, key stakeholder 
interviews, teleconferences and phone survey) is 
provided in appendix 1. The information provided 
also demonstrates the metropolitan/regional mix 
of the research, and provides a detailed view of 
the consultation and the activity carried out. A 
complete list of the number, type and nature of 
participants in the consultation process can also be 
found in this appendix.

The bibliography of sources for the secondary 
research is provided in appendix 2.

1.5 Outcomes Hierarchy
The following project outcomes hierarchy was developed collaboratively with the Advisory Committee.
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• The community food movement is more coordinated, inclusive and self-sustaining.
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• Trust staff have improved knowledge and capacity to deliver well-designed programs that maximise access and 
opportunities for community food initiatives  

• Stakeholder capacity is increased and projects become more sophisticated, collaborative and inclusive
• A more natural progression between involvement in community food initiatives and other environmental 

behaviours exists with community food initiative’s seen as an increasingly mainstream activity
• Quantifiable data exists to underpin evidence-based policy development by other agencies/organisations
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• The Trust has an increased knowledge of the sectors and how to strategically invest in the community food 
initiatives sector for best results in the future

• Best practice models from different sectors nationally and internationally have been identified and SWOT analysis 
completed

• The key skills for successful community food initiatives projects and the key requirements for long-term self-
sustaining community food programs have been analysed and identified

• There is a shared understanding of community food initiatives groups including why they form; how they reach 
out to the community; how they network/collaborate with other groups; how they access resources; and, how 
they generate income/members

• The benefits of involvement in community food initiatives have been uncovered and quantified
• An analysis of funding overlaps and/or gaps in NSW community food initiatives has been identified
• Documented evidence base for the environmental benefits & outcomes of community food initiatives

Pr
oj

ec
t 

N
ee

ds

• Identifying different models of community food initiatives, what is required to establish them, what factors 
contribute to their long-term success or failure

• Analysis of approaches used in different sectors such as local government, state government, informal and 
formal approaches, metropolitan regions and rural areas

• Understanding of the breadth of community food initiatives that have been instigated over the past 10 years 
and their key themes

• Understanding of how social, economic, political and environmental factors influence the level of involvement 
people have with community food initiatives

• Identifying the potential role of the Trust in supporting and enhancing community food initiatives
• Identifying past and current funding mechanisms used to support community food initiatives over the past ten 

years (nationally and internationally)
• Analysis of the range of initiatives supported, the level of funding provided, and the sources of the support and 

funding
• Assessment of the value and effectiveness of the funding provided including the return on investment 
• Analysis of whether there are funding overlaps between community food initiatives in NSW or gaps that could 

be filled
• Identifying the linkages between community food initiatives, food security, food sovereignty and demonstrated 

environmental, social and health benefits, including behavioural changes.

1.6 Approach and Methodology
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Individuals are responding to concerns about 
health, given epidemic levels of diabetes and 
obesity in developed nations, which has been 
attributed at least in part to the consumption of 
processed foods. Growing awareness about this, 
and the negative environmental impact of current 
models of food production, have led to an increased 
desire for freedom of choice about what to eat and 
where food comes from. 

People are also responding to concerns about 
the impact of excessive consumption on the 
planet, which is shifting behaviour from individual 
consumption to collaboration and sharing. 

Food sovereignty stands as a clear alternative to 
the concept of food security, in that it considers not 
only the availability of food, but how it is produced, 
distributed and consumed. It addresses the 
environmental impact of all the processes involved 
in food production, as well as the underlying 
inequalities within the structure of the current 
system. The movement represents a desire for 
decisions about the way the food system works, 
to be taken away from powerful corporations 
and placed back in the hands of the people.  In 
Australia, this awareness is made more acute by 
the supermarket duopoly. Food sovereignty has 
emerged as a significant movement, which holds 
this notion of freedom of choice about food at its 
core.

Community food initiatives fit neatly in with these 
societal shifts, and interest in them is consequently 
flourishing. It should be noted, however, that 
community food initiatives are still considered 
to exist on the fringes and have not yet been 
adopted as mainstream practice and thought.

The term ‘community food’ is as various as the types 
of community food initiatives that exist. For some, 
it is a grassroots movement that offers answers 
to questions around food security and provides an 
alternative to globalisation, consumerism and the 
mass importation of food. To others, it seeks to 
bring food back under local ownership and enable 
people to have complete choice in what they eat 
and where their food comes from. On another 
level, it simply represents an opportunity for social 
interaction and sharing on an interpersonal level. 

Regardless, the community food movement is 
currently in a phase of expansion and diversification, 
globally and in Australia. However, it has roots that 
extend back across decades and cultures. 

The 2007-2008 World Food Crisis brought the 
issue of food security into popular consciousness.  
Awareness of the impacts of climate change on 
food production, in terms of reduced crop yield and 
increased food prices, occurred at the same time. 
This activity sits against a backdrop of the ‘peak 
oil’ energy crisis, where traditional oil reserves are 
being depleted, causing a rise in energy costs and 
associated rise in food prices. 

These factors present a challenging landscape for 
food production.  Consequently, various agencies, 
including the Food and Agriculture Organisation of 
the United Nations (FAO) and the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) have responded 
with proposed adaptations to energy production 
and farming practices to try and address the 
problems. 

A significant response is also emerging in the public 
sphere.

Section 2
Background  

Summary

What is Food Security?

What is Food Sovereignty?

2.1 Summary

The Sharing Economy

The Obesity Epidemic

Conclusion
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2.2 What is Food Security?
Food security has been defined by the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) as ‘including both physical 
and economic access to food that meets people’s 
dietary needs as well as their food preferences’.

The WHO further defines food security as built on 
three key pillars:

1. Food availability: sufficient quantities of food 
available on a consistent basis

2. Food access: having sufficient resources to 
obtain appropriate foods for a nutritious diet

3. Food use: appropriate use based on 
knowledge of basic nutrition and care, as 
well as adequate water and sanitation.

The Food and Agriculture Organisations of the 
United Nations (FAO) has recently added a fourth 
pillar to that definition: stability. Food stability 
refers to the ability to obtain food over time. 
This reflects the notion that food security can be 
transitory, seasonal or chronic. Climate and civil 
conflicts can impact on the transitory and seasonal 
nature of food security, for example, whereas 
chronic food security is a long-term persistent lack 
of adequate food. 

For Australia, the notion of food insecurity is not new 
with examples from the past such as the Australian 
Victory Gardens providing useful precedents for 
how the nation can respond in a food shortage 
crisis. An initiative launched by Prime Minister John 
Curtain in January 1942 under the banner of ‘Dig 
for Victory’, Australians were encouraged to plant 
vegetables and raise chickens to ensure sufficient 
food was produced during the wartime shortages.  

Whilst food availability has been a focus of food 
security, in reality in Australia the factors that affect 
food consumption and the nutrition of individuals 
are mainly those of access and use. Absolute 
shortages of food are rare.

2.2.2 The Impact of Climate Change on 
Food Security 
The International Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI) identified climate change as one of three 
major challenges that threaten food security and 
nutrition, alongside using food crops as a fuel 
source and rising food prices. 

The report identifies changes that are already 
happening as a result of climate change and 
anticipated future impacts. The authors’ key 
conclusions are that climate challenge will increase 
the risk of reduced crop productivity associated 
with heat and drought stress and that negative 
impacts in average crop and pasture yield will likely 
be clearly visible by 2030. 

Key findings include:

1. Climate change is affecting crop yields. By 
2030, crop and pasture yields are likely to 
decline in many places. By 2050, widespread 
impacts on food and farming are highly 
likely.

2. It is affecting prices. Seasonal climate 
extremes mean major crops like wheat and 
maize have failed to deliver expected yields. 
When this happens, food prices rise. 

3. Temperature increases of more than four 
degrees. Changes in water cycles and 
rising sea levels will mean passing critical 
thresholds, endangering the ability of 
farmers to adapt. 

4. Changing Weather Patterns. Changes in 
intensity, frequency and seasonality of 
precipitation, alongside sea level rise and 
glacier melting, will affect groundwater 
and river flows. Water cycles will be very 
different and less predictable. This will have  
a profound impact on fisheries, aquaculture 
and livestock as well as crops.  Demand for 
water will need to be offset by demand from 
other areas.

2.2.1 The 2007-08 World Food Crisis
It is increasingly common for people in western 
nations, including Australia, to hold concerns about 
their own food security now and for the future. The 
issue was catapulted into the public’s minds during 
the 2007-08 global recession and associated world 
food crisis. 

At that time, the food system was thrown into 
disarray due to a combination of factors that 
included harvest failures in the important wheat-
production nations of Australia, Russia and Ukraine; 
the US dollar depreciation raising the domestic cost 
of imported food; escalating world oil prices of more 
than $100 a barrel which increased the amount of 
farm land given over to produce biofuels and also 
pushed up the price of nitrogenous fertilizer – all 
resulting in the rising price of grain. In response, 
individual countries limited grain exports and 
imported extra grain, pushing prices higher on 
the world futures market, especially for rice, and 
causing general and widespread alarm. Rising food 
prices affected the ability of households to feed 
themselves, especially the poorest households in 
the cities and countryside of developing countries. 

Importantly, the 2008 crisis raised awareness of 
these pre-existing issues and created international 
community momentum to do something about 
them. In large measure this was due to the impact 
of the crisis in the United States. US food insecurity 
increased from 11.1% in 2007 to 14.6% in 2008 
with the onset of the 2007-2008 recession and has 
remained high, due to a combination of inflation 
and higher food prices.



11

farmers across the globe. The movement, La Via 
Campesina, emerged as farmers realised that they 
were no longer able to make a living from farming 
within a global food system. The movement has 
since grown into one of the largest and most vibrant 
social movements in the world, and it occupies a 
central place in the discourse of food activists today.  
Many of these activists are driving or participating 
in localised community food initiatives. 
In a wealthy country such as Australia, the food 
sovereignty movement has a specific complexion. 
It is popular partly because it is able to make these 
issues relatable to people through topics that are 
in the popular consciousness, such as supermarket 
dominance (the duopoly of Coles and Woolworths), 
the contamination of imported foods (including the 
media frenzy in early 2015 over the link between 
imported berries and Hepatitis A), the controversial 
topics of genetically modified food and synthetic 
chemicals used in food production. With these 
issues in mind, people are motivated to want to 
know and trust what they are eating. Families with 
children are particularly aware of this. 
In summary, there exists in the public’s 
consciousness a fear about food in Australia, which 
acts as a powerful force influencing involvement in 
the community food movement.

According to the FAO, the energy-smart model of 
food production involves:

• Finding ways to increase efficiency of direct 
and indirect energy use in agricultural food 
systems

• Using more renewable energy as a substitute 
for fossil fuels in the agricultural food chain

• Improving access to energy, particularly 
renewable energy, especially for poor 
households to promote economic 
development through more integrated food 
and energy production.

Post harvesting, there is scope for making 
improvement by addressing food transportation, 
better insulating storage facilities, cutting down 
on packaging, reducing waste and cooking more 
efficiently.

Community food initiatives offer some grassroots, 
but small scale, solutions to these challenges.

In Australia, according to the Australian Food 
Sovereignty Alliance (AFSA) People’s Food Plan 
(August 2013) there has already been over 90% 
reduction in irrigated agriculture in the Murray-
Darling Food Bowl because of climate change. 
In addition, over 23% of Australian greenhouse 
emissions come from the food system. 

While climate change policy is driven at 
intergovernmental, national and state government 
level, there is an increasing impetus for individuals 
and communities to try to ameliorate the effects of 
climate change locally, and this is especially true 
for community food initiatives. 

2.2.3 The Impact of Energy on Food Security
While oil prices have stabilised since their peak 
during the 2007-2008 crisis, the global discovery 
of conventional oil peaked around 1965 and has 
been on a downward trajectory since then. When 
other fuels such as unconventional oils and biofuels 
are factored in, the world oil supply has been 
increasing at a much reduced rate than before. The 
evidence points to a critical decline in production, 
with the available flow of oil halving over the next 
few decades and other fossil-fuel energy sources 
unable to make up the shortfall. 

Peak oil will reduce emissions while also leading to 
the use of other fuel sources which generate less 
useful energy per unit of emissions. This means 
that the total useful available energy is set to 
decrease rapidly. 

Energy costs can expect to increase much further, 
meaning increased cost of food production. The 
food sector accounts for around 30% of the world’s 
total energy consumption and around 22% of total 
greenhouse gas emissions according to the FAO.

To feed the planet, the world’s food systems need 
energy. There are significant opportunities to 
improve energy efficiency in the food chain, as well 
as to produce sustainable energy within agriculture. 

2.3 What is Food Sovereignty?

The Food Sovereignty movement has emerged in 
part in response to the crises in food security. It is 
a parallel and related movement, which is simply 
defined by the AFSA as ‘Your freedom to chose the 
food you prefer.’

Food sovereignty is an inclusive movement, 
which situates the need for food within a broader 
framework of political, economic and social values. 
Politically, it seeks to end the domination of 
markets and corporations in food production and 
distribution. Economically, it seeks to prioritise 
national, local and community economies. 

And socially, it seeks to promote social cohesion, 
break free from established power hierarchies and 
defend the rights of subsequent generations.
Globally, the concept of food sovereignty has 
been born out of a mobilisation of small-scale 

2.4 The Sharing Economy

The sharing economy is a global phenomenon 
in which people seek to collaborate and share 
as opposed to individually consume.  The forces 
that underpin this are deeply connected to 
environmentalism, and an appreciation of the 
impact of consumption on the planet. The enabler 
for this new form of sharing is the Internet, which 
is critical in communication and building networks 
around these initiatives.  It also allows anyone to 
become both consumer and producer of services.  
This is central to many who participate in community 
food initiatives. 
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The Transition Town movement is about preparing 
for energy descent and climate change and 
addressing the relationship between the two. A 
Transition Town is a community-led response to 
these dual pressures.

Fundamental to the Transition Town movement 
is the notion of resilience. It is defined in The 
Transition Handbook as ‘the capacity of a 
system to absorb disturbance and reorganise 
while undergoing change, so as to still retain 
essentially the same function, structure, identity, 
and feedbacks.’

At the core of the Transition Town movement is 
the Transition Initiative which is an ‘emerging 
and evolving approach to community-level 
sustainability’, and many of these initiatives are 
appearing not only in the UK but in the US. They 
are based on four key assumptions:

• That life with dramatically lower energy 
consumption is inevitable, and that it’s 
better to plan for it than to be taken by 
surprise

• That our settlements and communities 
presently lack the resilience to enable 
them to weather the severe energy shocks 
that will accompany Peak Oil

• That we have to act collectively, and we 
have to act now

• That by unleashing the collective genius 
of those around us to creatively and 
proactively design our energy descent, 
we can build ways of living that are 
more connected, more enriching and 
that recognise the biological limits of our 
planet.

Another factor in the popularity of community food 
initiatives is an increased desire for community 
collaboration and neighbourliness: to strengthen 
the bonds of local communities. Food provides 
an ideal rallying point for involvement in the 
local community, appealing to the principle of 
self organisation and tapping into a revival of 
considerations of empathy, mutual respect, and 
connections between people and place for the 
common good.  It provides an environment in 
which community food initiatives have been able 
flourish.

2.5 The Obesity Epidemic

Worldwide obesity has more than doubled since 
1980. Most of the world’s population lives in 
countries where overweight and obesity now kills 
more people than underweight. Globally 39% of 
adults aged 18 years and over were overweight in 
2014, and 13% were obese, according to the World 
Health Organisation.

According to a recent study, New Zealand has the 
highest rates of adult and child obesity in Oceania 
and Australians too are becoming obese at an 
alarming rate with seven in ten men overweight 
or obese, according to a global survey on obesity 
conducted by an international consortium of 
researchers led by the Institute for Health Metrics 
and Evaluation at the University of Washington 
(2013).

Additionally, obesity disproportionately affects 
those on lower incomes. As noted in the AFSA’s 
Peoples’ Food Plan Working Paper (2013), the risk 
of obesity is almost twice as high for those on low 
incomes compared to high incomes in Australia. 

Being obese may not drive an individual to 
participate in community food initiatives, but the 
size and seriousness of the matter does drive 
government funding and investment to develop 
and implement projects that address these health 

2.6 Conclusion

In Australia community food is framed by the  food 
security and food sovereignty movements. For 
many involved, the reasons for participation are to 
contribute to ensuring the ongoing viability of our 
food systems and the planet. 

In tandem, accelerated awareness of the potential 
of climate change and the peak oil energy crisis 
to drain future energy resources have propelled 
individuals and communities to want to act to protect 
themselves. This is manifested in movements like 
Transition Towns and underpins the belief systems 
of many involved in the community food space.

Health considerations have played a key role in 
encouraging participation in community food, too, 
as developing nations struggle with obesity and 
diabetes in epidemic proportions. At the same time, 
food scares over contaminated imported food, and 
an increased awareness of the use of pesticides 
and chemically-based fertilizers in conventional 
farming have led to an increasing demand for 
knowledge about ‘where food comes from’, and a 
desire to return to home-grown food. 

In the social sphere, changes in the way 
communities live and work have created a desire 
for meaningful connections and the shift away 
from a ‘business versus home’ lifestyle to a more 
integrated approach to living.

Lastly, the rise of the media’s interest, together 
with the power of social networks provide vehicles 
to raise awareness of the movement. All of this has 
provided a fertile environment for community food 
initiatives.

Transition Towns
issues for example nutritional workshops that are 
held at, and/or run by, community gardens.
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The following diagram demonstrates the key forces at play in stimulating interest in, and demand for, community food initiatives. At the top level is food 
security, awareness and experience of which has existed in varying degrees across countries and timeframes. 
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Ownership and Delivery Model

Skills

Barriers

An online survey was completed, and the summary and analysis of the findings are in this section. Survey 
questions are provided in appendix 3, with the summary results provided in appendix 4.
The table below illustrates the flow of the information presented in this section. 
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Section 3

Survey Findings and 
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Initiatives

Environmental Benefits

Food Habits

Social Habits

Knowledge SharingCommunity Gardens

Coordinated Home Food 
Production

Other Initiatives



Northern 
Rivers
143

Mid North 
Coast

5

Hunter
18

Sydney Metro
234

Southern 
Highlands and 

Tablelands
10

Illawarra
30

South East NSW
25

Central West 
17

Riverina
7

Murray / Lower 
Darling

0

New England / 
North West 

16Orana
0Far West

0

15

3.1.1 Who Participated

The following table illustrates the demographic make-up of the participants in the survey across all community food initiatives, in terms of gender, age, income and 
employment status.

26%

74%

29% 45 - 54 years old

34% Full-time employment

23% $10,000-$29,000 annual income

(20% part-time employment)

(25% 55 - 64 years old)

(19% 50,000-$69,999 annual income)

Community Food Initiatives

26%

74%

29% 45 - 54 years old

28% Full-time employment

23% $10,000-$29,000 annual income

(9% unemployed and 19% retired)

Community Gardens

30%

70%

30% 55 - 64 years old

31% Part-time employment

24% $10,000-$29,000 annual income

(15% 22 - 34 years old)

Food Swaps

48%

52%

35% 45 - 54 years old

43% Self employed

32% $10,000-$29,000 annual income

(27% $70,000-$89,999 and 5% 
$150,000+)

Coordinated Home Food Production

27%

73%

31% 45 - 54 years old

29% Full-time

24% $10,000-$29,000 annual income

(20% $50,000-$69,000)

Other Initiatives

3.1 Community Food Initiatives (all)

•	 Forty percent of the participants were currently involved (appendix 4 question 8) in a community garden and 85% of these participants were in unpaid roles 
(appendix 4 question 9)

•	 The majority of community garden participants were female, aged 45 - 54, worked full time and earned between $10,000 - $29,000 (appendix 4 question 
1,2 & 3)

•	 Eighty-five percent of those involved in community gardens were unpaid (appendix 4, question 9) and 89% of those involved in food swaps were unpaid 
(appendix 4, question 25).

3.1.2 Location of Participants
The vast majority of the survey participants were from NSW (88%, 505 participants). 

The majority of participants were from regional NSW (340) versus Sydney Metro (243). The region of greatest response was 
Sydney Metropolitan (42%), followed by the Northern Rivers (25%). 
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When asked ‘As a result of your involvement in 
Community Food Initiatives do you find you are 
more or less passionate about food and related 
issues?’ the top three results (most passionate 
about) were recorded as follows:

3.1.3 Benefits of Community Food Initiatives
Environmental Benefits

Involvement in community food initiatives brings with it multiple benefits, but it is an important finding 
of the research that environmental motivations were primary, and that involvement in community food 
initiatives increased levels of engagement within a broad range of environmental initiatives. The survey 
data corroborated these findings in several different aspects. 

As seen in the community garden section of this report, 87% of participants cited ‘to make a positive 
contribution to the natural environment’ as the primary reason for involvement in community 
gardens.

Importantly, involvement in community food initiatives was shown by the survey to trigger significant 
improvements in a diverse range of environmental habits.

When asked ‘How has your involvement in community food initiatives influenced your environmental 
habits?’, the top three results were recorded as follows:

1st

2nd

3rd

Helping my community become more self-sustaining (82%)

Making a more positive contribution to the environment (80%)

Increased knowledge of the land they live on/more motivated to compost (71%)

While it was most likely to encourage people to focus on sustainable activities in their communities and their 
environment, involvement in community food initiatives was also highly likely to encourage environmental 
behaviours including composting, water saving and recycling. Involvement in community food initiatives 
frequently required car use and the survey showed that car use remained the same for 60% of participants 
(appendix 4 question 40).

This change in habits was mirrored by a change in attitudes, as participants recorded increased levels of 
passion about food and environmental issues in several key areas including: 82% feel more strongly about 
the importance of Australian food production, 78% feel a greater sense of the importance of being self 
sufficient, 75% care more about global food security, 73% care more about waste minimisation and 72% 
care more about food miles (appendix 4 question 45).

1st

2nd

3rd

The importance of Australian food 
production (82%)

The importance of being self-sufficient 
(78%)

Global food security (75%) 

1st

2nd

3rd

Landcare/Bushcare (25%)

Activism (22%)

Education and workshops (15%)

The five top answers recorded in this category all 
related to role of food in delivering environmental 
benefit. Through involvement in community food 
initiatives, people became significantly more 
passionate about topics they believed they could 
directly influence such as self-sufficiency, food 
miles and waste minimisation. Despite involvement 
in community food initiatives, people remained 
consistently passionate about bigger-picture 
environmental issues such as climate change.

When asked ‘As a result of your involvement in 
Community Food Initiatives have you participated 
in any other environmental activities?’ 52% of 
participants reported that they had. These activities 
were primarily focused on action (Landcare/
bushcare 25%) and activism (22%), rather than 
supplementary activities such as training or 
conservation.

Participation in community food initiatives led to 
involvement in:

‘I now keep native bees, and have plans to extend that bee-keeping habit further as we are able to split 
our hives and double the number of hives every spring.  We have already put a hive in the primary school 
(from the community garden hive) and our body corporate now has two hives.  Next spring we’ll have 8 
hives with the capacity to distribute them further afield.’
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When asked ‘How has your involvement in 
Community Food Initiatives influenced your social 
habits?’ participants made the following comments:

•	 ‘Doing this keeps me in contact with older 
and younger people’

•	 ‘Living in the city I starting suffering anxiety, 
and this has now reduced’

Food Habits

The survey revealed a number of ways in which 
involvement in community food initiatives 
encouraged healthier eating habits.

1st

2nd

3rd

Consumed less processed food (68%)

Consumed more fruit and vegetables 
(65%)

Enjoyed food more (60%)

When asked, ‘How has your involvement in 
Community Food Initiatives changed your food 
habits?’, participants also made the following 
comments:

• ‘I understand my own backyard better and 
grow more food at home’

• ‘I learnt to eat seasonally’

• ‘I try a wider range of fresh foods and eat 
more seasonally’

Social Habits

The increase in the number of social connections 
was high. 85% reported knowing more people in 
their community and 68% reported feeling more 
supported by others. The results confirm that 
involvement in community food initiatives helps 
people to feel connected with others. The results 
also confirm the fact that people involved in 
community food initiatives (82% according to the 
survey) are exposed to new and different people. 
With this extension beyond their usual network 
comes exposure to people who inform and 
influence them to adopt new behaviours. Sixty-
eight percent reported feeling more supported by 
others and 64% reported a decrease in feeling 
isolated from others.

Knowledge Sharing

Eighty-nine percent of participants reported sharing 
their knowledge with others, demonstrating the 
viral power of involvement in community food 
initiatives.

The ways in which participants shared knowledge 
included:

•	 Informal talks (29%)

•	 Formal workshops (attending or delivering) 
(28%)

•	 Attending or hosting events (17%)

•	 Networks (8%)

•	 Instagram, Twitter, Facebook (7%)

•	 Writing and distributing media or newsletter 
articles (7%)

•	 Blogs, web forums, email, farmers markets, 
notice boards were listed, but in very small 
numbers.
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Participants made the following comments:

•	 ‘… because I think it is important for students to experience growing their own food and being aware 
of the environment’

•	 ‘Food sovereignty is very important to me’

•	 ‘We use the food garden to engage with people re:natural environment and extend the message 
reach’

•	 ‘To help others feel more informed about the environment and sustainable gardens and also a way 
of feeling part of a community’

•	 ‘To get connected with earth and the community’

•	 ‘To teach others, particularly students, to reconnect with their natural environment’

3.2.1 Participation and Involvement
How long have you been involved with this 

community garden?

3.2 Community Gardens

How often do you participate at this community 
garden?

When given a choice between social, economic, health and environmental reasons for involvement in 
community food initiatives, community garden respondents voted clearly for the environment. 

Eighty-seven percent of people chose their key priority for getting involved with the community garden as 
‘to make a positive contribution to the natural environment’, followed by meeting like-minded people (66%) 
and then eating more healthily (63%). 

Please prioritise your reasons for getting involved in a community garden

The largest group had been involved in community 
gardens for between 3 - 5 years.

The vast majority participate 1 - 2 times per week 
(43%).
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Participants outlined what they did with the food produced, with 73% 
eating some and sharing some with family and friends. Thirty-nine 
percent of participants eat food that is given to them by their fellow 
gardeners, and 38% leave some plants to set seed for the next season. 

What do you do with the food you produce?

3.2.2 Ownership and Delivery Model

The most common type of land on which community gardens were found is public 
open space (38%) and of these gardens the vast majority were on Council land. 
Housing NSW and Crown land were also listed, though it is worth noting that 
councils are often the Corporate Trust Manager of Crown Land, and many people 
would not be aware of the ultimate land owner, therefore incorrectly attributing 
ownership to council.  The second highest land owners were government facilities 
and the vast majority of these were universities and community centres.  School 
grounds were third, followed by private land.

What type of land is the community garden located on?

Fifty-five percent of the community gardens, were best described as ‘a shared 
garden in which produce is harvested collectively’.  The second most common 
model was informal gardens (18%), followed by a combination of shared and 
allotment style gardens (17%).

Which statement best described your community garden?

Participants made the following comments: 

•	 ‘We use the food in school programs’

•	 ‘Given to the community and used for meals in programs run in 
the hall’

•	 ‘I grow food in my own backyard which I sell’

•	 ‘Food is available to whoever harvests it’

•	 ‘Make preserves & jams etc for garden fundraising’



20

3.2.4 Barriers
Thirteen percent of the participants had left a garden before, and cited distance as the main reason (33%) 
followed by too many politics (14%) and communication or relationship problems (10%)

Frustrations from being involved in a community garden were felt by 118 survey participants. These have 
been clustered under the following themes:

•	 People issues (power, communication, tact, values) and process (length of time to make decisions, 
rules, division of labour) (51 people)

•	 Not enough time/people to do what is needed (30 people)

•	 Council rules and regulations (16 people)

•	 Lack of funding (14 people)

•	 Theft of produce (7 people)

Why did you leave the community garden?

3.2.3 Skills

Participants were asked about the skills they 
thought were required prior to involvement with 
community gardens. Participants stated that the 
highest priority skill required was teamwork (40%), 
followed by conflict resolution (30%) and decision 
making (19%).  The skills considered unnecessary 
prior to being involved were technology skills 
(55%) followed by gardening skills (44%). 
Knowledge required prior to being involved:

1st

2nd

3rd

Participants were then asked how their skills had 
improved through involvement with community 
gardens. Eighty-six percent of participants reported 
an increase in the level of their gardening skills, 
69% an increase in their teamwork skills and 65% 
an increase in planning skills.

Skills that have increased since being involved:

1st

2nd

3rd

•	 ‘Most skills can be taught within the garden’

•	 ‘Required collectively not individually. People 
are drawn to things and then own the tasks 
and are self-organising to a great extent 
now’

Gardening (86%)

Teamwork (69%)

Planning (65%)

Teamwork (40%)

Conflict resolution (29%)

Decision making (19%)
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3.3.2 Ownership and Delivery Model

Thirty-six percent of the swaps were best described as an informal group of neighbours swapping food, 
followed by an informal group working together to produce food to swap or share (24%). 

Which best described the activity you are involved in?

3.3.1 Participation and Involvement
Fourteen percent of the participants were currently 
involved in a food swap (appendix 4 question 22),  
compared with 27% who had been involved in one 
in the past.

There were an equal number who had been involved 
for less than 12 months as had been involved for 
more than 5 years (both 30%).

Forty-nine percent of participants had been involved 
in their food swap for 3+ years and 29% of those for 
5+ years.

The top three reasons people became involved in 
food swaps were:

3.3 Food Swaps

1st

2nd

3rd

To participate in the global food 
sovereignty movement (76%)

To make a positive contribution to the 
natural environment (75%)

To eat more healthily (70%)

Food swap participants were motivated by a range 
of political and environmental issues relating to food 
(food sovereignty), rather than environmental issues 
relating to land.
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3.3.3 Skills

Participants were asked about the skills they 
thought were required prior to involvement 
with food swaps. The most essential skills were 
considered to be teamwork (25%), followed by 
planning (23%) and conflict resolution (22%).  

Knowledge required prior to being involved:

1st

2nd

3rd

Teamwork (25%)

Planning (23%)

Conflict resolution (22%)

1st

2nd

3rd

Gardening (53%)

Planning (39%)

Teamwork (37%)

3.3.4 Barriers

The main reason people left a food swap was that the swap was too far away/they moved away (35%). 

Eighteen participants identified a number of barriers to being involved with a food swap (appendix 4 question 
33).  They are clustered under the following themes:

•	 Location or time of the swap was inconvenient

•	 Not enough of them, and can’t find out when/where they are on

•	 Availability of different food (people have the same produce)

Participants also made the following comments:

•	 ‘Trying to convince others that food is seasonal, and we shouldn’t expect to be able to eat apples 
year round’

•	 ‘Time available – ours only happens on weekends and once a month. I am not always available’

•	  ‘There aren’t a great deal of them’

Why did you leave this food swap?
Participants were then asked how their skills had 
improved through involvement with food swaps. 
Participants reported that the areas where their 
skill levels have increased since their involvement 
in food swaps were:
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•	 ‘Collection and composting of retail food 
refuse.’

•	 ‘A youth farming initiative - a small 2 acre 
plot at a community garden intended to 
support new young farmers and feed the 
local community.’

•	 ‘Permablitz.’

•	 ‘Set up a backyard farming co-op in Western 
Sydney to provide chem-free food to the 
market and support clients to earn an 
income from backyard farming.’

•	 ‘Guerrilla gardening Permaculture group.’

•	 ‘Teaching how to preserve the harvest when 
abundant.’

•	 ‘Starting a vegetable garden in a caravan 
park for community and patrons.’

•	 ‘Sydney beekeeping club.’

3.4 Coordinated Home Food Production

3.4.1 Involvement
Twenty-four participants had been involved in a 
coordinated program to produce food with other 
people (appendix 4 question 34). The type of 
programs included (appendix 4 question 35):

•	 Community supported agriculture (CSA)

•	 Cook-ups

•	 Food cooperatives

•	 Local food growers associations

•	 Woof-ing

•	 Food Social enterprises

Participants also made the following comments: 

•	 ‘A Community co-op in Chippendale that 
used abandoned sites to grow food.’

•	 ‘Having a shared garden at work. Produce 
shared at a Friday lunch each month.’

•	 ‘We are currently trying to set up a social 
enterprise to grow and value add local food 
in the community.’

3.5 Other Initiatives

3.5.1 Involvement
When asked “Have you ever been involved with 
any other type of community food initiative?” 41% 
responded that they had. 

Two hundred and eleven participants outlined their 
involvement with other types of community food 
initiatives, and these included (appendix 4 question 
37):

•	 Food cooperatives

•	 Food advocacy groups

•	 Food networks and associations

•	 Facilitators and trainers

•	 Compost activities

•	 Creation of eco-villages

•	 Public space plantings 

•	 Permablitz

•	 Farmers markets

•	 Organic buyers group

•	 Food events

•	 Community kitchen

•	 Seed saving

•	 Guerrilla garden projects

•	 Food rescue/donations

Participants also made the following comments: 

•	 ‘Major composting of local excess food.’

•	 ‘I will be selling highly concentrated worm 
juice and other products and information to 
produce organically rich soil.’
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4.1 Volume of Activity

This section outlines key findings that have been drawn from the survey, consultations and secondary 
research, and presents the framework by which findings have been grouped.Section 4

Key Findings

Volume of Activity

Funding

CERES Funding Profile

Four areas in scope have been addressed in this report; of these, community gardens were found to be by 
far the most prolific, reflecting the fact that they are the most established and longest standing.
It is observed that all three other areas are emerging, and are considered to have a similar volume of 
activity although this differs vastly by area (metropolitan or regional) and by the amount of quantifiable 
data. For example, it is considered that much informal backyard growing occurs, but it has been hard to 
quantify this.
The relative size of activity in each of the four focus areas is illustrated in the following diagram.

Limited Some Abundance

Community Gardens
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Food Swaps

Coordinated Home Food Production
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Funding in the area of coordinated home food 
production was found to relate more to the funding 
of events. For example, the City of Parramatta funds 
the Youth Food Movement to deliver a workshop.  
This income is used to cover organisational costs, 
which allows them to continue activity in other areas 
where there is no funding.  Crowdfunding is another 
route used by participants in this area.

It was also clear that because of the social and 
health benefits associated with the community food 
movement, a number of federal and state agencies 
are funding initiatives, albeit for health focused 
outcomes.  For example, NSW Ministry of Health 
funds nutrition workshops and programs that improve 
mental health and rehabilitation after an injury or 
illness, Department of Ageing Disability Home Care 
funds infrastructure such as raised garden beds 
and concrete paths within a community to improve 
access for those Australians living with a disability.   

Education and training agencies also fund a multitude 
of programs and projects in schools, TAFE’s and Adult 
and Community Education – and community gardens 
in particular often host the workshops. 

In general, funding is specific to an initiative or 
project, rather than a more coordinated whole of 
region activity, such as a regional food network.

Other States and Territories

As expected, each of the states and territories take 
different approach to funding this area. 

The Queensland Department of Environment and 
Heritage focuses on projects in four streams of 
funding: conservation, urban wild spaces pilot 
projects, heritage and research. Within these areas, 
there is not a strong focus on food initiatives.

In the Northern Territory, the Department of Lands, 
Planning and the Environment has a School Project 
Grant that promotes ecological sustainability. 2015-
2016 funding for this is focused on waste and 
pollution priorities. Up to $2,000 is available per 
school applicant. Individual Grants Funding (up to 

A significant contributor to community gardening 
in NSW is Community Greening, an initiative of 
the Royal Botanic Gardens and Domain Trust, 
which provides food gardens for those in low social 
economic groups across metropolitan and regional 
NSW. In partnership with OEH and The Department of 
Family and Community Services (FACS), Community 
Greening have been recipients of in excess of $1.4 
million in public funds in the past five years, in 
addition to receiving funding from private enterprise.

Community gardens reported that the constant 
chase for funds resulted in opportunistic rather than 
a strategic ways of growing and developing.

The attitude of ‘there is money available, let’s go 
for it’ was observed across multiple organisations. 
In one community garden multiple rainwater tanks 
had been installed (funded from a specific grant), 
but they were not connected because they had no 
infrastructure for water run-off.  

Funding has been much less substantial in the area 
of food streetscaping and landscaping. The majority 
of small gardens (such as verge gardens) have 
been established without funding, partly due to the 
tradition of these gardeners asking for forgiveness 
rather than permission. Small grants have been 
accessed from council for improvements to existing 
gardens or for a specific activity, such as events (but 
this is rare). The City of Sydney offers small grants 
(up to $150) for planter boxes, and local businesses 
or Progress Associations (in regional locations) have 
reported offering small sums of money to sponsor 
dedicated garden beds in the main street.

Food swaps have attracted little direct funding from 
government bodies. One exception is the South 
Australian Government’s Share N Save initiative, 
which offers groups up to $2,000 to start a food 
swap. While there are minimal establishment costs, 
ongoing costs are accrued and fundraising via 
merchandise or crowdfunding have been popular 
avenues to cover them. Indirect funding of food 
swaps does occur, for example, when they are part 
of a regional food initiative.

4.2 Funding

Consultation revealed there is funding and grants are 
available across all four areas in scope.  It appears 
that those organisations who have someone with 
submission writing skills, can and do access multiple 
grants.   The vast majority of available grants are 
small and short term in nature.  Reports indicate 
grants range between $500 - $15,000 for projects 
that can be delivered within one year.  

Community gardens have received the vast majority 
of the funding because they have been around for 
many years and have grown in popularity.  These 
funds have enabled the establishment of more 
gardens and the expansion of activity that occurs 
within them.  This continues to raise their profile, 
and new agencies are coming forward with funding 
opportunities.  Therefore, funding has tended to lead 
to further funding in this area. 

Members of community gardens reported being 
constantly on the lookout for the next ‘little bit of 
funding’.   Research revealed that these smaller 
grants accumulate very quickly, for example many 
community gardens reported receiving $20,000 
every year, even if this was coming from six to eight 
sources. 

Larger grants have been made by local government 
for the establishment of community gardens (either 
as cash or in-kind contributions), but in general 
councils provide smaller sums of money because of 
the demand from other community groups (food or 
otherwise).   However, when community gardens 
become showcase or demonstration sites, access to 
far broader pools of funds become available.  CERES 
(funding profile below) has accessed in excess of 
$2,000,000 since it opened in 1982, and one grant 
was in excess of $600,000. 

The size of the council can effect resources available, 
both financial and human resources. These 
differences are also observed between regional and 
metropolitan areas.
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CERES is an integrated community garden and environmental education hub, based in Melbourne (see case study).

It is funded by a mix of government funding (Federal and State), private funding and commercial enterprise. Funding covers 
specific programs and major projects.

Specific Programs 

The Sustainable Schools Program has been funded by the Federal Government: Department of Environment, Water, Heritage 
and the Arts. The Victorian Government has provided funding from the Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development, Sustainability Victoria, EcoRecycle Victoria, The Sustainability Fund, The Environment Protection Authority, 
Department of Sustainability and the Environment, The Smart Water Fund.

Local governments also support the program: Mornington, Frankston, Bass Coast, Cardinia, Casey, Yarra, Moira, Indigo, 
Wangaratta, Alpine, Banyule, Manningham, Whitehorse.

Other supporters include: North East and Western Port Greenhouse Alliances, Planet Savers, EcoStrategies, Carbonetix, 
Sandhurst Diocese – Catholic Education.

The aquaponics initiative is funded by the Federal Government: Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population 
and Communities and Caterpillar, Trawalla Foundation, Schutz, Geberit.

The Green Roof Program is funded by the Federal Government: Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population 
and Communities and Equus, Junglefly.

The Solar Charge Station is funded by the Federal Government: Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population 
and Communities and Delta, Q Cells, Lord Mayor’s Charitable Foundation, Max ef (sustainable technology), Sunwise Solar, 
Cap Tech.

Major Projects Funding

In 2008 CERES received $200,000 through Sustainability Victoria’s EcoLiving grants program to make structural changes to 
the educational centre and implement a series of sustainable living workshops.

In 2009 CERES received $620,000 in Federal Government funding (from the Rudd Government’s economic stimulus plan) to 
establish a new warehouse and food hub and to distribute organic produce to those who may not have ready access to it. 

In 2012  CERES received $1,150,011 from the Federal Government Department of the Environment for new water conservation 
and renewable energy features, including installing a wind turbine, photovoltaic solar panels, a solar thermal energy generator, 
an electric vehicle charging station, biogas barbeques, new buildings featuring best practice in energy conservation measures, 
such as using double glazing and insulation, new sustainable technology options including aquaponics, solar cooking, solar 
refrigeration, roof gardens, vertical gardens, and electric vehicle conversion.

Social Enterprise

The organisation now generates 96% of its operating costs from its cafe, plant nursery, produce market and landscaping 
business, online grocery business, special events, membership scheme and venue hire. 

4.3 CERES Funding Profile
$10,000) is available for projects that engage the 
community and provide benefits to the environment 
through direct action. Community gardens and bush 
tucker gardens have been recipients of these grants.

The Department of Environment, Water and Natural 
Resources, South Australia provides more than 
$70,000 in grants, offered through the Adelaide and 
Mt Lofty Ranges Natural Resources Management 
Board. There is not a primary food focus but grants 
can be used to fund activities such as kitchen 
gardens.

The Government of Western Australia appear not to 
have mainstream funds available for food related 
projects.

Sustainability Victoria has a statutory objective to 
facilitate and promote environmental sustainability 
in the use of resources.  It has been known to fund 
a wide variety of food-related projects that includes 
the creation of community gardens and a composting 
scheme for use in community gardens in a public 
housing estate. Notably, there has been multiple 
funding (estimated at  $50,000 for each initiative) for 
groups that aim to find ways to encourage people to 
grow their own food at home, such as by developing 
practical workshops and tools, including social 
networking tools.  Specific environmental initiatives 
in community gardens have been funded, such as 
projects to install rainwater tanks, irrigations systems 
and a plant propagation house to demonstrate water 
conservation techniques and edible gardening to 
the community. Another garden received funding to 
include a photovoltaic solar system, water tanks and 
a generator that runs on bio-fuels to harvest storm 
water. 

Federally, there was a $1.5 million Community Food 
Grant, but this concluded in 2014.  However, a range 
of federal departments have invested large sums of 
money into a specific activity or focus, for example, 
renewable energy showcases.



A High Level Summary of Funding by Source
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What Does this Mean for the Trust?

There is an opportunity to develop a more strategic response to funding in this area. Funding of initiatives that allow for sharing of knowledge or resources would 
assist in facilitating greater cooperation and collaboration. It is important to harness and improve existing activity rather than fund more of the same type of 
activity. 

To date, little funding has focused on research, innovation or technical solutions across community food initiatives.

The strategic framework for funding should be to move away from funding individual activity and towards integrated solutions (across community food initiatives) 
that consolidate existing activity and foster innovation in the emerging areas, within the clear context of environmental benefits to the activity.

Comparative View of Funding for Environmental Outcomes Over the Four Areas in Scope
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This diagram illustrates the relativities across community gardens (blue), food streetscaping and 
landscaping (green), food swaps (purple) and coordinated home food production programs (pink) in 
terms of the funding amounts that have been given to deliver environmental outcomes.  Values are 
not absolute, but allow comparison.



4.4 Overarching Principles and Themes

The consultation and research revealed a number of recurrent factors that contributed to the success and 
failure of community food initiatives. These recurrent factors allowed for the creation of a framework by 
which to group and understand the findings. According to this framework, findings were grouped into three 
overarching principles and seven themes. 

4.4.1 Overarching Principles
The three principles are demonstrated in the diagram below:

28

Diversity of Initiatives
The landscape of community food initiatives in Australia is expansive and diverse. During the course of our 
research this fact has been reinforced. Of the four areas in scope, each has variety in scale (from individual 
to large scale initiatives), in character (educational, advocacy, networking or commercial initiatives), in 
primary purpose (socially-based, economically-based or environmental) and in infrastructure (land-based, 
people-based or web-based initiatives). 

People

3 Principles 

Diversity 

Scale

Character

Purpose

Infrastructure

Egalitarian

Role 
Model

Revolutionist

Strategist Free 
Marketer

Overlap

Consultation and Research

Overlaps That Exist 
The overlap between the many different initiatives 
that exist is mirrored by diversity within the individual 
groupings themselves. Each of them – community 
gardens, food swaps, food streetscaping and 
landscaping and coordinated home food production 
– covers a range of activities and takes a multitude 
of forms.

People Who Are Involved 
Given the overlap that exists, it was necessary to 
look beyond the initiatives themselves for connecting 
threads and common themes that might create a 
useful framework for better understanding this area.

In drawing out these common themes, the 
following common scenario was identified:

• At the heart, people involved in community 
food initiatives have a common vision: a 
desire for a better world.

• This leads them, either individually or as a 
leader, to do something.

• This something can take the form of:

• Individual action

• Collective action

• The creation of a movement

• This individual or group is then motivated to 
find a way to make it happen, and a delivery 
model is established.

With this sequence of steps in mind, we 
turned to an investigation of the people who 
underpin the community food movement in 
order to understand their motivations and 
expectations, their strengths and weaknesses 
and whether certain types of people are drawn 
to create a specific delivery model.
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We have identified five key groups of people who 
are involved.

Egalitarian

This group is commonly found in community 
gardens and at food swaps. They are motivated 
most strongly by the desire to build their personal 
support networks, and/or to assist others in the 
broader community to have access to similar support 
networks. There is a strong social and political 
focus to the activities of this group, and gardening 
is a useful means for fulfilling this function not least 
because it sits at the heart of a raft of issues that 
concern this group – most conveniently summed 
up in the term food sovereignty.  This group cares 
deeply about creating connected communities that 
are just and fair and that can survive and thrive 
without recourse to the forces of market capitalism.

Role Model

This group is also commonly found in community 
gardens and at food swaps. They are more likely to 
be motivated by gardening, which they enjoy, as 
well as believing that it plays a fundamental role in 
food security and in environmental sustainability. 
They may have been involved with community food 
since ‘the early days’ and, as such, they are more 
likely to be accustomed to if not restrained by the 
common challenges and barriers that exist in these 
initiatives. In response, they seek the security of 
rules and process and have learnt the hard way 
of the importance of documenting policies, models 
and procedures. This group will possess the skills 
and motivation required to prepare core resources 
to support community food initiatives.

Revolutionist

This group is most likely to be found on the fringes of community food initiatives activity, such as planting 
guerilla gardens, foraging and gleaning. The key channel by which they find out about and communicate 
about food initiatives is the Internet. They are highly networked online and extremely politically motivated, 
with the planet ranking very highly on their list of political and personal priorities. This group has the 
potential for groundbreaking ideas that will challenge the status quo in this area, but they need to be 
supported in a way that allows them to take risks and experiment autonomously, without being accountable 
on a tight leash to an authority. This group may be able to find and deliver great technical solutions.  They 
will certainly challenge the status quo and may drive significant policy changes. 

Strategist

This group is most likely to be found at an organisational level, either within existing organisations or as 
founders of new organisations. Their modus operandi is problem solving so they are motivated by finding 
solutions to complex problems. A younger demographic, they see sustainability as a core component to 
any business or life strategy. Environmentalism is inbuilt to their thinking. This group has high levels of 
self-belief and self-actualisation. They are particularly good at building strategic partnerships with others 
to deliver successful outcomes. These are people to help deliver plans and get projects off the ground and 
posses the skills to help implement a robust and sustainable model.

Free Marketer

This group is most likely to be found running the commercial enterprises associated with community food 
initiatives, such as CSA, distribution networks and farmer’s markets. They are motivated by the desire to 
create a sustainable economic future for themselves and a sustainable food future for our planet. They 
are passionate about great produce and believe that they should be able to meet consumers’ demand for 
this produce with minimal intervention from the government or other authorities. They are engaged in 
the act of creating viable and sustainable alternatives to global market forces, and are a critical cog in the 
wheel of local food production and distribution. This group posses the potential muscle to compete with 
the multinationals. These are the people you want to help deliver the big solutions to meeting consumer 
demand for locally produced food.
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The following table provides a view of the needs and motivations of the groups and how they interact with community food initiatives.



4.4.2 Themes
The seven themes are demonstrated in the diagram below:
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Interface with 
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Food is 

Palatable

7 Themes

Monitoring 
and 

Evaluation

Consultation and Research

3 Principles 

Monitoring and Evaluation

During the consultations it was broadly acknowledged that monitoring and evaluation is desirable. However 
it was usually de-prioritised relative to other more urgent and immediate tasks. It was also acknowledged 
that in the past there has been limited expectation for quantifiable outcomes. However this is changing, 
particularly for funding bodies.

Food is Palatable

The desire to eat fresh, healthy and home-grown produce has been popularised by the media in a wide 
variety of ways from food television shows to celebrity-led marketing campaigns. The media has a powerful 
role in changing the views of ordinary people. Food is an easy environmental access point for the masses. 
It crosses political status, education and income barriers.

Action and Knowledge 

It was clear in our consultation that there is a vast array of activities happening on the ground across all 
four areas in scope and that these are supported by an extensive range of educational initiatives across 
the entire field. Learning and knowledge sharing, however, has tended to remain within silos, whether 
they be organisational silos (such as a single community garden or a single council) or topical silos (such 
as a network that supports the goals of one aspect of the movement eg the Australian Farmers Market 
Association).

Promotion

While promotional and marketing activities vary 
by individual community food initiatives, the 
commonality identified is that these activities are 
ad hoc rather than systematic and one-off rather 
than designed as part of an integrated marketing 
and communications strategy.

Volunteerism

A resoundingly common theme of the research was 
the collective passion and purpose of the people 
involved in community food. Equally resounding 
is the fact that community food is largely based 
on a volunteer model. Consultation revealed that 
volunteerism creates opportunities but also brings 
with it three core challenges: leadership, succession 
planning and the time available for activity.

Access

Community doesn’t necessarily mean ‘open to all’. 
Location, cost, time, rules, technology and attitudes 
can and do all reduce participation in community 
food initiatives.

Interface with Authorities

Consultations revealed that councils have a key 
role to play in community food initiatives. They are 
a key interface because of two essential factors:

• They are custodians of land on which many 
community food initiatives operate

• They are regulators of national and state 
policy - both of which have implications across 
all groups of community food initiatives.

The next section of this report analyses these 
findings against the areas in scope of community 
gardening, food streetscaping and landscaping, 
food swaps and coordinated home food production.
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This section presents an analysis of the findings that have been identified against the areas in scope 
of community gardening, food streetscaping and landscaping, food swaps and coordinated home food 
production. Case studies from international, national and state-based community food initiatives have also 
been included here and provide important learnings that also inform the analysis and recommendations.

Section 5
Analysis of Findings by 

Area

Analysis of Community Gardens

Analysis of Food Streetscaping 
and Landscaping

Analysis of Food Swaps

Analysis of  Coordinated Home 
Food Production

Community Gardens Food Swaps Coordinated Home Food 
Production

Food Streetscaping and 
Landscaping

Case Studies

GreenThumb

CERES 

SAGE

Mullumbimby 
Community 
Garden

Overarching Principles

Themes

SWOT Analysis

Case Studies

Incredible Edible 
Todmorden 
(IET)

3000acres

Chippendale 
Footpath 
Gardens

Overarching Principles

Themes

SWOT Analysis

Case Studies

LA Food Swap

Local Food 
Connect

Share N Save

Crop & Swap

Overarching Principles

Themes

SWOT Analysis

Case Studies

The Women’s 
Institute (WI)

Ripe Near Me

Overarching Principles

Themes

SWOT Analysis

Benefits and Barriers Benefits and Barriers Benefits and Barriers Benefits and Barriers

Youth Food 
Movement

Multicultural 
Enterprises 
(HUG)



SWOT Analysis
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Community gardens are the oldest and most 
established group within the scope of this project 
and the community food movement in Australia. 
There are thousands of community gardens in 
existence in cities and regional areas across 
NSW and the country as a whole. 

There is a national network, the Australian 
City Farm and Community Gardens Network 
(ACFCGN) that has existed since 1996 and 
provides a degree of support and coordination. 
Currently, the ACFCGN estimates they have 580 
community gardens within the Australia wide 
network, but are unable to quantify the exact 
number. While comprehensive, there are many 
community gardens that are not a part of the 
ACFCGN.  

There are a range of formal and informal food 
networks providing varying degrees of support 
and networking. Umbrella organisations (with 
paid membership) provide members with 
insurance coverage, assist with promotion and 
coordination of activities and events, and provide 
tools and resources. 

However, most community gardens operate 
independent of a network and in isolation from 
each other.  

Diversity of model and individuality of approach, 
rather than a coordinated approach, is more 
common than not. This is a significant factor, 
because it means that there is no one preferred 
type of delivery model, and consequently, no 
standardised set of needs to be addressed.

5.1 
Analysis of Community 

Gardens  

Summary

Case Study: GreenThumb

Case Study: CERES 

Case Study: Mullumbimby 
Community Garden

5.1.1 Summary 

26%74%

29% 45 - 54 years old

28% Full-time employment

23% $10,000-$29,000 annual income

(9% unemployed and 19% retired)

The Stats

W
H
O

W
H
Y

87%1st

Rated their main reason for involvement in community 
food initiatives as:

 contribution to the natural environment

40%1st

Skill required for involvement: 
teamwork

86%1st

Most improved skill: 
gardening

33%1st Rated their main reason for exiting: 
distance

Overarching Principles

Themes

Benefits and Barriers

Source: Research Report

Case Study: SAGE



There are many factors at play influencing a 
garden’s delivery type. 

The highest proportion of community gardens 
recorded in the survey (38%) were on public open 
space, usually council land or Crown land.  But 
there are a number of gardens on government 
facilities such as universities, schools and public 
housing. As mentioned in the funding section, 
Community Greening is a joint initiative of the 
Royal Botanic Gardens and Domain Trust and 
Family and Community Services which develops 
communal gardens in social housing areas and on 
unused public land. Community Greening currently 
has approximately 250 gardens in operation in 
metropolitan and regional NSW that attempt 
to provide food gardens for those in low social-
economic groups. 

All gardens have some level of interface with local 
government, in their role as either land owner, 
regulator or as a partner in association with an 
independent organisation such as Community 
Greening. Councils across NSW have worked to 
establish or support community gardens to varying 
degrees and acknowledge the key role they play in 
terms of community development and to a lesser 
degree, food security.

In terms of delivery type, the majority of community 
gardens reported in the survey (55%) were 
shared gardens in which produce was harvested 
collectively, reflecting the primary characteristic of 
sharing and community mindedness.

Allotment-style gardens have a different character, 
and it appears that the primary imperative is to 
produce food to eat.  There are pros and cons for 
both types of gardens, but observations suggest 
that those gardens with shared space have a 
greater commitment to coming together to create 
something bigger than can be achieved alone.  

Summary (continued)
In metropolitan areas, community gardens are 
more competitive by nature, and may provide a 
substitute for an ‘actual backyard’, placing greater 
emphasis on their food production function. This 
creates competition for allotments or membership, 
and waiting lists were observed.   Conversely, the 
notion of a garden being ‘closed’ to new members 
was also observed, where groups had taken the 
position of dissuading others from joining. 

In regional areas, community gardens tend to have 
a stronger social function, and act as a hub for 
learning about food production.  Participants come 
together to learn, inspire and share with like minded 
people.  Most regional community gardeners have 
access to a home garden.

Community gardens have considerable 
environmental benefits. They provide a meeting 
place for people to connect and extend their 
interest in other environmental activities. They 
attract participants who are motivated by high 
level and specific environmental concerns. 
Community gardens prioritise the implementation 
of infrastructure and horticultural approaches 
that are sustainable. In some cases, community 
gardens are best practice examples of sustainability 
in action.

Regardless of size or location, individual community 
gardens almost always play an important role in 
hosting events and educational outreach programs 
to the broader community. In some cases, 
community gardens are best practice examples 
of educational outreach in action.  It is clear 
that the type of attendee at events and training 
is more mainstream than those who regularly 
attend a community garden.   This means the 
reach of community gardens is far greater than 
the members who turn up week in, week out. The 
notion that community gardens act as incubators 
for environmental activism and participation by 
mainstream society is real.
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Funding

GreenThumb is fully funded by the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development, Community 
Development Block Grant (CDBG) program. In 
fiscal year 2011, the allocation was $800,000.

The CDBG program is a flexible program that 
provides communities with resources to address 
a wide range of unique community development 
needs. Beginning in 1974, the CDBG program is 
one of the longest continuously run programs. 

GreenThumb then supports all affiliated gardens.
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GreenThumb demonstrates a systemic approach to 
accountability and capacity building in community 
gardens. GreenThumb is the branch of New York 
City Parks that registers new gardens. Initiated in 
response to the city’s financial crisis of the 1970s, 
it is now the largest community garden program 
in North America with over 600 gardens.  These 
are managed by neighbourhood residents under 
the auspice of GreenThumb. GreenThumb supports 
these groups with training and capacity building, 
resources and to a lesser extent grant funding.   

Similarly, a variety of signage is available to all 
gardens. These include operating hours, garden 
name, garden rules and customised signs. Signage 
is very important to the effective promotion of 
community gardens and this approach encourages 
gardens to use best practice signage that welcomes 
the community, and sets the expectations of those 
that are joining. The result has been increased 
community participation. These signs can be 
ordered online, making them very easy to access.

GreenThumb has documented expectations and 
gardens are held accountable to these.  They are 
rewarded through the ongoing supply of resources.

Grants to Fast Track an Identified Need

GreenThumb operates a program that will award 
grants to registered GreenThumb community 
garden groups willing to provide services or 
solutions within a specific area of focus.  For 
example, funding might be for the development 
and/or establishment of farmers’ markets within 
marginalised neighborhoods where healthy food is 
scarce or inaccessible.

Clearly Defined Interface with Authorities

GreenThumb gardens are required to nominate a 
community garden liaison contact person. Garden 
liaisons need to ensure compliance by filling out 
required paperwork such as licence agreements, 
registration and maintaining members details, 
and acting as a contact person for introducing 
and orientating new members to the garden and 
answering public enquiries. This helps to smooth 
the relationship with the authorised body and 
places accountability for key functions in the hands 
of the community garden.

5.1.2 Case Study: GreenThumb

Incentivised Capacity Building

GreenThumb offers free resources to gardens, 
including mulch, compost, clean fill or timber. 
To qualify for these resources, participants must 
attend the GreenThumb workshop(s) that seeks 
to educate about the resource(s). Incentivising 
workshops in this way has driven attendance, 
and has also resulted in information being widely 
disseminated.  Ultimately, the condition of these 
community gardens continues to improve.

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

Rather than offering grants directly to gardens, 
it may be preferable to provide resources 
for community gardens, perhaps through a 
regional coordinating body.

Linking resource provision to training will build 
much needed capacity.  Further, training could 
target key environmental messages.

It is possible to implement measures that will 
empower locally run community gardens to 
take responsibility for the day-to-day delivery 
of the garden, under an umbrella organisation 
or authority to ensure fully compliant and high 
functioning sites with targeted environmental 
messages.



36

The Importance of Technology

CERES has experienced a 20% membership 
increase since taking their application processes 
online in 2014. Social media is very important to its 
marketing strategy and community engagement. 
CERES has over 30,000 Facebook likes and over 
25,000 Twitter followers.

Funding

CERES has received funding for major projects, as 
follows.

•	 $200,000 through Sustainability Victoria’s 
EcoLiving grants - educational centre and 
sustainable living workshops

•	 $620,000 from the Rudd Government’s 
economic stimulus plan – new warehouse 
and food hub 

•	 $1,150,011 from the Department of the 
Environment - new water conservation and 
renewable energy features.

In addition, funding has come from local 
government, clusters of local government, state 
government, non-government organisations and 
private organisations.

CERES was selected as the national case study 
because it demonstrates the community garden as 
an environmental education hub.

CERES is located in the Melbourne suburb of 
Brunswick.  Developed on a decommissioned 
rubbish tip as a community garden plot and tree 
planting space, it has evolved into an urban farm. 
It is based on 4.5 hectares of land and is Australia’s 
largest deliverer of environmental education.

Education and Learning at the Forefront

CERES’ environmental education capability is 
diverse. Their food forest acts as a demonstration 
site for an urban city farm, and onsite tours exist to 
complement this (annual visitation is greater than 
350,000). CERES engages with schools and school 
students both on site and through school education 
programs, and offers TAFE-level qualifications. 
Their Sustainability Hub takes CERES’ educational 
role a step further providing outreach and education 
on sustainability, waste, water and energy.

Providing a Place for the Community

CERES offers services and programs that are 
relevant to the local community. A day service 
program is on offer for young adults with a disability 
and the café assists migrant women from the local 
community with employment and training. Home 
deliveries of organic produce are now available 
for local community members, and a community 
hub has been established which provides space to 
groups that are like minded, such as a bike shed 
and the chook group.

The plant nursery, retail food shop and farmers 
market, are all open seven days per week.  The 
community opt to shop at CERES because it offers 
a viable alternative to other ‘mainstream retail’ 
options.

The Importance of Financial Independence

A community garden once dependent on volunteers 
has now developed a diverse and sustainable 
financial revenue stream. CERES generates 96% 
of revenue through social enterprises alone. It 
also generates revenue through membership 
and donations. This allows CERES to carry on 
its environmental education independent of 
government funding.  It is a truly sustainable 
organisation. 

5.1.3 Case Study: CERES

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

There is an opportunity to support the 
development of community gardens that 
have the potential to become showcases 
of environmental practice and centres of 
environmental education excellence. There is 
a need and an appetite in the community for 
this type of model and it has the potential to 
reach a high volume of people (particularly 
in metropolitan or densely populated areas). 
The broader community will embrace such 
initiatives if they are relevant and accessible.
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Sustainable Agriculture and Gardening Eurobodalla  
(SAGE) is a thriving educational hub for all things 
relating to food production and community food.  

The SAGE project is a community driven initiative 
orginally auspiced by the Moruya & District 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry. It is now an 
independent non profit organisation operating to 
a strategic plan, under the leadership of a highly 
skilled Board elected by its members. 

Located in Moruya, a small coastal town of regional 
NSW, there are two sites: the SAGE block and 
the SAGE farm.  Both have been developed as 
education and demonstration sites for sustainable 
agricultural and horticultural practices.  The site 
began as a community garden (the block) and the 
main site (the farm) is now an organic market site, 
containing 600-700 square metres of vegetables.   
They both supply produce to the SAGE farmers 
markets.

Providing Targeted Training Opportunities 
Creates Economic Benefits

The success of the SAGE Farmers Market in Moruya, 
proved that demand existed for locally grown produce. 
Consequently SAGE initiated a course, ‘market 
gardening for small scale production’, sponsored by 
the Southern Rivers before Catchment Management 
Authority (CMA), NSW. This course takes competent 
backyard growers and teaches them the basics of 
small scale commercial growing, providing them with 
the skills and knowledge to grow food, leading to a 
successful source of income.  

Targets are Set and Outcomes Measured

The committee prioritised measuring success.  Their 
strategic plan has clearly articulated triple bottom 
line objectives.  They have embedded monitoring and 
evaluation strategies in all they do, and are using 
this information as a feedback loop to guide future 
activity and priorities.  Further, the information has 
served as a significant promotional tool.

The benefits of the SAGE project to Moruya has 
been quantified as follows:12-15 local producers 
now have full time jobs in farming (as at mid 2015); 
three separate surveys have shown that the SAGE 
initiative has generated $3.75 million p/a in revenue 
for Moruya. The University of Canberra is currently 
conducting a social impact study to assess the 
benefits of the Moruya Farmers Market and SAGE 
tracks the success of graduates from its courses and 
also interns.

Trialing Environmental Initiatives

SAGE has received funding to investigate the use of 
recycled water on site to grow vegetables. ‘Wicking’ 
garden beds have been trialed to investigate this 
idea. This type of garden bed is ideal for many home 
gardens. It uses very little water, and the growth 
rates (especially of leafy crops) are very high.

5.1.4 Case Study: SAGE

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

When an initiative has a plan, clearly articulated 
objectives for its participants and the broader 
community, triple bottom line outcomes can be 
measured.  

A demonstration site with an explicit link 
between economically and environmentally 
viable food production is motivated to find ways 
to trial initiatives that will improve sustainable 
outcomes.  

As part of the Sustainable Backyard project at SAGE 
a six-bed rotation system is being trialled. This is a 
well-known rotational system that aims to maximise 
food production while minimising fertiliser inputs 
and rotating crops to prevent the build up of soil 
pathogens.

Funding has enabled the organisation to purchase 
infrastructure.   Learnings are shared with the 
community, with the specific intent for them to 
translate these learnings within their own back yards 
or small hobby farms.

Funding

Between establishment in 2009 and 2013, funds for 
the development of the SAGE garden demonstration 
site were derived from sales of vegetables grown 
on the site, and from membership. One year, a 
garlic crop raised $2,500, which paid for the roofing 
materials for the covered area.  

SAGE has received grants from Local Land Services 
and minor tool grants. In the past year SAGE has 
received grants from Foundation for Rural and 
Regional Renewal (FRRR) and NSW Trade and 
Investment to help build the e-market, the online 
version of the Farmers Market.

Fundraising via the annual Southeast Harvest festival 
is an important part of the income stream.
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Mullumbimby Community Garden (MCG) is a not 
for profit, community based project of Mullum 
S.E.E.D. (Mullumbimby Sustainability Education and 
Enterprise Development incorporated). 

MCG commenced in 2009 and lies on five hectares of 
council owned land, at Mullumbimby in the Northern 
Rivers of NSW. In 2014, it won Community Garden of 
the Year awarded by ABC Gardening Australia.

This is reflected in the level of ownership by the 
community which has translated into donations, 
volunteer hours, membership and harmony at the 
site.

Funding Can Fast Track Progress

MCG developed a site plan which identified and 
prioritised infrastructure needs such as water, toilets, 
training and learning spaces.

The Trust, through its Urban Sustainability Program, 
funded The Northern Rivers Food Links (NRFL) 
project, which aimed to create a more sustainable 
food future for the region.  The NRFL project identified 
MCG as central to achieving the goal because of the 
potential to reach a very broad spectrum of people, in 
large numbers.  MCG required financial assistance to 
build composting toilets, as this had been identified 
as a major inhibitor for participation at the site.  

$50,000 was invested into the development of 
a suitable demonstration toilet system that was 
compliant with council regulations and appropriate 
for a ‘flood prone site’.  Since installation, the number 
and length of training programs has substantially 
increased, volunteer numbers have increased and 
the hours of operation of the garden has doubled.

Partnerships Make it Easier

MCG has developed positive partnerships with many 
organisations in the community and across the 
region.  For example, Byron Community College 
use the garden to deliver many of its sustainability 
courses (they pay a site hire fee to the garden).  
MCG hosts work-for-the-dole participants, in groups 
of ten with a paid supervisor. These teams have been 
responsible for building, repairs and maintenance, 
painting and developing new gardens.

They are a registered site for a community service 
program, where community members can work to 
pay off unpaid fines.

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

Funding for infrastructure can fast track success 
and increase participation.  Whilst there are 
many small grants available (the majority do 
not exceed $15,000), there is limited funding 
available for more ‘mainstream’ requests such 
as toilets.  

Organisations that have a plan, and a high level 
of community support, have clearly identified 
needs.  They are less likely to create projects 
to fit funding criteria, and are more likely to 
seek funding for predetermined and prioitised 
items.

5.1.5 Case Study: Mullumbimby 
Community Garden 

Building Resilient Communities

MCG’s objectives are to promote ecologically 
sustainable development; establish research 
programs relating to soil biology and practices and 
technologies for the rejuvenation and improvement 
of the soil; facilitate the education of community and 
apply the research outcomes in order to enhance the 
natural environment, empower community to live 
more sustainably and to build respectful, supportive 
and resilient communities.

It took three years of planning with community to 
develop the MCG model, its location and purpose.  

Future Feeders is a non profit organisation aiming to 
bring young people into sustainable farming through 
share farming.  They lease two hectares at the 
MCG, and are creating a working market garden and 
demonstration site. 

Funding 

Over a period of three years (2012-2015), 
Mullumbimby Community Garden has received 
twenty-two grants totaling $254,186. The NSW 
Government’s Community Building Partnership 
awarded $30,000 for construction of a kitchen café. 
Federal government grants were received from 
the Department of Families, Housing, Community 
Services and Indigenous Affairs and the Department 
of Education’s Caring for Country initiative. Byron 
Shire Council has awarded several small grants for 
infrastructure. Funding for environmental initiatives 
has been minimal with $10,000 provided by 
Rainforest Rescue.

The garden has also received over $30,000 in 
donations from individuals and local businesses and 
community groups over a two-year period.
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Community gardens are diverse in nature.

What Does this Mean? 

The diversity that exists reflects localised 
solutions and should continue to be encouraged.  
Without exception, community gardens will be 
driven by the beliefs of the people leading them, 
and those supporting and participating in them. 
These beliefs translate into a primary purpose for 
the garden, and this dictates their character and 
delivery model.  

While there are characteristics that could be used 
to group types of gardens, these may not be tied 
to best practice, nor quantifiable outcomes. 

An attempt to identify a preferred model for 
replication (and subsequent funding) is not 
advisable.  Grassroots action, and the diversity 
this creates should be encouraged.  

However in some instances, what appears like 
diversity is simply a stage of development. 
Therefore an opportunity to fast track community 
garden success and increase environmental 
outcomes exists through strategically facilitated 
networking opportunities where stories, tools 
and resources can be shared and where mindful 
leadership can guide organisations to new 
heights.

5.1.6 Overarching Principles

Diversity

Overlaps exist between community gardens and 
other community food initiatives, particularly food 
swaps (where the community garden plays host 
to the swap) and commercial enterprises, such 
as market gardens that supply farmers markets, 
or community gardens that supply consumers 
with produce directly. 

What Does this Mean?

Because the garden is at a fixed site and has some 
assets or infrastructure (kitchen, training room 
etc) it acts as a base for more than growing food.   
It has been observed that the more overlap that 
exists, the greater the level of participation and 
reach into mainstream society. When this overlap 
is with commercial activity, the organisation 
is more likely to be financially independent of 
grants and funding. 

Overlap

The people involved have often been attracted to 
community gardening to meet other like minded 
people. 

Leaders are most likely to be egalitarians or role 
models who are environmentalists at heart, with 
a real love for gardening and a strong awareness 
of and interest in contributing to food security. 
They are most likely to have a long history 
with individual gardens and are responsible for 
shaping the course and character of them. 

What Does this Mean?

Leaders have often become ‘institutionalised’ 
to the politics of community gardens, the ebb 
and flow of volunteers, the chase for funding 
and other common challenges of community 
gardening. They may have become accustomed 
to operating within the restrictions that exist and 
may not be naturally flexible or open minded to 
change.

They will respond to opportunities to share their 
learnings, and would welcome manuals, policy 
and procedures but will need to be involved in 
their development to ensure take-up.   They will 
be open to networking events and ideas, but 
again, will need to hear from practioners with 
real experience. 

People
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Monitoring and evaluation in community gardens is 
minimal and quality inconsistent. The level and type 
that occurs depends on the skills of the individuals 
involved and the sophistication of management 
tools they are using, both of which vary.
For example, the volume of produce being grown, 
swapped, picked and diverted cannot be established 
as part of this report, because measurement does 
not occur. As such, it is not possible to quantify the 
environmental benefits that community gardens are 
making in terms of food miles reduced or volume of 
organic waste being diverted from landfill. 
An area of consistent monitoring and evaluation is 
organisational finances. Without exception, gardens 
will have a process for banking and reporting income, 
tracking and reporting expenditure. An imperative 
exists because community gardens need to function 
without debt and are often accountable to funders, 
or need to prove they can manage money to gain 
funding in the future.

What Does this Mean?
Funders invest significant money into community 
gardens. How a return on this investment is to be 
measured is not clearly articulated or negotiated. 
Therefore it is left to the community garden to 
identify what they think can be measured. Those 
who have the skills to do so will attempt to measure 
a range of outcomes.  The rest flounder.  
Ironically, it appears that this lack of measurable 
outcomes then discourages agencies from further 
investment. 
Where environmental outcomes are to be achieved, 
assistance with identifying quantitative and 
qualitative outcomes and the provision of tools to 
do so, would address this need.

With the extensive media coverage being given to it, mainstream society is talking about food more than ever 
before.

The vast majority of people get involved with community gardens for environmental reasons.  They then 
work alongside like minded people.  Leaders in community gardens show high levels of knowledge about 
environmental issues, and are committed to ensuring that sustainable practices are used in the garden.

However, participants are also attracted to community gardens for their social and health benefits. 

Regardless of initial motivation, participants often develop a passion for environmental issues, and for the 
majority, community gardening is a precursor to involvement in other environmental activities such as landcare 
or earth watch.

While all community gardens have a focus on sustainable practices, some position themselves as environmental 
centres first and gardens second. In these instances, food acts as a marketing tool to attract participants who 
then become immersed in and educated about a broader range of environmental issues.

‘We are an environmental habitat group, but understand that food is really appealing to the mainstream 
community. The food garden lure locals in, and then we on-sell the habitat. So they come to buy their 

seedlings, and we will say something like “If you plant this perennial basil you will encourage native bees.”
It works every time.  We are turning them into environmentalists, one plant at a time, one person at a time.’

What Does this Mean?

Community gardens play an important role as a hub for food-related events and workshops. In this way, people 
responding to the media’s glamorisation of all things ‘foodie’ inadvertently learn about the environmental 
benefits of community food.

All of this happens informally, without an explicit strategy being established to use food as a marketing tool to 
educate and implement sustainability initiatives.

Monitoring and Evaluation Food is Palatable

5.1.7 Themes
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There is limited strategic marketing and promotional planning within community gardens in NSW. No garden engaged 
in this project could produce a marketing plan. Despite this, community gardens conduct some effective promotion, 
often in an effort to gain new members. 
Events form a key part of this promotional activity. They are successful because people are interested in learning 
about the benefits of community food, such as how to eat more healthily and learn how to grow and cook food.  Mass 
media, and not community gardens, is driving much of this interest. Such events are usually sporadic, not part of 
a regular calendar of activity. There is little or no cross promotion of events across different gardens in the same 
region. Events have a ‘strike and retreat’ feel to them because activity is not strategically planned, or evaluated 
retrospectively with a view to improving events.  
Signage is an important communication tool in community gardens. It may be directional, allowing people to locate the 
garden, or instructional, educating people about what is at the garden. Signage in community gardens is frequently 
poorly presented or absent altogether. It tends to be individual in nature and as such quality and quantity varies.  
The role of social media in engaging the community depends on the skills of individuals involved. The core demographic 
involved in community gardening (70% of participants are 45 or older according to survey data) may not have 
extensive experience of using social media beyond friendship circles.
Facebook engagement is generally low for individual gardens. This is in contrast to the Facebook pages of web based 
networks. ACFCGN has almost 4,000 likes and good levels of engagement. If a group’s primary ‘home’ is online it 
will be easier to engage people on social media, whereas if a group’s home is land based it may be harder to migrate 
that group to a social media. 
Community gardens associated with a local council or other authority reported being restricted from having a Facebook 
page, due to internal policies. These policies mean that posts need to be approved. Approval processes can be slow 
but social media must have an instant appeal.  Social media was considered by those organisations as being too much 
work for the return. 
A notable example of promotional activity is the national Fair Food Week, which was started by the Australian Food 
Sovereignty Alliance (AFSA) in 2013 and aims to run annually. It is self-organising and attracts a broad range of 
participating organisations that are diverse. In part, it eventuated as a realisation of the fragmented nature of the 
community food movement and provides the opportunity for the participants in this movement to showcase and 
promote publicly what they do. All of the organisations cross-promote activities, not only their own but those of 
others too.

What Does this Mean? 
Community gardens do not have the marketing skills, be they strategic, planning, social media, or other, to facilitate 
successful marketing campaigns.  These skills would increase participation in events and garden activity and drive 
membership, helping to turn community gardens from fringe activity into more mainstream activity.
Social media is currently not an option for many community gardens, but it is desirable for gardens to use it to engage 
the community as part of an effective marketing strategy.
Most community gardeners would recoil at the use of terms such as ‘strategic marketing’, preferring to think of it as 
social activities or informal conversations about topics that matter to them. While marketing skills may need to be 
taught, this must to be done in a way that is authentic and relevant.

Action and Knowledge Promotion 

All community gardens play an important knowledge 
transfer role, often via peer-to-peer learning or 
expert workshops. These activities are conducted 
at an individual garden level. There are no known 
regional networks or groups of gardens collaborating 
in this area. Registered training providers are funded 
based on course and participant numbers, and this 
may encourage them to provide the same courses in 
multiple sites.
The ACFCGN provides a home for resources to help in 
establishing a garden, but it is not a central repository 
of up-to-date and accurate information.  The absence of 
this can result in organisations reinventing the wheel.
There are a small number of community gardens 
that break the mould by creating integrated centres 
of learning. A stand out example of this is CERES in 
Melbourne, profiled in the case study. This provides a 
vision of how a garden can operate as a cohesive and 
coordinated centre of learning for the whole community.  

What Does this Mean? 
Designed programs of training do not exist. As such, 
the extent of environmental education being given 
in community gardens is inconsistent and hard to 
quantify. 
Resources are ad hoc. Resources that specifically 
address environmental initiatives for community 
gardens are limited, hard to find, or in many topic 
areas absent. 
Manuals and process documents represent a point in 
time. Technology could be used to provide a more fluid 
and flexible way to share learnings.
It is not possible to pinpoint the number of community 
gardens in Australia, let alone identify what is happening 
on these sites. This knowledge gap is constantly 
growing as new gardens and other community food 
initiatives emerge all the time. Without this data, 
it is difficult to quantify the benefits of community 
gardening, environmental or otherwise.
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Volunteerism Access Interface with Authorities

Community gardens are run by passionate volunteers. 
A movement that relies on volunteerism comes with 
challenges.

Time is in short supply, so gardens are constantly 
in survival mode, trying to keep on top of work that 
needs to be done. There is no time to focus on strategic 
issues. 

Community gardens are shaped by the personality of 
the leader/s. This creates tension in the garden and is 
a key reason why people leave (with 24% of survey 
respondents citing politics or relationship problems). 
It also explains why people believe that skills in 
teamwork/relationship building matter more than 
gardening skills. 

In many gardens there are limited formal rules, 
processes or operating structures.  It is difficult for 
individuals to impose authority without an appropriate 
structure to do so.  A fact made more difficult because 
volunteers are reluctant enforcers.   Others simply 
leave, if they feel they are being ‘told what to do’.  

If a leader leaves a garden, the future of the garden is 
precarious. There is no conscious attempt to address 
succession planning and equip gardens with the skills 
to plan for it.

What Does this Mean? 

There may be measures that can be introduced to 
make improvements in this area, such as supplying 
support material to help with effective day-to-day 
operation. 

The solution is not to pay for local garden coordinators.  
In all instances observed, they appear to become 
overburdened with administration tasks, and members 
resent them ‘only coming because they are paid.’  Many 
councils are moving away from this model.

Community gardens would benefit from improved 
skills in the area of teamwork and conflict resolution, 
strategic planning, marketing and monitoring and 
evaluation.

It might be thought that community gardens are open 
to all and sit in the heart of a community. In fact, this 
is often not the case.

As identified by the survey, distance is a key reason 
why people leave community gardens. They are often 
set in out-of-town locations, requiring a car or public 
transport to reach them. 

Locked gates and opening hours make it hard for 
people to participate when they want and are able to. 

Some gardens are essentially ‘closed shops’, preferring 
to maintain the status quo of their current membership. 
Others have long wait lists, and people do not often 
leave. These gardens may operate on a plot system. 
People use the space to grow food for their families to 
eat, so they are reluctant to relinquish them. 

In these same gardens, usually in metropolitan areas, 
language and cultural barriers can be experienced. The 
cultural mix of the local community strongly influences 
the character of the garden. 
School gardens have specific access issues. Police 
checks are required for any adult entering school 
grounds. Opening hours are limited to 9am-3pm 
Monday to Fridays and to school terms. During school 
holidays gardens are closed and generally remain 
untended during that time. Staff and parents who 
maintain them tend to be impermanent, moving on 
when their kids leave the school or they find new 
positions elsewhere. 

What Does this Mean? 

Access issues are so inconsistent that it is not possible 
to address with a ‘one size fits all’ solution.

The issue of gardens being ‘closed shops’ is difficult, 
but it is not considered that establishing more gardens 
will fix this problem. It may just perpetuate it. 

Creating food-growing opportunities for people in 
economic need is a challenge that does not directly 
relate to extending the environmental benefits of 
community gardening.

Whether an individual garden, or a cluster of gardens, 
community gardens have substantial interface with 
authorities, most significantly local government, who 
have been supporters and funders over a long period 
of time. They are often the landholders, but they are 
also the regulator of many policies that need to be 
applied.

This has created a complex dynamic with local 
government in particular. Frustrations emerge on 
both sides. Community gardens find decisions and 
approvals slow, and in some cases it has taken three 
years for a site to be found for a garden.  On the other 
hand, councils have many areas of focus and demand 
for their time and resources.   Community gardens are 
only one of them, and often take a lower priority.

Councils also reported that after making financial 
investment in community gardens, human resources 
were still required to assist the garden. Further, 
there was little evidence of outcomes from these 
investments. There is a sense emerging from local 
government that the focus for funding may shift away 
from community gardens towards initiatives that can 
deliver a more reliable and transparent return.

What Does this Mean? 

Councils are the main interface with community 
gardens and they must form part of any decision-
making processes into the future.   However, they 
consider community gardens resource-intensive 
initiatives, which provide limited quantifiable return on 
their investment. 

Therefore, councils will need to be supported in their 
support of community gardens.   This could include 
regional projects for capacity building, strategic 
planning, sharing and networking forums, and in 
developing policies.

The net result will be an increased number of gardens 
offering greater value and effectiveness.
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5.1.8 SWOT Analysis

Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats

•	 Passionate people

•	 Established initiatives and 
gardens

•	 Community hub for events and 
education

•	 Heart of ‘community food’ for the 
community

•	 Significant environmental benefits

•	 A place for like-minded people to 
associate

•	 A hothouse of skills in horticulture, 
permaculture and organic 
gardening.

•	 Do not serve the whole community

•	 Often insular groups

•	 Promotion of activities is limited

•	 Reliance on volunteers limits 
future-thinking and progress

•	 Reliance on individual leaders can 
create tension and conflict

•	 Appropriate leadership and 
management skills may not exist

•	 Distance is a barrier

•	 Training is inconsistent

•	 Funding can create sense of 
entitlement

•	 Lack of funding can impede 
progress

•	 Traditional model of council 
funding appears to have run its 
course

•	 Lack of coordination with other 
gardens and other community 
food initiatives. 

•	 Improve connections between 
community gardens and other 
community food initiatives 

•	 Shift from individual council to 
whole-of-region approach 

•	 Community gardens can support 
commercial activities 

•	 Commercial gardens are effective 
learning and educational centres

•	 Skills training could be improved 
and more consistently applied 

•	 Community gardens showcase 
environmental best practice.

•	 Community gardens become 
further entrenched in an outdated 
model

•	 Funding continues to support a 
few rather than many.
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Access 

•	 Restricted opening hours

•	 Distance from central locations often with limited 
public transport

•	 Membership caps

Volunteerism

•	 Gardens struggle to innovate

•	 Limited strategic planning

•	 Limited succession planning

•	 Limited leadership skills 

•	 High levels of conflict

Individual, Uncoordinated and Informal in 
Character

•	 Lack of up-to-date and consistent resources

•	 Lack of leadership networks

•	 Lack of collaboration across gardens

•	 Lack of strategic marketing and promotional skills

•	 Lack of quantifiable knowledge about the benefits 
of the garden (monitoring and evaluation)

The key findings from the discussion above have been grouped into benefits and barriers as they relate to 
the current performance and operation of community gardens. 

5.1.9 Benefits and Barriers

Benefits
Environmental Benefits

•	 Encourage small scale growing 

•	 Showcase sustainable food production

•	 Showcase waste minimisation strategies

•	 Can showcase alternate energy systems

•	 Showcase water saving strategies 

•	 Provide a soft entry point to learning about 
environmental issues

•	 Build participation in other environmental 
programs, project and initiatives

•	 Act as an environmental/educational hub for the 
community, encouraging application at a backyard 
level

•	 Reach the broader community through events and 
training

•	 Teach skills in organic gardening, permaculture, 
traditional food arts

•	 Can reduce reliance on supermarkets, so food 
miles are reduced

Social Benefits

•	 Reduce sense of isolation

•	 Improve mental health

•	 Can provide access to free, healthy, fresh 
foods 

Health Benefits 

•	 Promote healthy eating and reduced consumption 
of processed and fast foods

Barriers



effective because people are talking to their own 
communities. This gives an authenticity to the 
limited promotional messages and events that do 
occur in this area.

These gardens are never locked, are located within 
a small and defined community, are easy to access 
and this enables participation.  

The potential to make a long-term contribution to 
food security and address a range of environmental 
issues exists, but this is currently compromised by 
the small scale and ad hoc nature of the activity.

Traditionally, this area has attracted the 
‘revolutionist’ group, who prefer to take matters into 
their own hands rather than work with authorities 
or within groups. We can see a subtle shift in this, 
with more ‘strategists’ becoming involved as it 
becomes a more commonly accepted fact that we 
may need to utilise available public space for food 
growing. Based on this notion, organisations such 
as 3000acres have emerged which aim to bring 
a strategic framework to help make activity in 
this area, including identifying available land and 
working with council on approvals, easier to access 
for most people. 

Certain councils are also beginning to recognise 
the need to ‘make it easier’ with initiatives such as 
Pocket Parks in Newtown, which allows people to 
identify and establish individual gardens on small 
pockets of council land with minimal red tape. 

Councils are beginning to introduce guidelines and 
policies governing these activities, if for no other 
reason than to get ahead of the growing activity 
in this food area.  It is without doubt, that as 
regulator, they are called to enforce a range of laws 
when things go wrong including neighbourhood 
complaints. 

Food streetscaping and landscaping gardens can 
range from an individual fruit tree, to a raised 
container bed in front of a cafe, to a street of 
neighbours who have planted out an entire roadside 
verge.  There are also examples where schools, 
hospitals and councils have elected to include 
‘food producing plants’ as part of their general 
landscaping – choosing lemon myrtle as opposed 
to a bottlebrush tree, or to use lemon grass instead 
of Lomandra.   

These gardens have the potential to utilise 
all available space, be that footpaths, nature 
strips, planter boxes or pots. Collectively, these 
gardens have benefits in terms of their value and 
effectiveness in producing food and contributing to 
sustainable cities and regions. However, activity 
in this area is uncoordinated and informal, and 
initiatives are often individual and small scale in 
nature. ‘Guerrilla gardens’ are gardens that appear 
(and may equally disappear or be neglected) 
from nowhere, and are usually unapproved, and 
‘phantom gardening’ is where unknown people 
tend to gardens. 

Often these gardens are central and visible, with 
high potential to influence people in the discrete 
community in which they are located. However 
this visibility does not play an explicit role in 
educating the community about community food 
or sustainability. 

An important aspect of these gardens is that the 
food is free. It gets people talking and encourages 
action – through replication of the ideas either at 
their home, or in other public spaces. 

It is notable that promotional messages, while they 
are low key and not extensively planned are
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5.2
Observations about 

Food Streetscaping and 
Landscaping

Summary

Case Study: Incredible Edible 
Todmorden (IET)

Case Study: 3000acres

Case Study: Chippendale 
Footpath Gardens

5.2.1 Summary 

Overarching Principles

Themes

Benefits and Barriers

SWOT Analysis
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It is also the case that many gardens in this 
area have been started without council approval, 
meaning they may not comply with a host of 
regulations, making them vulnerable to being 
removed. 

Food streetscaping and landscaping gardens take 
on a different complexion in metropolitan areas 
due to limited land availability. These gardens 
can take shape because there is less access to 
food producing land.  Those who get involved do 
so for a range of reasons – social, economic and 
environmental. The opportunity exists for those 
gardens to contribute to building sustainable cities.

In regional areas, available land space is not at 
a premium.  Those who get involved do so with 
the intent to raise food security issues to the 
mainstream, this is referred to as a propaganda 
garden.   

Traditionally initiatives in this area have been 
unfunded. The picture is changing with some 
councils, such as the City of Sydney, providing 
guidelines and offering very small grants to 
participants ($150). It is more commonly the case 
that local councils will focus on the restrictions rather 
than the opportunities for footpath gardening.

Todmorden is a town of 14,000 people located in 
Yorkshire in the United Kingdom. The town aims to 
be self sufficient in food. IET began as a single street 
garden started by one person offering free food. 
It now comprises multiple gardens on much of the 
public land in town as well as a food knowledge hub, 
a fishery at the local high school, a farm and a market 
garden. IET has also spawned a global network and 
many affiliated groups.

Speaking the Right Language

The Todmorden message was communicated in 
a straightforward way from the start, with ‘Help 
Yourself’ signs visible on the gardens. As the 
initiative grew, it continued to be managed by local 
people who were able to communicate with other 
locals authentically. This remains true today, despite 
the town being the focus of a film, a TED talk and 
extensive traditional and online media nationally and 
globally. While marketing and communication skills 
are evident, the style is informal and relevant to the 
town. The message remains clearly linked to civic 
pride and prosperity, despite the main driver for the 
initiative being that of food security and the town’s 
goal to be self sufficient in food by 2018.

The Importance of Demonstrating Benefits

The initiative offers an immediate incentive to 
participation: free food. Taking free food often led to 
participation in one of the gardens or starting another. 
The individual benefit of free food soon grew to a 
larger community benefit as the positive impact was 
felt in terms of increased local food production, greater 
knowledge of healthy food among school children 
and families, and new jobs in the community. These 
benefits allowed the practice of street gardening and 
local food production to become mainstream.

The Importance of Quantifying Benefits

The IET project has been able to quantify benefits to 
the town in terms of increased tourism numbers, the 
quantity of local food being sold to local businesses, 
a reduction in crime rates in the town, and the 
performance of its two commercial enterprise 
ventures, the farm and fishery. In these ways, it 
is clear to see many benefits to the community as 
a whole. With runs on the board, the IET initiative 
has been able to build positive relationships with 
local council and other authorities to extend their 
activities.

Funding

IET did not receive any initial funding but has since 
received funds from the Big Lottery Fund, government 
grants from the Department for Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs and the European Agricultural Fund 
for Regional Development to fund the Food Hub at 
Todmorden High School. Calderdale Council also 
provides funding. Grants from private companies 
including hardware, landscaping and camping 
companies. A local not for profit group Community 
Foundation awarded a grant for planting a local 
orchard. The schools project has been supported by 
a banking institution. IET also receives donations 
from local organisations and individuals.

5.2.2 Case Study: Incredible Edible 
Todmorden (IET)

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

To be successful, initiatives need to be visible and 
community benefits clearly understood. Signage 
and promotional campaigns can be an effective 
means to achieve this and the opportunity may 
exist to promote existing initiatives to help them 
move to the next level. 

IET is now able to measure benefits of its activity. 
The opportunity exists to provide communities 
with skills in monitoring and evaluating so that the 
value of proposed (and existing) food initiatives, 
and environmental benefits, can be quantified.

Summary (contunied)
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3000acres is a not for profit initiative that aims 
to identify and unlock under used urban land in 
Melbourne, Victoria. The organisation facilitates 
the process making it easier to participate in a 
legal and meaningful way.

5.2.3 Case Study: 3000acres

Making Use of Technology

3000acres is creating an open-source web platform 
which maps land and connects people, giving 
communities the information and tools they need 
to repurpose underutilised spaces into food growing 
space. The website is participatory, as people can 
map available land and follow sites of interest. The 
result is that any individual can play a role in getting 
a garden started.

Removing Barriers to Entry

3000acres provide practical support to potential 
community/street gardens. Resources and template 
documents exist for use, for example, in negotiating

with council and other authorities or making 
applications for insurance through Gardening Clubs 
Australia. 3000acres can assist in these negotiations 
and applications. Gardens in development are 
profiled on the 3000acres website, encouraging 
involvement.

Building Effective Partnerships

Partnerships have been created with local councils 
and developers, enabling gardens to be built on 
sites that may have been earmarked for other use. 
Developers may assign the right to use the land for 
a period of time, such as in the Smith Street Garden 
in Melbourne, while approvals were being sought. 
These types of gardens may not be permanent in 
nature. 

Funding

3000acres was initially funded by VicHealth SEED 
Challenge (October 2013) which supported the 
establishment of the project with a grant of $50,000 
and later by The Australian Centre for Social 
Innovation (TASCI), who provided funding for the 
establishment of a business case to determine 
how to build a sustainable business model for 
3000acres.

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

Providing a web based interface for identifying 
available land and putting interested people in 
touch with each other has potential to substantially 
increase the volume of food gardens in the city. 
When coupled with a strategic approach to 
working with local land authorities, this potential 
is more likely to be realised. This is Melbourne 
based and the possibility of supporting a similar 
initiative in NSW may be worthy of consideration.
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compost bins on four local streets. It has been 
estimated that twenty-four tonnes of food waste is 
being composted per year in these bins, with eight 
tonnes of soil being produced for use on anyone’s 
garden and the road gardens. Demand exceeds 
capacity as over four bins are full and closed to 
use at any one time. The status of the bins (open 
or full) is mapped on the website. By July 2015 all 
bins will be rotating, suspended above ground and 
have signs with the contact points for Sustainable 
Chippendale fixed on each bin. Maintenance of the 
bins is by the Sustainable Chippendale team.

Funding

Sustainable Chippendale prefers to operate without 
funding from institutional bodies where possible. 
However local government support has been 
provided to help establish the compost bins and 
to run a street fair designed to assist in promoting 
the initiative.

Part of the Sustainable Chippendale project, the 
footpath gardens are located on main streets in 
Chippendale, Sydney. There are approximately 
six road gardens and raised bed gardens. The 
gardens are open to all and have a core group of 
approximately twenty participants. Each individual 
garden is overseen by a caretaker. The project also 
includes a road garden library, where books are 
made freely available. The Sustainable Chippendale 
project was started and is spearheaded by an 
environmental activist.

Using Food to Educate About the Environment

The Chippendale gardens were started with the 
goals to educate local people about food security 
and food production, to cool the suburb by 
greening the landscape and to create social glue. 
They are led by a highly motivated individual and 
small group of participants. Community awareness 
and participation is driven by the availability of free 
food in the suburb, and signage in Chippendale 
about the initiative (provided by council).

Working in Partnership with Council

As with many street gardens, this activity began 
on private land (a front garden) and then spread to 
public land (the street). Negotiations with council 
have therefore been retrospective. In the absence 
of an agreed starting point, the relationship with 
council has been dependent on the good will of 
individuals on either side. When working effectively, 
the relationship has produced significant benefits to 
the gardens such as funding for a lock-up tool shed, 
signage and a one-off street food market, as well 
as support in establishing above ground compost 
bins. When not working effectively, damage has 
been done to the garden such as removal of 
raised beds and compost bins, without notice. This 
highlights the need for effective partnerships to be 
built with council from the outset.

Creating Accessible Gardens 

The Chippendale gardening group meet to work 
together on Friday mornings but all participants 
have a code to access the tool shed and can 
garden at any time. This approach allows for social 
engagement if desired but freedom to be involved 
as it suits the individual.

Creating Community Composting

Working in partnership with local council, the 
Chippendale gardens have established seven

5.2.4 Case Study: Chippendale 
Footpath Gardens

What Does this Mean for the Trust? 

Some street gardening initiatives may have 
evolved without appropriate approvals, so it will 
be difficult for the Trust to consider supporting 
them across the board. In fact, this may not be a 
desirable approach from either side’s perspective. 
However, the opportunity may exist to consider 
supporting certain initiatives that can have 
broader application. In particular, it may be worth 
exploring how the composting initiative might be 
more broadly and systematically applied as it has 
quantifiable environmental outcomes. 

It is also worth considering how the Trust may 
help facilitate local governments to support the 
implementation of approved street gardening 
initiatives, so that future problems are reduced for 
Council. It may be that the development of simpler 
guidelines or incentives for gardeners (such as the 
compost bins) could provide a solution to creating 
effective and approved gardens.



49

This commonly takes the form of a small garden 
in a public place, such as a footpath garden or a 
garden on a nature strip (perceived as private but 
also on public land). Increasingly, these gardens 
are starting to emerge on larger pockets of land 
around cities as part of a global movement to utilise 
available space for gardens to make cities more 
sustainable. On the other hand, it may also mean 
a single fruit tree or other food-producing plant 
located in a publicly accessible place. Some food 
and/or food gardens appear on private land, others 
on unapproved public land and others on approved 
sites including government facilities. 

What Does this Mean?

Activity in this area might be completely legal 
and approved. Increasingly, this is the case as 
frameworks and policies governing the area start to 
emerge. However, other activity in the area might 
be illegal (some aspects of foraging fall into this 
category) and/or unapproved. Street gardens that 
have been established for some time are likely to 
have been started without approval. It is important 
to understand these distinctions for the purposes of 
considering support and potential funding.

5.2.5 Overarching Principles

Diversity

The core purpose of this community food initiative 
is the same as for community gardens, which is to 
provide communal spaces for growing food. The 
language is interchangeable with many street gardens 
known simply as ‘community gardens’. However, the 
differences are significant. Food streetscaping and 
landscaping gardens are started by individuals, or 
a very small group often without a partnership with 
council or other authority. They are less likely to have 
a formal entity with roles and responsibilities at the 
helm.    

These gardens do not need to be planned or designed, 
can generally occupy any available space, do not have 
any significant educational or wider community role.

The overlap with coordinated home food production 
arises because food streetscaping and landscaping 
gardens may start as one person’s front yard, 
extending to include several people’s front yard or 
nature strips. If these people produce food together 
for their own consumption or for sale, then the activity 
becomes coordinated home food production. 

What Does this Mean?

Given the similarities and differences, there may 
be significant potential for food streetscaping and 
landscaping gardens and community gardens to work 
together to deepen their cooperation and connections. 
Food streetscaping and landscaping gardens may 
benefit from the awareness that community gardens 
can deliver, for example by events designed for the 
broader community. In turn, food streetscaping 
and landscaping gardens may help fill in some of 
the access gaps for community gardens in terms of 
distance required to get to them. But this would need 
to be done legally.

Overlap

The main group involved in this area is the 
revolutionists who are highly motivated to 
act, possess a spirit of self determination and 
sometimes a disregard for authority. These are 
the people who have established street and nature 
strip gardens without approval. They are motivated 
by environmental concerns and food security. The 
revolutionist group may have varied reasons for 
resisting authority. For some it could be expedience, 
driven as they are by a desire to get things done. 
For others, it is a political statement.

Increasingly, strategists are involved, particularly 
in metropolitan areas, where they are driven by a 
desire to build sustainable cities. They want to find 
strategic solutions to issues of land availability. They 
understand the need for good working relationships 
with authorities, and want to help people without 
those skills to negotiate successfully for approval to 
create gardens. They also understand the need for 
networks and are increasingly looking to the Internet 
as a key tool to facilitate the development of these 
relationships so that people can work together. 

What Does this Mean?

This alliance between revolutionists and strategists 
has the capacity to get things done and done 
quickly, so long as relationships can be effectively 
managed. Revolutionists may play a critical role 
in identifying and/or mapping available land and 
creating strong community and viral networks 
around this activity. Strategists will be able to work 
with council, planners or other authorities to ensure 
that the space is available and approved to use. 

People



Participants in the food streetscaping and 
landscaping area are unlikely to monitor and 
evaluate performance for a variety of reasons. The 
people involved in this area take an informal and 
opportunistic approach to establishing and running 
gardens. They focus on making things happen, 
quickly and if possible without recourse to authority. 

The principle of food being free and available to all 
means that the focus is on getting people to take 
food rather than quantifying how much is produced. 

It would be unlikely for people involved in this area 
to consider monitoring and evaluation for their own 
organisational purposes, although depending on the 
individuals involved they might establish ground 
rules or a vision statement. Importantly, they tend 
not to have any funding body to whom they are 
accountable.   

While initially there may be little incentive for 
monitoring and evaluation, in some cases these 
gardens lead to more ambitious and well-coordinated 
initiatives such as in the Todmorden example. 
When this happens, the levels of monitoring and 
evaluation changes (see case study). 

What Does this Mean?

It is considered that the potential contribution of 
this area to food security is high because of the 
number of people that might be involved, but it 
is not possible to quantify this. The opportunity 
to quantify the environmental benefits of food 
streetscaping and landscaping in cities is being 
missed.

People involved tend to be highly motivated by 
concerns around food security and environmental 
issues. They are also very community minded. The 
motivation for most is to create an alternative food 
source to that which is currently available, meaning 
they don’t have to rely on shopping in supermarkets. 

In the Todmorden example, the initiative was 
started in response to the founder’s concern about 
food security, but she understood this message was 
not palatable to most. As she said ‘But everyone 
understands food. Food could get people talking; 
even better, it could inspire people to take action.’

What Does this Mean?

Food streetscaping and landscaping gardens have 
unique potential to get people talking because 
they are more visible (particularly in cities). 
Environmental messages have the potential to be 
subtly communicated through this activity, although 
this is not currently happening in any coordinated 
or deliberate way.

While sustainability is considered important, little 
planning or coordination goes into introducing 
these principles into the gardens. Initiatives may 
be retrospective, such as in Chippendale where an 
arrangement was later made with council to facilitate 
the compost bin system at the end of the street. It 
is possible that an opportunity exists for community 
gardens to share their knowledge of sustainable 
gardening practices with food streetscaping and 
landscaping gardens. 

Monitoring and Evaluation Food is Palatable

5.2.6 Themes

Due to the individual nature of the activity not a 
lot of knowledge sharing or networking occurs. 
This is a self motivated group who tend to take 
individual action rather than plan or learn in groups. 
Activity tends to be locally based, so connections 
with regional networks or advocacy groups are less 
relevant.

Resources that apply to community gardens in 
terms of advice and tools for the establishment and 
operation of gardens may also be of use to these 
gardeners, but this kind of knowledge and resource 
sharing does not appear to exist, and there is 
no forum for it. There does not seem to be any 
cooperation or coordination across the two areas.

Web based networks are starting to emerge that 
support activity in this area. These networks are 
primarily focused on identifying land on which 
potential gardens might be created, and places 
where free and available food might be located. 

What Does this Mean?

Food streetscaping and landscaping gardeners 
operate in relative isolation and do not benefit from 
formal association with others in the field to share 
knowledge.

Initiatives are emerging that are aiming to take 
food streetscaping and landscaping activity to the 
next level by placing the emphasis on identifying 
and using all available space. There is a sense that 
this activity has not been strategically aligned with 
goals of local government or other key authorities. 
It may be an emerging priority to support councils 
(in particular) to prepare and strategically plan. 
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Action and Knowledge 
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Promotion

These gardens are more public than community 
gardens and as such they are more visible, tending 
to be out the front of houses, on nature strips or in 
central places, rather than in backyards or out of the 
way locations. They are accessible but people do still 
need to know the gardens are there, which requires 
a different type of signage, to inform and provide 
‘directions to free food’. This communication might 
also take the form of hard copy maps, web based 
locators, or promotion via partners to drive greater 
awareness of the free food that is available. 

Free food is a powerful communication message, 
which has been used to great effect. 

What Does this Mean?

Despite a natural connection with their audience, food 
streetscaping and landscaping gardens lack defined 
promotional and marketing strategies, and could 
benefit from greater skills and possibly cooperation 
with community gardens in this area. Signage has 
the potential to make a big difference to awareness 
of food streetscaping and landscaping gardens, but 
it is not consistently or generally available. Likewise, 
hard copy or online maps pinpointing the location 
of these gardens would have a positive benefit in 
driving awareness and participation. 

As with community gardens, food streetscaping 
and landscaping gardens rely on the drive and 
commitment of one person or a very small group of 
individuals who tend to be self motivated and self 
directed and do not rely on third parties for funding 
or support. Rather than conflict, people involved in 
this area more commonly reported that it was fun 
to be involved.

Participants in gardens based within residential 
blocks reported some frustration akin to those 
reported in community gardens. This was due to 
having to negotiate among a broad group of residents 
about preferences, and play an intermediary role 
with body corporations. In addition, they reported 
not having enough time available, nor enough 
support, to enable the gardens to flourish. There 
was also a problem observed here of a highly 
transitory demographic among residents of city 
apartments. The notion of an available and shared 
garden may be more appealing than the reality of 
having to maintain it.

What Does this Mean?

Food streetscaping and landscaping gardens are 
more likely to fall into a state of degeneration if 
leaders do not have time for the garden or move 
away. A more formal association with a community 
garden might help offset this problem, providing 
willing gardeners or prospective new gardeners 
with a new project. 

It also means they have potential to create hazards 
for authorities (such as councils) to deal with, 
especially for sites that have no approvals.  

Volunteerism 

They are open and accessible all the time, they 
tend to be closer to town and not in out-of-the-
way locations. They lack the social element of 
community gardens, but this means there is no 
‘we’re full’ to newcomers mentality. Participation is 
genuinely open to one and all. 

Access is limited in terms of the number of sites 
available (or legal), as well as needing to be aware 
of where they are.

For people wanting to take advantage of free food, 
access to technology is needed as information on 
the location is most readily available on the Internet.

What Does this Mean?

If there are more people wanting to participate in 
community gardens than space available to them, 
or distance is too much of a barrier, then starting 
or getting involved in a food streetscaping and 
landscaping garden would be a good alternative. 
There may be a lack of awareness of this as an 
option that could be addressed by promotional 
activity if local authorities are in support. 

Access
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Interface with Authorities

These gardens have tended to be established informally, often without official approval. Local authorities have 
recently begun to create policies in the area of street or footpath gardens. Several councils now have relevant 
policies, although these have been created on a one-off basis so learnings have not been shared. In addition, 
most councils do not have these specific policies and guidelines, meaning that the guerilla approach in this area 
is perpetuated. People will do it anyway.

Part of the reason people do it anyway is that there is a perception that there are too many hurdles to cross 
with councils. Councils may acknowledge that these gardens beautify streetscapes and reduce the amount of 
grass to be maintained. They can also help to trap rubbish before it enters the storm water system. On the 
other hand, footpath gardens can potentially restrict pedestrian movement, reduce visibility for car drivers, 
present safety concerns and become an expensive maintenance issue for council. Often council policies will 
impose restrictions on the nature of the garden. This might be general such as a requirement that the garden is 
aesthetically pleasing and does not include thorny plants, and there are also specific requirements such as the 
distance required between the garden and a property boundary, a cycleway or a footpath. Gardens may also 
need to meet ‘solid barrier’ height requirements of around 750mm – 1,000mm, meaning that certain types of 
plants cannot be grown.

The guerilla approach does cause problems as approvals may need to be negotiated retrospectively. Disputes 
with neighbours over boundaries or access issues can certainly force the hand of councils to take action such 
as removing established gardens. 

Street gardens in cities tend to be confined to a small geographical area, whereas in small towns or regional 
cities they have the potential to draw a wider web of involvement. In the city, these gardens tend to be confined 
to a small patch on the street or in beds or even pots. In Newtown in Sydney, an initiative has emerged known 
as Pocket Parks, whereby council approve small plots of land for gardening by way of a simple agreement with 
the client. This provides a strategic and legal approach to guerilla gardening that has potential to extend the 
activity beyond its current boundaries. 

It is a benefit of street gardens that they can access any available space, regardless of size or location, on which 
to create a garden. However, as with all metropolitan gardens it is necessary to bear in mind issues relating to 
land contamination that can cause certain sites to be inappropriate for use. 

What Does this Mean?

Food streetscaping and landscaping gardens play an important role in increasing the amount of land given over 
to growing food, giving them significant potential, with associated increased environmental benefits. The area 
has a difficult legacy, but is fast becoming more ‘official’ and approved as an activity by council. There is the 
opportunity to consider how best to support councils and how to bring a coordinated approach to the policies 
and the resources that exist to support people. 
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5.2.7 SWOT Analysis

Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats

•	 People involved act quickly and 
make things happen

•	 Tends to attract people with 
strong environmental motivation

•	 Food is free

•	 Initiative is for the whole 
community not for a specific 
community

•	 Not accountable to a funder, 
encourages freedom of action

•	 Communication tends to be 
authentic – locals talking to 
locals

•	 Relies on support from 
neighbours

•	 Competing priorities for available 
land

•	 Access to gardening supplies 
harder in the city

•	 People move eg in apartment 
blocks or residential streets

•	 Relies on commitment of one or 
two people

•	 Council restrictions on gardens 
in public space must apply.

•	 Making land in metropolitan 
areas available for gardens 

•	 Establishment of council 
owned, independently managed 
allotment-style sites in urban 
infill areas and on the fringes

•	 Using small pockets of land

•	 Increasing interest to developers.

•	 Potentially illegal

•	 Potential to cause neighbourhood 
disputes.



Environmental Benefits
•	 Food provides an easy means by which to 

communicate environmental messages
•	 Suburbs are cooled by greening the streetscape
•	 Potential to increase food security and contribute 

to building sustainable cities and towns
•	 Potential to drive demand for local produce 

(reducing food miles)

Getting Things Done
•	 Focus on being productive and acting quickly and 

freely
•	 Strategist group are emerging to help provide 

structure and frameworks 

Promotional Capacity
•	 Food is free is a powerful promotional message 
•	 Participatory nature (people take free food) makes 

for strong word of mouth promotion
•	 Gardens are often in central locations with high 

foot traffic

Access
•	 Potential to use any space, regardless of size or 

position
•	 Gardens may be transportable (boxes and beds)
•	 Anyone can get involved, anytime

Potential to be Facilitated Through Technology
•	 Finding and mapping available land
•	 Networking, and learning online
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Strategists and Revolutionists can Cause Trouble

•	 Quiet opposition to the idea of managing or 
evaluating progress

•	 Act quickly, and this can cause problems later

•	 Support, coordination or advocacy networks for 
those involved generally do not exist

Environmental Benefits are Not Known

•	 Gardens are limited in scale and size

•	 Least likely to attempt to quantify outcomes

•	 Generally not heavily funded initiatives, so very 
little information exists

•	 No network or map of these gardens exists so 
can’t quantify activity or outcomes

Red Tape

•	 Some councils have policies for footpath gardens 
but many don’t

•	 Gardens often rely on goodwill of neighbours

Dependent on Individuals

•	 Tend to rely on one individual to drive and oversee 
everything

•	 Gardens may not be permanent

•	 May not be well maintained

•	 A single but vocal opponent in the community can 
shut down a project. This makes these gardens 
vulnerable

The key findings from the discussion above have been grouped into benefits and barriers as they relate to 
the current performance and operation of food streetscaping and landscaping. 

5.2.8 Benefits and Barriers

Benefits Barriers
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Food swaps happen informally in Australia. There 
is little or no support structure or networks to 
underpin them and no coordinated resources exist 
for their establishment or operation. Overseas, this 
area is still emerging but is more established, and 
some collaboration and coordination occurs. This 
collaboration, which includes an online Food Swap 
Network in the United States, and regional networks 
in United Kingdom, provides promotion as well as 
resources to assist in establishing and running food 
swaps. No such network exists in Australia, but 
some food swaps enjoy similar benefits from being 
part of a local food network or an association with 
a local community group, such as seed savers or 
transition towns.

Food swaps vary greatly in terms of number of 
participants. Some may attract fifty or more people, 
and this is especially true if there is a connection 
with another group. Holding the swap at a central 
location also assists in participation, as it draws in 
passersby. Other swaps may only attract a handful 
of participants.  It is also thought that swaps happen 
much more widely on an informal and uncoordinated 
level among small groups of neighbours or friends 
as has been reported by participants during 
consultation.

Limited promotion exists for food swaps unless 
they form part of a network. Word of mouth is 
the most probable promotional channel for food 
swaps currently, although more established swaps 
are increasingly using Facebook as a means of 
communicating with other swappers and updating 
them on upcoming events. Because they do not 
have a physical location the Internet becomes the 
potential ‘place’ where participants can meet. 

5.3
Observations about Food 

Swaps  

Summary

Case Study: LA Food Swap

Case Study: Local Food Connect

5.3.1 Summary 

30%70%

30% 55 - 64 years old

31% Part-time employment

24% $10,000-$29,000 annual income

(15% 22 - 34 years old)

The Stats

W
H
O

W
H
Y

76%1st

Rated their main reason for involvement:
 participate in the global sovereignty 

movement

25%1st

Skill required for involvement: 
teamwork

53%1st

Most improved skill: 
gardening

35%1st Rated their main reason for exiting: 
distance

Overarching Principles

Themes

Benefits and Barriers

Case Study: Crop & Swap

Source: Research Report

Case Study: Share N Save 

SWOT Analysis
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Food swaps are ephemeral by nature. They tend 
to come and go according to the motivation and 
availability of the leader of the swap. To that extent, 
their effectiveness, and sometimes existence is 
dependent on the people who are involved.

Food swaps have the feel of a sideline activity. The 
participants may be reluctant to move away from 
the intent of getting an informal group together to 
share excess produce.

The location of the swap can become a disincentive 
for an individual to attend if it requires a significant 
car journey. This is also counter-productive in 
terms of environmental benefits. Knowledge about 
informal swaps happening in a local area could 
provide a helpful alternative.

Food swaps are by nature an activity that promotes 
waste avoidance, but they have other environmental 
benefits too. Strong social networks are formed at 
food swaps and these communities of like minded 
people get involved in other environmental activities 
in their local community. In addition, swapping and 
sharing is a significant social movement, and this 
activity appears to be a conduit in reducing waste 
and consumption in many other areas beyond 
food. People who participate in food swaps report 
that they also swap and share other items and 
therefore consume less overall.

There is a notable difference in the character 
and purpose of food swaps in metropolitan and 
regional areas. Although not exclusively the case, 
food swaps have become a fashionable activity, 
particularly in the inner city. 

These swaps are organised by and attract a younger 
demographic, with 15% of the survey participants 
aged between 22-34 years old and 38% between 
the ages of 22-44 years old. This group are 
interested in meeting and connecting with other 

like minded people. They value hand made products 
and home grown produce and care about living a 
sustainable life for themselves and their children. 
As a younger, and impressionable demographic 
who are passionate about the environment, this 
could be an important target group. 

Regionally, food swaps attract an older age bracket 
of 55-64 year olds who are keen gardeners and 
have excess produce that they don’t want to go 
to waste. They are more motivated by concerns 
about waste, both from a personal standpoint 
(because they value the effort that has been put 
into growing), and environmentally.

The exchange of money at food swaps is almost 
taboo and never occurs. A broad range of goods 
and services may be swapped, not necessarily 
food related although normally this is the case. We 
found limited evidence of funding for any individual 
food swap or food swap activity. However, there 
is evidence of need for financial support for them.  
Some swaps, such as Crop & Swap, profiled in the 
case study later in this section, received donations 
to help sustain the swap, and the organisation also 
sell branded merchandise (t-shirts) to help support 
the swap. This strategy is employed by many food 
swaps.

Summary (continued)



Funding

The LA Food Swap does not receive funding. The 
swap generally sells out within twenty-four hours 
of the announcement being made (on Facebook) 
of an upcoming swap. This has forced a system 
of nominal payment ($3) for registration. This 
payment covers incidentals such as printing of 
labels and supplies. Any surplus is donated to local 
food initiatives. 
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The LA Food Swap is one of the longest standing 
food swaps in the US. When it was founded in 2011, 
there were six advertised food swaps in Southern 
California (SOCAL). There are now eighteen swaps 
in the SOCAL area advertised on the LA Food Swap 
site. Swaps are held monthly during the season. 
The location is different each month and may be 
held at a school, store or community centre.

The LA Food Swap is a member of the Food Swap 
Network, a US web based national network designed 
to assist in the promotion and support of food 
swap groups nationally, and is able to benefit from 
cross promotion on Facebook via this connection. 
The LA Food Swap also plays an important role 
in communicating about other SOCAL food swaps 
to its Facebook community. This is important in 
diverting people to swaps that are on, if the LA 
food swap is not.

Strengthening Community Bonds

The LA Food Swap is primarily a social event, 
attracting like minded people who mingle, share 
expertise and build relationships. The swap creates 
a strong network of people who produce, swap, 
share food and other goods locally, and engage 
in other activities that promote sustainability. At 
the swap, people bring a variety of home grown 
and hand made produce, reflecting the season and 
the current food trends. Thoughtful and appealing 
packaging is important to this ‘artisanal’ community.  
The LA Food Swap understands its community and 
facilitates effective interaction between them.

Self Limiting Nature of the Swap

The LA Food Swap is limited to thirty attendees 
because of concerns that a large scale swap might 
not pass muster with the health department. 
Organisers hope that by staying small, not selling 
goods and keeping it community focussed the city 
will recognise the events more akin to a dinner 
party than a restaurant. An ‘honor code’ exists by 
which participants must agree to have prepared 
food to highest cleanliness and safety standards 
and to assume all liability, specifically to not hold 
organisers, participants or hosts liable.

5.3.2 Case Study: LA Food Swap

Leveraging Social Media 

The LA Food Swap is dependent upon social media 
to connect and engage with its audience. It has 
a website, but unlike their Facebook and Twitter 
pages, this is not frequently updated.  Facebook 
is an ideal medium for food swaps, which lack a 
physical ‘home’. Facebook is also important in 
creating links with other interested food networks 
and food groups. 

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

Social media plays an important role in creating 
networks of food swappers and helping to 
promote swaps within close proximity. Australia 
lags behind in the use of social media to fulfill this 
function, particularly in terms of cross promotion 
within a city or region. Finding a way to facilitate 
this could be very helpful in supporting food 
swaps, making them more accessible and less 
ephemeral.

The issues surrounding safe food handling 
regulations will be important to understand 
to ensure compliance with local and state food 
policies.
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Located in Melbourne, Victoria, LFC regional 
food network actively supports and promotes 
events and activities that move food security 
into neighborhoods. They provide insurance, 
organisational and on the ground support for ten 
food swaps.

Support to Deliver Successful Events

LFC assists time poor food swap organisers in a 
variety of practical ways, including resources such 
as lists of weights and measures, information 
on council policies as well as paperwork to list 
swap items. They help manage events, including 
organising talks and entertainment or providing 
seating and refreshments.

Building Sustainable Food Swaps

Replacement organisers are provided in the event 
that the volunteer organiser is unavailable. A key 
contact and support person is provided to those 
organising the food swap to provide insurance 
or negotiate with council, ensuring that potential 
roadblocks to longevity are removed.

Delivering Cross Promotional Benefits

The website has an events calendar and a 
Facebook page. Through the association with LFC, 
an individual food swap is introduced to a network 
of local food-related organisations, which may 
provide it with other important partnerships and 
support. Through this route, one food swap built 
its partnership with a Transition Town organisation 
and became the most effective and well-attended 
swap in the network.

Funding 

LFC is a not for profit community group. They have 
received no funding in relation to food swaps. The 
commercial model of LFC is membership. Members 
pay an annual fee of $10, which is used mainly 
to cover costs associated with the provision of 
insurance.

5.3.3 Case Study: Local Food 
Connect (LFC)

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

A food swap has an increased chance of being 
sustainable if linked to a regional food network, 
which can provide important resources for the 
ongoing support and establishment of new food 
swaps. It can also provide important promotional 
support, encouraging greater participation. 

Food swaps are first and foremost community 
events. They have the greatest chance of success 
if the people organising them have skills in event 
planning and promotion. 

Creating an Appealing and Free Platform

The website interface is simple and elegant, 
utilising a consistent and strong set of icons to 
denote activities. From 2015 the software was 
made open source and is available to designers and 
programmers. Share N Save is also available as an 
app on all major smartphones.

Supporting Involvement Through Funding

Grants of up to $2,000 are available for activities that 
promote and encourage sharing and collaboration 
in SA. Preference is given to new initiatives such 
as a food swap in an area that does not have one. 

Funding

Share N Save is funded by Zero Waste SA, which is 
an initiative of the South Australian Government.

5.3.4 Case Study: Share N Save

Share N Save is an initiative of Zero Waste South 
Australia. Developed in 2012, it was originally 
a mash up of two sites: the Green Map System, 
which uses a common set of icons to map various 
sustainability and social aspects of cities and Do 
Something Near You, a website created by an 
Australian environmentalist that connects people 
with volunteer opportunities.

The website maps food swaps, community 
gardens, Men’s Sheds, toy and tool lending 
libraries, coworking spaces, land sharing and more, 
drawing connections between the various sharing 
opportunities embraced by like minded people.

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

This initiative provides an opportunity to think 
about food swaps in the context of the shareable 
movement, rather than the food movement. This 
approach builds strong communities who share 
and reuse more, and may make a significant 
contribution to the diversion of waste from 
landfill. 

This platform is ready for immediate 
implementation, however it will be important 
to consider how it will be promoted so that 
maximum participation can be achieved. It is 
important to ensure that the initiative is also 
available as an app to assist in this.
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The Crop & Swap is a local food swap in the lower 
Blue Mountains of NSW. With over 300 registered 
members, it is a monthly swapping event for 
people who love to grow or make their own food. It 
is seasonal, running from October through to April 
and has just completed its forth season.

‘The swap has changed us, and everyone else who 
has shared in it. It’s captured local imaginations, 
and made each of us realise the worth that each 
person can offer to their community.’

Leveraging Social Media to Strengthen 
Communities

Facebook is an essential communication tool for 
Crop & Swap. While the Crop & Swap website is 
static and not often updated, the Facebook page is 
updated regularly and receives wide engagement. 
During the food swap season, it is used to promote 
and document swap events and during the off season 
the focus is on sharing community information 
and food growing tips, promoting relevant events 
such as other swaps or garage sales and providing 
gardening assistance to anyone who might need it.

Creating Fun and Engaging Community Events

Considerable effort is put into making a successful 
event. The Crop & Swap events regularly feature 
live music and educational workshops, such as wild 
mushroom picking, making compost tea or cob-
oven workshops. The workshops are facilitated 
by the swap’s organisers, The Funky Frontyard 
Farmers. Swapper of the month prizes (SLOGIEs) 
are awarded at the event. Each swap concludes 
with a lunch prepared on site. 

Funding 

Crop & Swap have not received any funding. They 
are a not for profit organisation and depend on 
donations and the sale of merchandise to cover 
costs. They request a gold coin donation on the 
day to cover operating expenses (annual estimated 
$1,500) such as hall hire and public liability 
insurance.

5.3.5 Case Study: Crop & Swap What Does this Mean for the Trust?

The Crop & Swap case study provides further 
reinforcement about the importance of social 
media in promoting food swaps and creating 
an ongoing sense of community around them. 
It also reinforces that planning and promoting 
events are key skills required by food swap 
organisers to make the swap successful.

Crop & Swap provides an example of how 
food swaps can provide a trigger to other 
environmental activities. In addition, the 
Crop & Swap organisers are interested in the 
volume of produce swapped. While they do 
not currently monitor it, they demonstrate an 
appetite for doing so, providing reassurance 
that monitoring and evaluation mechanisms 
for food swaps may be well received by those 
involved.

Transforming Communities

The Crop & Swap provides a great way to meet 
like minded people, and share recipes, gardening 
tips and local knowledge. Crop & Swap claim to 
have collectively shared thousands of kilos of 
locally grown and home made food, and that some 
swappers have been motivated to change career, 
moving into the organic food industry.

A community orchard has been planted on a grassy 
nature strip by the Crop & Swap community. 
Baskets of fruit are left for anyone to pick up. Three 
further orchards are being planned by Crop & Swap 
in the Blue Mountains area.
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Food swaps are often associated with a 
community garden, which may play host to the 
activity, or other community group which provides 
marketing support. Local food networks and 
online networks may also provide a promotional 
outlet. Produce may be provided by backyard 
producers, community garden growers or hobby 
farmers.  It may be swapped in its original form 
(fruit and vegetables) or it may be transformed 
into food to be consumed (jams and cakes).  The 
swap might also occur between a grower and 
café, between food in its original form (fresh 
herbs) for transformed items (a cup of coffee).

What Does this Mean? 

Swapping of food is an activity that happens 
informally and formally among virtually all 
participants in community food initiatives. It 
would not be possible or desirable to aim to 
quantify or facilitate this informal activity in any 
way. However, organised food swaps also occur 
in isolation or as part of a food network.

5.3.6 Overarching Principles

Diversity

Food swapping as an activity overlaps with 
every area of community food, because food 
is swapped informally at community gardens, 
food streetscaping and landscaping gardens 
and by people involved in coordinated home 
food production. However, the actual swaps 
are generally a discrete activity and they are 
separate from the other initiatives because they 
do not necessarily involve food production as a 
part of the swap.

What Does this Mean? 

While diverse, food swaps are a discrete activity 
and overlaps with other community food initiatives 
are not inherent. This means that initiatives to 
assist in developing or supporting food swaps can 
be designed in isolation from the other areas, if 
desired.

Overlap

Food swaps attract the egalitarians, those that 
are highly motivated to build relationships and 
networks. 

Food swappers have strong environmental 
motivations. They believe in the range of 
social, political, environmental issues that are 
encapsulated in the term food sovereignty. 
Via participation in food swaps they believe 
they are helping to minimise waste and make 
a contribution to food security. When given a 
choice between social, economic, health and 
environmental benefits, food swap respondents 
voted for the environment. The number one 
and two reasons that people became involved 
in food swaps to participate in the global food 
sovereignty movement (76%) and to make a 
positive contribution to the natural environment 
(75%). 

What Does this Mean? 

Food swappers are important because of their 
commitment to the environment.  The emphasis 
that they place on people and relationships may 
make it more difficult to harness their energy 
in the direction of making food swaps more 
valuable and effective, but there is opportunity 
to provide support to these groups and there are 
great environmental advantages in building this 
community food initiative.

People
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Food swaps are informal activities and monitoring or evaluation of them does not occur. Given their predominant 
social role, there has been no imperative for this to happen. Individual swappers might weigh and measure their 
produce as a means of evaluating how much of it there is in order to make an equitable swap. Some swaps make 
broad claims that, for example, ‘thousands of kilos’ of produce have been swapped (Crop & Swap website), but 
this is not substantiated. There is an opportunity to quantify the amount of produce that is brought and swapped 
at a collective level.
It is often the case at food swaps that there is too much of the same produce or leftover produce, which 
diminishes its value as an effective tool for waste minimisation. In addition, no money changes hands at a 
food swap and that notion is taboo within the community of people involved. The reason for this is that food 
swappers, motivated to maintain strong social relationships, are reticent to barter too much or take too much 
from others. This attitude undermines the effectiveness of the swap. Currently, the success of a food swap is 
judged by the quality of the experience and interpersonal relationships developed. It could be possible to link 
this activity to food production (at community gardens or coordinated home food production), enabling the 
swap to become a part of the chain of bringing locally produced food to consumers. However, currently food 
swaps operate as random and one-off events, which are not generally integrated with other community food 
initiatives.
If food swap activity remains low, there is no real imperative on the part of the people involved to adapt, 
improve or measure organisational effectiveness. It might be considered that there is scope to improve on 
the way that food swaps are organised, and it is possible to observe greater structure emerging in food swaps 
overseas as more participants are involved. Food swaps must evolve when many more people are involved. 
This forces a degree of planning and organisation, for example to request RSVPs for event planning, and this, in 
turn, provides a tool by which to measure success in terms of number of participants. Food swaps in Australia 
are not generally considered to have reached this stage.

What Does this Mean? 
Food swappers will not be motivated to monitor and evaluate to achieve commercial goals, but it may be 
possible to motivate them to measure environmental outcomes. To achieve this, guidelines and instructions 
would need to be established so that food swappers do not have to create them. It might be effective to link 
this objective to incentives, or a visible promotional campaign, so that the community can be seen to be pulling 
together to achieve a goal. This will get the best out of the food swap community as they instinctively want to 
work together. It may also be possible to create a collective goal across all food swaps (statewide), extending 
this sense of working together for the common good.

The environmental benefit to food swapping 
is inherent because their core purpose is to 
avoid waste by swapping excess. Their current 
effectiveness in doing this due to scale and operation 
is questionable. The associated environmental 
benefits are greater, because food swaps are 
a place where strong informal networks of like 
minded people are formed. These networks go on 
to educate each other about and engage in other 
sustainability practices, such as preserving food or 
establishing communal gardens. Importantly, food 
swapping also tends to be closely associated with an 
overall decrease in consumption as swappers look 
to swap other goods as well, either at the swaps 
or informally. Many swaps will have a nominated 
‘extra item’ to swap on the day such as cookbooks 
or gardening tools.

Food swaps often feature workshops or guest 
speakers, and this helps to give them a higher profile 
and drives involvement from a wider community. 
This is particularly the case in metropolitan 
areas where they are commonly aligned with the 
artisan and hand made movement, attracting a 
younger, hipster audience. This demographic is 
quietly competitive about their ability to produce 
home grown food in small, urban spaces; their 
knowledge and practice of traditional food arts 
such as preserving and pickling; and their ability to 
package their goods beautifully and stylishly. 

What Does this Mean? 

Currently, the number of food swaps that exist and 
participation in them is limited. The opportunity 
may exist to assist in promotion of food swaps 
in order to broaden their reach and attract more 
people. The opportunity may also exist to support 
the creation of new food swaps in certain areas.

Monitoring and Evaluation Food is Palatable

5.3.7 Themes
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Action and Knowledge Promotion 

A good deal of informal information and knowledge is shared at food swaps. The participants are generally 
passionate about gardening, food and the environment, and they are personally networked in all of these 
areas. This sharing of knowledge is highly informal and there is no means or motivation by which to 
capture it for sharing with others. 
Networks to support food swap activity are extremely limited in Australia. There is no national or statewide 
food swap network. In the US, the Food Swap Network is in its early stages and it is not yet possible to 
determine if it will be successful. While the intent is good, the limited points of overlap between individual 
food swaps, and the highly individual nature of each means that the benefits of networking may be limited. 
The network does not play an advocacy role, so it does not drive broader awareness, facilitate strategic 
connections, highlight environmental benefits or help food swaps build robust operational models. It is 
possible that the provision of resources that are comprehensive, consistent and up-to-date is however a 
demonstrable benefit of this type of network. The best place for this material might indeed be a food swap 
network or it could be a food network, social media or elsewhere.
Food swaps tend to operate in silos unless they are part of a regional food network. As identified in the 
community gardens section of this report, these networks are ad hoc and only exist where a group has 
thought to create them. 
Particular skills are required to plan and organise food swaps so that they integrate with other community 
food initiatives, are held in visible locations, and attract a good number of participants. In the survey, 
food swappers recognised the need for, and improvement in, planning skills as a result of involvement in 
food swaps. A slightly higher initial requirement was seen for planning skills in food swaps (23%) than in 
community gardens and the greatest improvement was seen in this area (39%).

What Does this Mean? 
The creation of comprehensive and up-to-date resources for the establishment, operation and evaluation of 
food swaps may be helpful. Likewise, the provision of training to improve planning skills could complement 
these resources, enabling food swaps to become more effective.

Strategic marketing and promotion of food swaps 
does not occur. As discussed, partnerships with 
community groups or food networks provide 
some promotional support. Limited one-off 
promotion occurs. On the day, food swaps will 
be more successful if they are held in visible 
locations and combined with an event. 

In Australia, food swaps are in the phase of trying 
to build numbers and engagement, which tends 
to be an activity driven by word of mouth and on 
the ground local promotion, whereas in the USA 
some food swaps are to all intents and purposes 
‘full’. These food swaps have generally migrated 
online, using Facebook as a primary home for 
the swap and its community for sharing stories 
and photographs, replicating the experience at 
the food swap and reaffirming relationships. 
Resources can also be shared via social media 
but not stored there.

Successful social media for food swaps depends 
on having a critical mass of people involved in 
the swap initially (an audience to network with) 
and having the skills to use social media to 
engage with and extend this network. 

What Does this Mean? 

In order to drive greater attendance at food 
swaps, it may be beneficial to assist food swaps 
in developing strategic marketing and social 
media engagement plans. These plans could be 
created and owned by the food swaps, based on 
skills acquired in marketing, event planning and 
social media, if training was available.
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Volunteerism Access Interface with Authorities

Food swaps are initiated and led by volunteers who 
have many competing demands on their time. These 
people are highly committed, at least initially, but 
this may drop off if people relocate, get a new (more 
demanding) job or have a family, for example. Given 
the lack of underlying infrastructure, unless the swap 
is a member of a supporting network that can provide 
a short-term replacement, it is unlikely that the food 
swap will continue.

There is not as much tension in food swaps as in 
community gardens because there is less accountability 
and less pressure to perform. While politics does play 
a part, it is a less significant issue in food swaps 
(15% as opposed to 24% in community gardens, 
according to the survey). These frustrations are likely 
to be the result of a lack of planning and the burden 
of pressure placed on a few individuals to organise 
successful events for many participants. It is possible 
that the emphasis on successful personal interactions 
also places pressure on the swap organisers as it is 
difficult to plan for this outcome, akin to hosting a 
successful dinner party. As a swap grows and becomes 
successful, it places further pressure on time and the 
swap may fall victim to its own success.

What Does this Mean? 

It may not be possible to militate against the restriction 
on an individual’s time and availability. Food swaps, 
like community gardens, are driven by the passion 
of one or two people. It may be possible to explore 
ways that the swap can become more embedded in 
the local food community so that others can step in. 

Food swaps do have significant access issues.

First, there are not that many of them. Often a person 
will not be able to locate a food swap close enough to 
make sense to offset potential environmental benefits. 

Food swaps often change location, meaning that it is 
difficult to plan to attend regularly. Some locations 
may be more accessible and convenient than others. 
Distance or moving away from the area was cited as 
the primary reason for leaving a food swap. It was 
marginally more so the case in food swaps (35%) than 
in community gardens (33%), reflecting the finding 
that food swaps can and do change location regularly 
and happen when and where needed.

Another potential barrier is that people need something 
to take to the swap. Usually this is home grown produce 
but it can also be home made food such as baked goods 
or preserves. Either way, they need to have gardening 
and cooking skills, a place to grow food, and the time 
required to grow or cook something for the swap. 

Awareness of food swaps is also a barrier, and this 
is exacerbated if the swap is using social media for 
promotion and potential participants do not have 
access to social media. More broadly, it is considered 
that food swaps are promoted via word of mouth to 
those in the know, thus it is something of a closed loop 
that does not easily extend to attract new members.

What Does this Mean? 

It is difficult to say with certainty that a food swap is 
‘too far away’, as the number and location of food swaps 
in NSW (or Australia) is not known. There is no way to 
quantify this and no easy way to find out about them. 
It would be useful to have an online map of food swaps 
that can provide a resource for people interested in 
participating. This may also provide motivation for new 
swaps to be started, if there really is no swap nearby. 
This could also be home to the resources required to 
establish and run food swaps, enabling a useful service 
to be provided to support and extend activity in this 
area. 

Food swaps have limited touch points with authorities. 
There are some issues that arise with council, such 
as swapping of certain items – eggs for example. 
Information surrounding these types of restrictions as 
relevant to the local area would be invaluable to help 
food swaps become more effective.

What Does this Mean? 

Information on council policies relating to food swaps 
is important for leaders and participants to know and 
could be included in resource material created for food 
swaps.
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5.3.8 SWOT Analysis

Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats

•	 Passionate people

•	 People highly motivated by 
environmental concerns

•	 Multiple environmental benefits

•	 Partnerships with other groups 
and associations

•	 Swaps held in visible areas

•	 Events held in tandem with a 
swap

•	 Use of social media to promote 
events

•	 Creates strong networks of like-
minded people

•	 Strong community focus

•	 Social etiquette around swapping 
means that not much produce 
gets swapped. There is often 
food leftover

•	 Lack of planning means much of 
the same produce is brought to 
the swap by different people

•	 There are often not enough 
people to make a food swap 
valuable/viable or too many for 
it to work in an informal way

•	 Limited activity may undermine 
potential environmental benefits

•	 Swaps are often far away. 
Distance is a barrier

•	 Reliant on one or two individuals.

•	 Food swaps could be more widely 
promoted

•	 Resources could exist to help 
people set up and run food swaps 
effectively

•	 More produce could be swapped

•	 The environmental benefits  of 
food swaps could be better 
evaluated

•	 Social media could become an 
important promotional tool.

•	 Food swaps are a low level 
activity, without potential to 
make a big impact at the current 
scale

•	 Support of food swaps will 
not deliver a high return on 
investment at the current scale.



Extent of Activity is Unknown
•	 It is reported that there is too much of the same 

produce and leftover produce 
•	 Little incentive exists to monitor success because 

success is judged by the experience of people involved.

Activity is Informal 
•	 Limited networks exist for the coordination and support 

of food swaps
•	 There is no national or statewide network for food 

swaps in Australia
•	 Education about ‘how to and why’ of food swaps is 

limited
•	 Resources and support exist on an ad hoc basis, 

most likely when a swap is associated with another 
community group

•	 Food swaps are ephemeral, they come and go 
depending on the people involved

•	 There is little underlying infrastructure to support food 
swaps

•	 Food swaps are events. Not all participants know how 
to plan effective events.

Money is a Dirty Word
•	 No money changes hand, this idea is taboo
•	 Food swaps receive no funding
•	 Food swaps sometimes require funding for promotion 

and insurance.

Regulation
•	 Policies about safe food handling can appear to cause 

impediments.

Environmental Benefits
•	 People involved are passionate big picture 

environmentalists (food sovereignty minded)
•	 Immediate environmental benefit in waste reduction
•	 Likelihood that swappers will swap other items as well 

as food, reducing overall levels of consumption
•	 Strong links to involvement in local environmental 

activities.

Informal Networks are Created
•	 Strong informal networks of like minded people who 

care about the environment are formed
•	 Sharing of information, knowledge, tips and advice at 

food swaps is considerable.

Food Swaps Can Energise their Community
•	 Food swappers are as motivated by the social 

connection as the swapping itself. This provides 
momentum and energy. 

•	 Food swaps are considered by participants to be fun 
and enjoyable, not a time burden.

Partial Networks Offer Practical and Promotional 
Support

•	 Food swaps are more permanent if there are support 
structures underpinning them

•	 Events help boost attendance and success
•	 Food swaps in highly visible locations have greater 

chance of success
•	 Some support is available in food swaps that are part 

of a network.
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The key findings from the discussion above have been grouped into benefits and barriers as they relate to 
the current performance and operation of food swaps. 

3.5.9 Benefits and Barriers

Benefits Barriers
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While there is definite activity occurring in this area, 
it is hard to quantify. Currently, the activity has the 
character of an underground movement, perhaps 
because there is no easy way (or single word) to 
describe it, no network or advocacy group exists 
to support this area, and it has limited interaction 
with and support from authority bodies. It exists 
outside of the current framework of community 
food and has limited points of intersection with it. 

There are three types of activity in this area: 
informal and small-scale activities; formal and 
small-scale activities; and commercial enterprises. 
Commercial enterprises are out of the scope of this 
project (as money changes hands). 

Both the informal and formal small-scale activities 
have the potential for significant environmental 
benefits. They provide the opportunity to create 
a closed ‘food chain’ in which food is produced at 
home, or close to home, waste is composted back 
into the land to produce more food, soil carbon 
content is increased, and the produce is distributed 
to a cluster of people, reducing food miles. It is not 
possible currently to map or quantify this activity, 
and that makes it difficult to visualise the potential 
impact of this area.

The survey data identified twenty-four people 
involved in a coordinated program to produce 
food with others, and specified these activities as 
involving cook-ups, food co-ops, local food growers 
associations and food social enterprises.

Informal and small-scale activity that has been 
discussed during the consultations includes a group 
of friends/neighbours who get together as the need 
arises, to undertake a cook-up of excess produce.  
They divide up the food for personal use, but it may 
also be given to others beyond the group. 

5.4
Observations about 

Coordinated Home Food 
Production  

Summary

Case Study: The Women’s 
Institute (WI)

Case Study: Ripe Near Me

Case Study: Multicultural 
Enterprises (HUG)

5.4.1 Summary 

48%52%

35% 45 - 54 years old

43% Self employed

32% $10,000-$29,000 annual income

(27% $70,000-$89,999 and 5% 
$150,000+)

The Stats

W
H
O

Overarching Principles

Themes

Benefits and Barriers

Source: Research Report

Case Study: Youth Food 
Movement 

Some coordination is brought to this area by group 
activities such as those of the Youth Food Movement’s 
passata drives. 

Consultation also revealed groups of people who own 
cattle, goats, sheep and then arrange for a mobile 
butcher to slaughter and butcher the meat.   

A limited number of examples of formal and small 
scale activities emerged during the research phase, 
such as Wagtail Farm, a small farm run by three 
young farmers in metropolitan Adelaide, and a small 
scale joint growing initiative FIMBY (Food In My Back 
Yard) in Hobart, who since 2008 have offered training 
on setting up food gardens to over 150 clients in 
Southern Tasmania. There are also isolated examples 
of families engaged in ambitious and coordinated 
home food production, including the Funky Frontyard 
Farmers in the Blue Mountains region, who have 
produced 331kg of food on their 750sqm block over 
a period of approximately 230 days.

SWOT Analysis
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Established in the UK in 1915 in response to a 
wartime food security crisis, one hundred years on 
the Women’s Institute (WI) is a national advocacy 
and educational body for food issues and a 
grassroots network of local community groups. In 
2014, 22,000 new members joined the WI and 144 
new branches opened.  

Engaging and Supporting Volunteer Groups

WI is a professionally run organisation, staffed by 
paid administration members, with on the ground 
delivery by volunteers. The national organisation 
provides support and resources to members, such 
as educational programs and a resource bank of 
information regarding areas such as food hygiene 
and nutrition. National competitions are held to 
engage members. All members can vote to set 
the direction of campaigns and policy from the 
grassroots up. The WI provides an example of 
how an organisation can successfully combine a 
centralised structure with a regional network of 
volunteers.

Combining Advocacy and Community 
Activities

The WI has always combined political campaigning 
with community events, which are accessible to all. 
To appeal to people, these events have a focus on 
food production – WI is synonymous with quality 
home produced food – and also craft and gardening. 
However, the campaigning and advocacy work 
done by WI is across a range of political issues 
that affect women and is not restricted to food. For 
example, WI have recently negotiated a legal aid 
reform concession from government for sufferers 
of domestic violence. In this way, the WI provides 
a useful model for how effective advocacy can 

5.4.2 Case Study: The Women’s 
Institute (WI)

co-exist with community based activities, and this 
has clear parallels with the modern day community 
food movement.

Prioritising the Role of Education

WI have developed a broad range of initiatives that 
have allowed people to learn in a way that suits 
them, be this through regular connection with a 
group, one-off attendance at a course for members, 
participation in the WI Cookery School, purchasing 
a cookbook or having a say at a local forum. WI 
has developed the ‘Lets Cook Local’ Project, WI-run 
basic cooking courses which equip young families 
with the skills to eat healthily on a budget, with a 
focus on using local food and avoiding waste.

Funding

The majority of the WI’s income comes from 
annual membership subscriptions (charged at a 
rate of approximately £10 GBP per quarter). This is 
supported by funds raised by the trading arm, WI 
Enterprises, which sells a range of merchandised 
products such as a magazine, books and diaries. 
Other sources of revenue include grant-making 
bodies, educational trusts, commercial sponsors 
and investments. 

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

Networks can exist which combine centralised 
control with national volunteers, an advocacy 
function with a community function and which 
offer educational excellence in its subject area. In 
the area of community food, a similar structure 
might be helpful. A central body, such as ACFCGN, 
for example, might focus on advocacy while 
providing direction and resources to support 
groups of volunteers who implement community 
food initiatives nationally. This model might 
provide an opportunity for a sustainable long-
term network in the area of community food.
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Ripe Near Me is a website that aims to make it 
easy to find, swap, share, buy and sell local and 
self grown foods. It connects people through the 
food they grow. Launched in 2012 from its base in 
Adelaide, this initiative is still in its infancy.

Enabling Simple and Effective Transactions

It’s free to use, meaning that it’s accessible to 
everyone (so long as you have access to Internet 
and a computer). It is also easy to use and built on a 
user-friendly and appealing website. It contains an 
intelligent search capability (by location/postcode), 
allows users to filter by category, price, ownership 
and current availability. A subscription service 
allows users to subscribe to any produce listing 
with one click ensuring they receive notifications 
as new produce is added.

Drawing Effectively on Social Networking 
Principles

Ripe Near Me uses principles successfully employed 
on other social sharing sites, such as Facebook 
or Airbnb. Producers and purchasers create a 
profile page to introduce themselves, feature their 
image and post photos of produce for sale. Users 
write reviews of produce, which builds up the 
credibility of the grower and producer and provides 
reassurance on safety. The friendship feature 
mimics networking on other social media sites, 
and helps users build meaningful relationships with 
producers or customers in their area. Users can 
easily log in via social media (Facebook, Twitter, 
Google+).

Raising Awareness

While levels of participation on the website in terms 
of the number of producers and food available is 
not known, interest in the concept is high with over 
10,000 Facebook likes and active engagement on 
the Facebook page. Social media is an important 
communication channel for Ripe Near Me, allowing 
for interaction on related subjects, and sharing 
of posts, which helps to raise awareness of the 
initiative in any location.

5.4.3 Case Study: Ripe Near Me

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

This initiative, which run on a volunteer model, 
represents a significant attempt to provide a 
backyard grower-direct-to-consumer business 
model. It has great potential as a mechanism for 
sharing surplus produce and delivering significant 
environmental benefits. It is limited by the fact 
that coverage is inconsistent. In the fickle online 
world, this means that potential users may quickly 
decide it does not meet their need. The current 
challenge is one of promotion. If people don’t 
know about the site they can’t participate and 
available produce is limited. Ripe Near Me has 
potential to be a game changer in coordinated 
home food production, but it could also fail 
quickly, if trust is not established and momentum 
generated. It appears that this initiative is ready 
to move to the next level, but this may not  be 
possible given the constraints of a volunteer run, 
unfunded organisation.

Solving Problems

Ripe Near Me solves three important problems for 
people: how to sell their self grown food, what to 
do with leftover produce, and how and where to 
buy locally/direct from grower. Food is available for 
purchase or for free.

Funding

The start up phase of the project (launched in 2012) 
was self funded. In 2014, the founders Alistair and 
Helena Martin launched a crowdfunding campaign 
to raise seed funds for improvements to the site 
and to grow the membership. The campaign was 
part of the Dreamstarter Initiative supported by 
ING DIRECT to help groups reach their fundraising 
goals. The campaign raised $25,300 from a target 
of $100,000, resulting in $25,300 of funding for 
improvements. There has been no other funding of 
this initiative.
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Established in 2010, the YFM is a national volunteer-
led organisation that aims to build the knowledge, 
skills and experience that young people (ages 18-
35) have around food. Their vision is to ‘build a 
healthy and secure food future for all Australians’. 
The organisation is Sydney-based with a Brisbane 
chapter and a Melbourne branch is in the process 
of being set up.

5.4.4 Case Study: Youth Food 
Movement (YFM)

Developing Fun Events

YFM develop events that combine social and 
learning elements. The Passata Day events have 
become an annual celebration of produce and the 
changing of the season. Hosted by a YFM member, 
the group learns via working together (hands-on 
tutorials), makes passata (and pasta) on the day, 
eats together, and everyone takes home a bottle. 
Meet the Maker events showcase local producers 
and ‘film & food’ nights allow for a fun, social 
environment to learn about produce.

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

YFM is an important influencer of young people, 
and it has potential to reach more of this critical 
demographic through the establishment of further 
groups and by increased promotion. Young people 
bring new ways of thinking to conversations 
about food and these young people are highly 
motivated by environmental concerns.

Developing Relevant Initiatives

The ‘Westside Kitchen’ is a free cooking workshop 
aimed at teaching food survival skills to young 
people leaving home. The Beef Jam is a three-day 
event that educates young Australians on how beef 
reaches their plates and how the red meat system 
works. 

Leveraging the Power of Online Media

YFM has a community of over 10,000 members, 
including website subscribers and social media 
followers. They also have a presence on Instagram 
and a You Tube stream. Communication via all 
these channels is very well targeted to its audience.

Funding

YFM’s educational programs are individually 
sponsored. Target 100 (an initiative of Australian 
cattle and sheep farmers to deliver sustainable 
cattle and sheep farming by 2020) sponsors the 
Beef Jam and the Westside Kitchen workshops are 
sponsored by government sponsors; Paramatta 
City Council, NSW EPA and private sponsors; The 
Big Feed, Pukara Estate and Mulloon Creek Natural 
Farms. Crowdfunding was recently used to raise 
funds for the establishment of a Melbourne branch. 
$5,635 was raised against a target of $3,500.
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A council sponsored project which began as an urban 
organic farm providing employment pathways for 
refugees is being transformed into a pioneering 
urban cooperative in which backyards are used to 
produce food. The acronym HUG stands for Home 
Urban Growing.

Seeking a Sustainable Business Model

The cooperative structure was developed because 
HUG needed to establish a legitimate legal structure 
in order to attract more members and it needed a 
means by which to market and sell produce. The 
goal is to sell direct to consumers to maximise 
margins, but relationships have been established 
with Harvest Hub and the organic food cooperative 
and shop Alfalfa House in Sydney’s Newtown. The 
business model has been inspired by the principles 
of American-based SPIN (Small Plot Intensive 
farming), a peer-to-peer learning initiative that 
teaches how to make a profitable business from 
backyard growing.

Working Together to Produce Food 

HUG brings together two strands of collective 
activity, running the cooperative and coordinated 
home gardening. Skills and resources are shared 
informally to help make food production in home 
gardens run effectively. The HUG initiative is run by 
volunteers. It is currently unknown how effective 
the operation will be at managing the challenges of 
running this project without the leadership support 
that the council-funded role has provided.

Responding to Shifting Priorities

HUG is accountable to the funder and report 
outcomes related to this funding. This ensures that 
the group monitors their performance. In HUG’s 
case, the strategic direction of the group shifted as 
the project evolved – which is natural in this new and 
emerging area – so the key performance indicators 
needed to be renegotiated. It is acknowledged 
that it is difficult for a funding body or authority to 
operate in a fluid and responsive way.

5.4.5 Case Study: Multicultural 
Enterprises (HUG)

What Does this Mean for the Trust?

This area is evolving rapidly, meaning that 
funding of specific initiatives tied to specific 
outcomes may be risky. However, the absence 
of funding in this case encouraged the group to 
take up a cooperative model, which may act as 
a distraction from the core task of working out a 
way to coordinate food growing in backyards. 

The provision of relevant resources and skill-
sharing to help food growers in different locations 
in NSW make the most of their efforts in home 
food production is an identified need.

Using Backyards as Community Growing 
Spaces

Despite high levels of initial funding, the challenges 
of finding suitable, accessible urban land initially 
undermined the success of the project. The 
transition to using backyards as the food production 
space allowed the project to be located close to 
home for participants, and removed restrictions 
around temporary leasing of land. Currently there 
are three sites run in cooperation with local council 
and a further six home gardens producing food and 
generating an income from food as part of the HUG 
project. 

Funding

The project was allocated funds of $300K over a 
three-year period as part of the NSW Government’s 
community building partnership. The Department 
of Social Services then funded the project for a 
further five years. The funding was not renewed 
at the end of this period, although Fairfield City 
Council offers nominal support with the provision 
of land for a garden. The organisation is seeking to 
move to a commercial model in order to be more 
sustainable in the long term.
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This area comprises individuals and groups working 
together to grow or create, promote and distribute 
produce or food. This is the most diverse area among 
the four community food initiatives groupings we 
profiled. It involves a range of activity, from growing 
to distributing and creating food. These range from 
activity that is extremely informal in nature to 
activity that is organised and commercially oriented.

What Does this Mean? 

While it is currently hard to track and measure 
activity, there is definitely an opportunity for 
substantial environmental outcomes to be achieved 
and reported.  But, it will need to be easy and fun.

5.4.6 Overarching Principles

Diversity

Individuals are likely to be involved in other 
community food initiatives and/or belong to informal 
networks of like minded people. They play a role as 
influencers in their defined communities (but not 
necessarily beyond them). They are most likely to 
be involved in food swaps. Informal food swaps may 
occur at the same time, for example, after a ‘cook-
up’ excess food is then swapped or shared.

What Does this Mean? 

Activity is hard to map, but could be encouraged to 
become more formal or networked, especially for 
marketing and promotional activities. Organisations 
such as the Youth Food Movement, are making 
connections across all facets of community food 
(growing, eating, learning, caring and sharing) and 
could become a voice for the environmental benefits 
of home growing and waste minimisation for the 
younger generation.  

Overlap

Due to the diverse and uncoordinated nature 
of activities in this area, it is impossible to make 
blanket statements about operating models and/
or monitoring and evaluation.  Suffice to say, the 
more informal the process, the less likely they are 
to evaluate.  Moreover, with whom would they share 
their findings?  However, as with food swaps, groups 
do measure ‘what is fair’ at a distribution point (the 
amount that people get to take home with them).

What Does this Mean? 
In the emerging area of cooperation between 
backyard farmers, monitoring and evaluation would 
provide important insights into key areas. The 
volume of produce that can be grown, if measured, 
would indicate the capacity and potential capacity to 
contribute to food security. Evaluation of distribution 
models, particularly how much produce is sold 
locally, can provide insights into the contribution 
of this area in reducing food miles. Evaluation of 
growing techniques and monitoring of soil health 
can provide insights into the sustainable benefits 
of this approach. Monitoring of the effectiveness 
and use of sustainable agricultural practices such 
as wicking beds, crop rotation systems, rainwater 
tanks and composting systems can provide insights 
into the environmental benefits of growing in this 
way.
Technology could be used as tool to gather 
information on how much food is being grown in 
backyards across NSW, but will need to be quick 
and easy.

Monitoring and Evaluation

5.4.7 Themes

This area attracts three key groups: the egalitarians, 
the strategists and the free marketers.  

It is likely that the egalitarian group will also be 
involved in other community food initiatives, such as 
community gardening and food swaps. While they 
are likely to care about environmental outcomes, 
their core reason for involvement in these activities 
is personal (learning a new skill and making lovely 
food for the family) and as a social activity. 

The strategists, however are attempting to build a 
model for this activity and primarily want to work 
together and have a plan for doing so. They also 
have a revolutionist spirit in that they are breaking 
new ground and making things happen that 
challenge the status quo. Supporting this group is 
possible, but support will need to match their need 
for innovation and self determination. 

Free marketers aim to create a viable living from 
food, but they are likely to be interested in doing 
this in sustainable ways. This will form part of their 
personal beliefs and will have been a motivator to 
being involved in this area initially. They are also 
likely to be busy people, who will require tailor made 
solutions that are easy to adopt and have obvious 
benefits.

What Does this Mean? 

There is an opportunity to work with strategists to 
develop frameworks and models that will enhance 
environmental outcomes, but these will need to be 
innovative, fun and engaging.  

People
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This group is taking advantage of renewed 
interest in local and traditionally produced food. 
At the informal end of the scale, people are 
engaged in teaching and practising traditional 
food arts, such as preserving, pickling, curing of 
meat, cheese making and artisan breadmaking. 
At the commercial end, small enterprises are able 
to use the interest in food to start viable food 
businesses.

The ‘food is palatable’ message, and awareness 
of the importance of healthy eating is increasing 
the number of people who are getting involved in 
growing and cooking.

What Does this Mean? 

Environmental benefits are thought to be minimal 
at the informal (pickling and preserving) end of 
the scale, due to the small scale nature of the 
activity. There is a clear link between backyard 
food production and environmental benefits. 
However it has not been possible to quantify the 
volume of activity in this area so the extent of the 
environmental benefit is not known. 

In this area, there is a significant skew towards 
peer-to-peer learning. Skills are being passed 
on and a generation of home food producers is 
teaching the next generation. Communities of 
practice are emerging albeit in an uncoordinated 
and haphazard fashion. 
However, knowledge and information sharing that 
could be critical to the long-term sustainability of 
this area are being shared in silos and there is 
currently no centralised place for this information 
to be stored.
People are accessing information via their 
local food networks including word of mouth. 
Increasingly, websites and social media are 
becoming a key way to share knowledge. 
This allows participation from people who are 
geographically disparate and living in remote 
areas. The Youth Food Movement is an example 
of an online community of practice. 
Consultation also revealed that the knowledge 
baseline has shifted around community food, 
enabling greater diversity and specialisation of 
information to be disseminated. Previously, it 
was necessary to first talk at a high level about 
the importance of healthy and fresh food, for 
example, whereas this is no longer needed. 

What Does this Mean? 
A great deal of expertise and information exists 
that can help to improve the performance of 
coordinated home food production initiatives and 
extend their reach. The communities of practice 
(online and offline) are not wide-reaching, but are 
gaining momentum. Training and skills sharing 
in this area is important because it supports an 
increase in home food production which in turn 
means less food waste and reduced food miles.

Food is Palatable

Generally, these initiatives are uncoordinated and 
informal, but when a formal group is involved 
some level of coordination is established. As 
seen in the case study, Youth Food Movement 
runs passata drives, which are advertised on 
their website and social media and they also hold 
targeted workshops and events across Australia.   
The success of the Youth Food Movement in 
promotional terms, lies in the clear targeting of 
their demographic with the events they organise 
(how to cook for yourself when you leave home) 
and the language and imagery employed in 
their communications. This strategic approach 
to marketing and communications is rare in the 
area of community food initiatives.
Some cooperation is emerging between informal 
groups of people who might band together, 
for example, to buy an animal. This generally 
happens through word of mouth or through an 
established and trusted local network.

What Does this Mean? 
This activity has the potential for environmental 
benefits and it would be helpful to be able to 
quantify initiatives and the contribution they are 
making. An online network may be one way to 
facilitate this.

Action and Knowledge Promotion 
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In coordinated home food production, some 
activities are run on a volunteer basis. Somebody 
has to organise a cook-up, for example, but 
this is low level and a social activity, akin to 
organising a book club event. As such, there 
is little opportunity for frustrations to emerge. 
People can easily opt in and out of these activities 
without repercussions. 

There are a few points where volunteerism is 
still a problem. In the HUGS project outlined 
in the case study, funding for the coordinator 
role expired and the gardening volunteers now 
need to manage the day-to-day strategic and 
operational aspects of their initiative. An effort 
has been made to transfer skills and identify 
skills gaps, but this has not been comprehensive. 
It is possible that this will follow the pattern of 
community gardens in terms of the frustration of 
volunteers dedicating time and energy in areas 
outside of their natural skill set.

The initiative Ripe Near Me profiled in the case 
study has great potential contribution to make 
in this area, but the volunteer nature of it 
undermines this potential. 

What Does this Mean? 

The Ripe Near Me initiative is uniquely positioned 
to provide a ready made network and operating 
model for the promotion and sale of home 
produced food, therefore it is worth considering 
how this initiative might be supported or 
replicated to help it be successful. 

Most access issues associated with other 
community food initiatives do not apply to 
coordinated home food production. However, the 
growing use of online learning and promotion 
may restrict access by those who are not familiar 
or comfortable with it.
It is worth noting here that another benefit of the 
Ripe Near Me application is that it allows users to 
access food at times that suit them rather than 
the predetermined hours of community gardens.

What Does this Mean? 
The Internet is considered to be important 
to enabling this area in terms of creating 
communities of practice, which are set up to meet 
the needs in all geographical areas. This means 
that availability of the Internet is an important 
issue, both in terms of access to it and knowing 
how to use it.

Volunteerism

The interface with authorities in the informal area 
of coordinated home food production is minimal. 
There are legalities surrounding butchering of 
meat which are barriers to this activity being 
taken up more widely, but it is still a fringe activity. 
There are also legalities surrounding the cooking 
and sale of homegrown produce in terms of health 
and safety standards.  Some coordinated home 
food initiatives will need approvals from council.

What Does this Mean? 
Precedents for councils working with small-scale 
backyard producers are starting to emerge, but 
there is no clear operating model that has been 
established. It would be beneficial to evaluate 
the models that exist and use these as a basis 
on which to determine a best practice model. 
Easy access to information about state and local 
food policies, procedures and approvals will be 
needed.

Access Interface with Authorities
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5.4.8 SWOT Analysis

Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats

•	 Significant activity is occurring 
unsupported

•	 Motivated individuals are involved

•	 Clear link exists to commercial 
and therefore self sustaining 
models

•	 Individuals/small groups 
growing own food has significant 
environmental benefits

•	 Availability of resources such as 
kitchens to prepare food

•	 Hard to define exactly what it is; 
too many activities in scope

•	 Highly individual in nature; not 
clear what support is needed

•	 Activity is often culturally-based; 
hard to access as an outsider

•	 Giving some light to an 
underground movement

•	 Provide support to people involved 
in this area through:

•	 Supporting the extension of home 
growing

•	 Supporting fledgling initiatives in 
this area

•	 Providing knowledge and training 
in home growing 

•	 Providing knowledge and training 
in commercial enterprise

•	 Providing knowledge and training 
in marketing

•	 Funding will threaten innovation/
drive to be self sufficient
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Lack of Knowledge About the Activity

•	 Lack of visibility, resources and information 
contributes to the sense of an underground 
movement

•	 Activities not monitored or evaluated.

Lack of Networks

•	 No network exists to support this activity 
statewide or nationwide

•	 Events exist at a local, informal level.

Access to Technology

•	 Access to web based interfaces may be 
restricted by access to technology

•	 Access to online learning may be restricted 
by access to technology.

Red Tape

•	 Safe food handling compliance requirements 
may drive activity underground.

The key findings from the discussion above have been grouped into benefits and barriers as they relate to 
the current performance and operation of coordinated home food production.

5.4.9 Benefits and Barriers

Benefits

Environmental Benefits

•	 High potential for environmental benefits 
such as reducing food miles and diverting 
waste from landfill from backyard food 
production

•	 Important transfer of skills - a generation of 
home producers teaching the next generation 
(communities of practice).

Economic Benefits

•	 People making a viable income in some cases

•	 Local food production is reinvigorated by 
farming available local land and backyards.

Technology Facilitates Action

•	 Significant web based networks are starting 
to emerge.

On the Ground Promotion and Networking

•	 Coordinated activities eg sharing in buying 
an animal are happening through established 
networks or word of mouth promotion 

•	 Activities such as preserving, pickling, 
curing of meat, cheese-making, artisan 
breadmaking are being popularised.

Barriers



The consultation and research revealed a number 
of recurrent factors that contribute to the success 
and failure of community food initiatives. These 
recurrent factors allowed for the creation of a 
framework by which to group and understand the 
findings. According to this framework, findings 
were grouped into three overarching principles and 
seven key themes.

Through the process of analysis and documentation, 
the three overarching principles and seven key 
themes were distilled into 10 lessons that apply 
across all community food initiatives.

These principles and themes were then analysed 
with reference to each of the four areas in scope 
for this project. 

The research is summarised in the table on the 
following page.

This Research Report will inform the development 
of recommendations for the Trust. These will be 
outlined in the Final Report provided to the Trust 
for their future consideration. 
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Section 6
Conclusion



This table summarises the findings of the Research Report.
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Community Food Initiatives

Consultation revealed 

Community Gardens Food Streetscaping and Landscaping Food Swaps Coordinated Home Food Production

People involved have a 
common vision: a desire 

for a better world.

Lesson 3

People

3 Principles 

Diversity 

Scale

Character

Purpose

Infrastructure

Egalitarian

Role 
Model

Revolutionist

Strategist Free 
Marketer

Community food 
initiatives are diverse, 
and this needs to be 

encouraged.

Lesson 1

Overlap

There is much overlap 
across initiatives. Broad 

parameters allow for 
cross fertilisation and 
create wide appeal. 

Lesson 2

Interface 
with 

Authorities
AccessVolunteerismPromotionAction and 

Knowledge
Food is 

Palatable

7 Themes

Monitoring 
and 

Evaluation

There has 
been limited 

expectation for 
quantifiable 

outcomes in the 
past.

Lesson 4

Food is a non-
threatening, 
appealing 

access point to 
environmentalism 

for the 
mainstream. 
It leads to 

participation 
in other 

environmental 
activities.

Lesson 5

Learning and 
knowledge sharing 

has tended to 
remain within 
organisational 
and/or topical 

silos.

Lesson 6

Promotional 
activities tend to 
be ad hoc and 
one off rather 

than systematic 
and part of 

an integrated 
marketing and 
communication 

strategy.

Lesson 7

Community 
food is reliant 
on volunteers. 
This results in 
a slowing of 
progress and 

limits innovation 
and ideas.

Lesson 8

Location, cost, 
time, rules and 
attitudes can 
and do reduce 
participation.

Lesson 9

Local government 
has a key role 

to play, as 
custodians of 

land and also as 
regulators.

Lesson 10



WI Women’s Institute

WHO World Health Organisation
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Acronyms

ACFCGN

CERES

CDBG

CFI

CFM

CSA

CMA

Australian City Farm and Community 
Gardens Network

Centre for Education and Research in 
Environmental Strategies

Community Development Block Grant

Community Food Initiatives

Community Food Movement

Community Supported Agriculture

Catchment Management Authority

FAO

FIMBY

FRRR

HUG

IET

IFPRI

IPCC

Food and Agriculture Organisation of 
the United Nations 

Food in My Back Yard

Foundation for Rural and Regional 
Renewal 

Home Urban Growing

Incredible Edible Todmorden

International Food Policy Research 
Institute 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change

LFC

MCG

Mullum 
S.E.E.D.

NRFL

Local Food Connect 

Mullumbimby Community Garden

Mullumbimby Sustainability Education 
and Enterprise Development incorporated

Northern Rivers Food Links

PT

RC

RFLT

SOCAL

Public Transport 

Regional Coordinator

Regional Food Leadership Team

Southern California

SPIN

SC

TASCI

The Trust

Small Plot Intensive Farming

State Coordinator

The Australian Centre for Innovation

The NSW Environmental Trust 

VC Virtual Coordinator

SAGE Sustainable Agriculture and 
Gardening Eurobodalla

AFSA Australian Food Sovereignty Alliance

FACS 
The Department of Family and 
Community Services 

YFM Youth Food Movement
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The International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) identified climate change as one of three major challenges that threaten food 
security and nutrition, alongside using food crops as a fuel source and rising food prices.

Glossary

Climate Change (relating to 
Food Security)

The distance required for food to travel from its place of production to the consumer.Food Miles

Gardens that seem to appear from nowhere and are generally unapproved.Guerrilla Garden

People who tend to gardens without being asked or invited to do so.Phantom Gardeners

The sharing economy is a global phenomenon in which people seek to collaborate and share as opposed to individually consume.  The 
forces that underpin this are deeply connected to environmentalism, and an appreciation of the impact of consumption on the planet.

The Sharing Economy

At this time, the food system was thrown into disarray due to a confluence of factors that included harvest failures in the important wheat-
production nations of Australia, Russia and Ukraine; the US dollar depreciation; escalating world oil prices of more than $100 a barrel 
which increased the amount of farm land given over to produce biofuels and also pushed up price of nitrogenous fertilizer – all resulting in 
rising price of grain. In response, individual countries limited grain exports and imported extra grain, pushing prices higher on the world 
futures market, especially for rice, and causing general and widespread alarm. 

World Food Crisis (2007-8)

Propaganda Garden Visible gardens that bring food security issues to the mainstream.

The diversity of CFI can be defined by scale (size), character, primary purpose and/or by infrastructure (land, people, web). Diversity (as relates to 
community food initiatives)

To feed the planet, the world’s food systems need energy. At the same time as using energy, food production is also wasting it. There are 
significant opportunities to improve energy efficiency in the food chain, as well as to produce sustainable energy within agriculture. Post 
harvesting, there is scope for making improvement by addressing food transportation, better insulating storage facilities, cutting down on 
packaging, reducing waste and cooking more efficiently.

Energy (as relates to Food 
Security)

Food availability, food access, food use and food stability Food Security

Food sovereignty addresses the environmental impact and sustainability of all the processes involved in food production, as well as the 
underlying inequalities within the system. The movement represents a desire for decisions about the way the food systems work to be 
taken away from powerful corporations driven by profit, and placed back in the hands of the farmers and individuals. 

Food Sovereignty

Worldwide Opportunities on Organic Farms is a lose network that provides opportunities for individuals to volunteer for seasonal work 
on organic farms.

Woofing

Refers to the act of collecting excess food from a variety of sources, traditionally from farmers fields but increasingly from public spaces 
and also private business such as grocers or restaurants.

Gleaning
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 Appendix 1. Outline of the Investigation Phase – Primary Research 

The consultation process included five main strands of information: 

1. Online Open Survey 

2. Focus Groups 

3. Stakeholder Interviews 

4. Teleconferences 

5. Phone Survey 

 

Total Participants 

The total number of participants in the initial primary research phase was 134 plus 574 survey participants, making a total of 708. 

 
1.1 Online Survey 
Metro/Regional Mix 

Two hundred and thirty-four participants were from Sydney Metro with the remaining 240 from regional locations.  

Location of Community Gardens 

The geographical spread of community gardens that were represented by survey participants is indicated in the following map.  
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Number of Contributors 

In total, there were 574 responses to the survey. 
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1.2 Focus Groups 
A total of 9 focus groups were completed, consisting of contributors from 14 community food organisations.  

 

Community Gardens Engaged in the Focus Groups 

The 14 organisations included: 

! Ballina Community Garden 

! Bidwell Community Garden  

! Chippendale Footpath Garden 

! Dubbo Community Garden 

! Future Feeders 

! Green Square Growers  

! Humanitarian Foundation 

! Mullumbimby Community Garden 

! Orana Education and Training Co-operative Ltd 

! Riverwood Community Garden 

! Signature Apartment Rooftop Garden 

! Sustainable Living Armidale, Armidale Community Garden 

! The Habitat at Ryde  

! Yamba Community Garden 

 

1.2.1 Selection of Gardens 
Metro/Regional Mix 

As per the brief, these included a mix of metropolitan and regional groups. A total of six focus groups were held in the Sydney metropolitan area and three in 
regional Australia.  The three regional focus groups had representatives from eight organisations. 
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Garden Type 

To ensure a wide range of perspectives, gardens identified for consultation had different key characteristics, including: 

! Unlocked, open access site (Ryde) 

! Rooftop garden (Signature Apartment) 

! Overseen by an association (Bidwell) 

! Had primarily a social function (Dubbo Community Garden) 

! Had primarily an environmental function (Ryde) 

! Mixture of communal gardens and private allotments (Mullumbimby, Ballina) 

! Private allotment only gardens (Riverwood) 

! Street or verge gardens (Chippendale Footpath Garden) 

! Market garden allotment rented from a community garden (Future Feeders, Macquarie Street) 

! Communal gardening only, with no private allotments (Armidale) 

 

Land Ownership 

! Council land 

! Crown land (Council as Corporate Trust Manager) 

! State land (NSW Housing) 

! Private land/building 

 

Operating Structure 

! Auspiced working groups 

! Not for profit organisations 

! Social enterprise 

! Council managed 



Prepared by R&S Muller Enterprise Pty Ltd 

Community Food Initiatives | Research Report Appendices 

8 

 

Number of Contributors 

A total number of 62 people participated in the 9 focus groups. 

 

1.3 Key Stakeholder Interviews 
Per the brief and Primary Research Action Plan, we sought to conduct 1-hr long interviews with a minimum of 10 key stakeholders. 

We have spoken to 17 key stakeholders, representing the following organisations: 

! Botanic Gardens Conservation International 

! Incredible Edible Todmorden 

! 3000acres 

! Australian City Farms and Community Garden Network, NSW  

! Australian City Farms and Community Garden Network, National 

! Scrumper’s Delight/Food Connect 

! The Foraging Commons 

! NSW Environmental Trust 

! Royal Botanical Gardens Community Greening Program 

! Advisory Committee  

! Clarence Valley Council 

! SAGE 

! Multicultural Enterprises 

! University of New South Wales 

! Wollongong City Council 

! Blacktown City Council 

! CERES Environmental Centre, Melbourne 
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1.3.1 Selection of Stakeholders 
Organisation Type 

The Advisory Committee formed an important part of the stakeholder consultation as it was considered that the individuals selected for the committee had 
extensive experience in community food spanning across fields and disciplines. Advisory group members were able to provide detailed insights from first hand 
experience as educators, local government representatives, community gardeners, network representatives and on the ground implementers of food initiatives. 
Additional stakeholder interviewees were selected because they were able to provide perspectives on important initiatives in the food space, such as integrated 
models (SAGE and Ceres) as well as technology-based initiatives. International perspectives were sought to provide further guidance and direction on our 
research into relevant overseas models. 

 

Metro/Regional Mix 

Twelve stakeholders were from metropolitan, three from regional areas. Two international participants were selected, one from a metropolitan model and the 
other with a regional model.  

 

Number of Contributors 

A total of 17 stakeholders have contributed. 

 

1.4 Teleconferences 
The following thematically based teleconferences were completed:  

! The Role of Education in Community Food 

! The Role of Local Government in Community Food 

! The Role of Associations in Community Food 

! The Role of Food Swaps in Community Food 

 

Number of Participants 

The number of participants at the teleconferences was as follows: 

! The Role of Education in Community Food - 7 
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! The Role of Local Government in Community Food - 9 

! The Role of Associations in Community Food - 5 

! The Role of Food Swaps in Community Food – 2 

 

1.4.1 Selection of Stakeholders 
Type of Participants 

The type of participants at the teleconferences was as follows: 

! The Role of Education in Community Food 

Participants were drawn from a wide range of perspectives, including higher educational (TAFE) background, schools, local government, and peer-to-peer 
learning. Participants represented the following organisations:  

o Community Colleges, Byron 

o Illawarra TAFE 

o Milkwood 

o NSW Early Childhood Environmental Education Network 

o Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden Foundation 

o Wild Rumpus 

o Wollongong Council (Schools) 

! The Role of Local Government in Community Food  

Participants were drawn from local authorities in regional and metropolitan areas. Participants held positions in local council departments such as 
sustainability, environment and community development. Participants represented the following councils: 

o Armidale Dumaresq Council 

o Ballina Shire Council 

o Blacktown City Council 

o Clarence Valley Council 

o Marrickville Council 
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o Parramatta City Council 

o Penrith City Council 

o Shellharbour City Council 

o Wollongong Council 

! The Role of Associations in Community Food  

Participants were drawn from a range of important networks and associations that underpin key activity in community food in Australia. Participants 
represented the following associations: 

o Australian City Farms and Community Gardens Network 

o Australian Farmer's Market Association 

o Australian Food Sovereignty Alliance 

o Remote Indigenous Gardens Network (RIGN) 

o Sydney Food Fairness Alliance 

! The Role of Food Swaps in Community Food  

Participants came from networks that supported the activity of food swaps in a regional area. Participants included: 

o Local Food Connect 

o Moreland Food Gardens Network 

 

Metro/Regional Mix 

Significant efforts went into ensuring representation across regional and metropolitan locations. 

 

Number of Contributors 

In total, there were 24 participants in teleconferences. 
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1.5 Phone Survey 
 

1.5.1 Selection of Interviewees 
Type 

Candidates were shortlisted from the original survey after in-depth review of the survey responses. We identified participants who had a particular interest in food 
swaps and coordinated home food production programs in order to fill gaps in the research and consultation that had occurred to date. Additionally, short-listing 
of candidates occurred if their involvement in community gardens had led to further involvement in organisations or initiatives with an environmental bent. 

 

Metro/Regional Mix 

Eight participants were from metropolitan, 27 from regional areas. 

 

Number of Contributors 

A total of 32 phone survey interviews have been conducted. 
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1.6 Engagement Coverage  
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Appendix 3: Survey Questions 
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Appendix 4: Survey Results 
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