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“The notion of people working together to produce wholesome and much-needed food 
inspire[s] a spirit of communalism.” - Amy Bentley’ 

“A quiet revolution is stirring in our food system. It is not happening so much on the distant farms 

that still provide us with the majority of our food: It is happening in urban neighborhoods, suburbs, 

and small towns. It has evolved out of a basic need to know our food and to have some sense of 

control over its safety and its security.... it offers an oasis for the human spirit where urban people 

can gather and teach their children about food and the earth. The revolution is taking place in 

small gardens, near railroad tracks, under power lines, on rooftops, at farmers’ markets, and in the 

most unlikely of places. It is a movement with the potential to affect a number of social issues: 

economic justice, environmental quality, personal health, community empowerment, and cultural 

connection.” - Michael Abelman’ 

  

“Neighbors Growing Together:” Building Community Through 
Neighborhood-Supported Gardening 

Abstract 

In the summer of 2002, letters were given to 169 households in a suburban Pittsburgh 

neighborhood inviting them to participate in a gardening project named “Neighbors Growing 

Together” (NGT). The goal of the program was to create a community atmosphere centered 

on producing food in an environmentally responsible manner. 

This suburban neighborhood’s poor design is not contusive to pedestrian movement 

that typically forces interaction among residents of a place; rather it is designed for the 

automobile and actually inhibits neighbor interaction. The goal of this project was to create a 

vehicle for neighbors to interact and then to connect that interaction to the land where they 

live. 

Eight residents agreed to participate, although one neighbor dropped out before 

gardening started because she thought she was going to move. Each gardener agreed to grow 

one or two vegetables and then share the harvest with the other participants during a weekly 

gathering. In addition, each gardener also agreed to grow produce without the use of 

chemical pesticides, herbicides, fungicides, or insecticides. Of the seven gardeners, four had 

established gardens and three had to create new garden plots. Some of the vegetables 

(tomatoes, Swiss chard, green peppers, banana peppers, and lettuce) yielded large amounts 
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while others (radishes, green beans, zucchini, onions, peas, yellow squash) did not fare as 

well. 

The participants all said that they joined the program in order to meet people, and 

they enjoyed this part of the program. They also joined hoping to get fresh produce and 

some had hoped that they would learn more about gardening. Many gardeners felt that 

gardening was peaceful and got them outdoors where they could observe the natural world by 

listening to sounds, watching the changes in the garden, or enjoying the wonder of outside in 

some way or another. Although the intent of the design of the program was to be loosely 

organized so as the group could define the parameters, most participants desired more 

structure in the program. Many also indicated a desire to have started earlier in the year. A 

couple of the gardeners mentioned that meeting weekly was too frequent due to their 

schedules, but for others this was not a problem. One person was disappointed that at the end 

of the summer not as many people consistently showed up to share the harvest. 

Overall, participants felt the NGT concept was a good method of meeting other 

neighbors, and most expressed that they would have enjoyed if more neighbors would have 

participated. 

Introduction 

There were several motivations for beginning the Neighbors Growing Together 

(NGT) gardening program of which the primary one was to create a vehicle for neighbors to 

get to know one another. The author sees a lack of community magnified in suburbia due to 

significant design flaws; thus, intentional activities become the most likely method to create 

interaction among neighbors. Secondly, gardening in general pulls us closer to the food 

system from which we are severely disconnected. One goal of the program was to build 

community through a group activity that also connected people to the Earth. The program is 

a fusion of the Victory Gardens of WWII and the traditional community garden concept. 

Lack of Community in Suburbia 

Many people in the suburban landscape (and also in many urban and rural areas as 

well) are disconnected from the land and are also separated from neighbors and from 

community, which is often a result of poor design of the neighborhoods. Consequently, this 
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separation from the earth and from other humans causes feelings of isolation, loneliness and 

apathy regarding caring for land, water, and air and also for other people and community. 

We can’t have caring for place unless we establish a sense of place, a reason to care. 

We can’t have sense of place without connection to the land and to the people. When these 

do not exist in a community, establishing reasons to care and connections to community are 

often difficult goals to reach. 

Most American suburbs are not designed to promote interaction among residents. 

Rather, they are designed for the automobile as the primary component. Streets, which are 

the focus of the neighborhoods, enable easy access to driveways and attached garages. Most 

residents own at least two cars and are able to get into their automobiles from within the 

home, then leave and return without ever going outside. This lifestyle inhibits interaction 

with one’s neighbors and with the outdoors even on the simplest of levels. In addition, many 

of these neighborhoods have no mixed-use amenities; the only design element is single-unit 

residences. Stores, business, libraries, parks are not mixed in with single family residences 

and apartments; all design elements are kept separate. Therefore, most suburbanites do not 

typically walk to the corner market or to other services (although there is a small market near 

the neighborhood in this pilot program of NGT). To reach shopping, entertainment and 

work, one must use the car. There are seldom sidewalks in these neighborhoods and no 

common areas where people gather such as playgrounds or community centers or parks. The 

only chance for interacting with other residents is while working in one’s yard or walking a 

dog or via some intentional act. 

This lack of community is an isolating feeling, which is a troubling fact, since 

interaction with neighbors enables people to know what is happening in others’ lives and in 

the community. When this interaction occurs, there is a greater chance that people will 

become involved to help each other in times of crisis, share in life events, or become 

interested in local politics. Without this feeling of belonging and responsibility in a 

community, people probably will not act in its best interest or will not help others. 

These suburban neighborhoods need intentional activities to create community 

opportunities in an effort to compensate for the uncreative design left by subdivision 

architects and developers. 
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Lack of Connection to Food Sources 

Our food system has changed radically over the past several generations. 

The majority of our food is no longer produced by small scale farms, but it is now falling into 

the control of fewer and fewer corporations. Currently, three companies (Iowa Beef, Cargill, 

ConAgra) control 81% of the beef supply (38%, 22%, and 21%, respectively), according to a 

1999 USDA study. In addition 84 percent of the cereal market is controlled by four major 

corporations. In fact, corporations have seized control of our food system and of the 

American food producers (ie, farmers). Due to patented seeds, pesticide promotion, 

biotechnology and other expensive technology required by agribusiness, farmers spend more 

on production and have a diminishing return on their efforts. In the 1990s, more than 83% of 

farm households were beneath the poverty level. Simultaneously, agribusinesses reaped 

exorbitant profits.’ 

Most of us do not know where or how our food is produced. Much of our food is 

shipped thousands of miles before it reaches the grocery store. Because of this, plant 

varieties are breed for stability as a primary goal rather than for taste, and they are picked 

before they are ripe in order to survive shipment. Much produce loses a large percentage of 

its nutritional value and taste on its long journey to the store. 

When we do not grow our own food, we have little connection to the land. There is 

an “out of sight, out of mind” mindset about food production and consumption. We do not 

know how or who grows our food, so in order to sanely operate within this system, we must 

convince ourselves to trust the food provider whoever that might be. However, when we 

pick produce out of our yards and place it directly into ours and our children’s mouths, we 

become cognizant about what chemicals we have placed on it. Out of this direct connection 

to the earth comes a propensity to care about the land at least on some basic level. Gardening 

is also an alternative food producing system, and while it will not immediately circumvent 

agribusiness, it does provide another method of food production that can make a difference 

on an individual level. The more people involved in food production, the more secure our 

food system becomes (see more about changes in food system under System and System 

Processes). 
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WWII Victory Gardens 

Neighbors Growing Together is reminiscent of the World War II Victory Gardens. 

Neighborhood and urban gardening were implemented during World War I, and in the World 

War II era 20 million American households (3/5 of the US population) planted to produce 8 

million tons of food, which was 40% of all vegetables consumed in 1943. In addition, 4.1 

billion jars of food were preserved by homemakers and at community canning centers. In 

Pennsylvania, Ohio, New York and Illinois there were a million Victory Gardens planted in 

each state. Within the city limits of Chicago alone, 44,578 gardens were planted on plots 

totaling 848 acres. This government-led initiative for self-reliance called Americans to ration 

canned goods and avoid food shortages, enabling more food to be shipped to the military 

forces overseas. People raised food for their families, friends and neighbors. The 

government propaganda equated raising food and rationing food as the first defense in the 

war effort. In addition, Amy Bentley describes a variety of gardens from window boxes to %2 

acre plots in rural areas to urban cores and that “wartime victory gardening and canning 

functioned as community builders.” “The notion of people working together to produce 

wholesome and much-needed food inspired a spirit of communalism.” Victory Gardens 

inspired community bonding and neighborliness by bringing together people who lived 

across the street from one another but whom they hardly knew. They compared notes on 

gardening and progress of their plants. In addition, “Victory Gardening held a spiritual 

element for many Americans, a kind of cleansing of the soul through contact with the earth.” 

As well as community and spiritual aspects, gardening became an important and basic 

economic function by providing needed food for people.’ 

Once the war ended, the government’s push for individual food production also 

ceased. Small scale farm soon gave way to large agri-businesses, petrochemical use, seed 

monopolies, genetic engineering and has led to food insecurities. 

The Victory Gardens created a secure food system in a time of war and uncertainty by 

dramatically increasing the number of food producers. In the 21* century the importance of a 

secure food system is again highlighted to Americans during a time of “homeland security,” 

fear of terrorism, fraudulent corporate practices, food insecurities felt by millions, shifting of 

the majority of wealth to fewer people, siege of agrichemicals on our food, rise in health care 

costs and in cancer rates, take over of our food system by large corporations, homogenizing 
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our food system, hijacking our seed diversity, genetic engineering, lack of nutritious and 

healthy foods, and free trade with food that may contain chemicals band in this country. 

Traditional Community Gardening 

The community garden concept grew out of the Victory Garden idea as well. 

Typically, community gardens have a common piece of land where the gardeners all grow 

plants. Often people rent a small plot within this larger garden and grow primarily for their 

own individual consumption. In some instances, the community garden is managed as a 

single garden which is then cultivated communally; these are often managed by community 

service organizations such as churches. The community garden works extremely well for 

people who do not have access to land for gardening, particularly in urban areas and for 

apartment dwellers. Traditional community gardens may require large sums of money to 

acquire or rent land, involve formalized structures of organizing (including creating bylaws, 

acquiring insurance, and paying a garden coordinator) and require large time commitments 

on the part of the gardeners. 

Sometimes interaction among traditional community gardeners is minimal. In a study 

about New York State community gardens, Donna Armstrong found that planned cooperative 

activities in community gardens such as meetings or cooperative work days occurred in less 

than half of all the gardens surveyed. On the other hand, she also found that having a 

community garden in a neighborhood improved the attitudes of residents toward their 

neighborhood in half of the gardens. However, in one example, the presence of the garden 

failed to increase local community cohesion because the gardeners were not residents of the 

immediate neighborhood. The survey revealed that many of the community gardens 

facilitated improved social networks and organizational capacity in the communities in which 

they were located, particularly in low-income and minority neighborhoods.” 

Armstrong also suggests that these community gardens can be a catalyst to facilitate 

community organizing and empowerment around important issues (she highlights health 

promotion). Community gardening has the elements to support ‘social cohesion’ and ‘social 

capital’ as it embodies social support, an emphasis on informal networks, and community 

organizing. 
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Methods and Materials Used 

There are four main streets and several side street extensions that comprise the 

residential neighborhood where this pilot program of NGT was implemented, totaling 169 

houses that were targeted in this project. A letter inviting residents to participate was placed 

in the door of each household (see Appendix A). Eight residents responded to the letter, 

including the author. 

A meeting was organized to discuss the logistics of the project. At the first meeting, 

five gardeners introduced one another and told something of each other (eg, where they lived, 

number of children, if they ever gardened previously). Three gardeners joined the group 

after the meeting and one dropped out soon after the meeting because of the possibility of 

moving. Most of the participants had not known one another previously. Gardeners 

discussed the types of vegetables they liked and thought that if each gardener grew two 

vegetables, the yield would be enough for everyone. Three gardeners did not have existing 

gardens, so we talked about preparing their lots; five had existing gardens. Those with 

gardens, agreed to set aside all or part of their garden to grow the particular produce for the 

group. If they wanted to grow additional produce for own individual consumption, they 

would do so in another part of their garden. 

The group agreed on the following plan to grow vegetables: 

  

Gardener Vegetable 1 Vegetable 2 

1 Lettuce (Red Leaf and Mesclun) | Grape Tomatoes 

Peas Radishes 

Green Peppers Banana Peppers 

Big Boy Tomatoes Cherry Tomatoes 

Zucchini Cucumbers 

Swiss Chard Yellow squash 

Green Beans Onions 

  

  

  

  

  

  

            

For the gardeners who did not have a designated plot, the author (and garden 

organizer) visited the homes and discussed possible locations and sizes for the gardens. 

In order to minimize garden space, the methods of gardening and predicted yield amounts 

were determined using the Square Foot Gardening Method developed by Mel Bartholomew.’ 

In addition, since most gardeners were only growing two vegetables, they were told that an 

area 4’ by 4° would be adequate for most plants (based on Square Foot Gardening). 

Sharon L. Pillar 
EL 545, Integrative Project 

Page 7 of 29  



The organizer provided most of the seeds or starter plants (tomatoes, green peppers) 

as well as instructions for planting, growing, and harvesting individual crops (ie, growing 

guides). Some of the gardeners bought their own starter plants. The cost to buy all these 

supplies was $5.00 for each gardener (approximately $35.00 total). In addition, each 

gardener was responsible for buying the soil amendments needed to prepare a garden plot 

such as compost and mushroom manure, etc. 

All gardeners agreed not to use chemical pesticides, insecticides, fungicides, or 

herbicides on their gardens. If problems arose, they were to notify the garden organizer and 

organic methods of pest or disease prevention would be tried before any chemicals were 

applied. 

Gardeners were also encouraged that if their crop failed that they should remain in the 

gardening project. The idea that this was a community project was stressed. This was 

another reason for planting two crops per person. The likelihood that one crop would 

succeed was greater than both; and even if one failed, the gardener would still feel as if s/he 

had something to contribute. 

In addition, gardeners agreed that if they were on vacation or needed help with their 

gardens (weeding or advice about pest management, etc.), they could contact one another for 

assistance. A list of addresses and telephone numbers of each participant was distributed. 

Each week on Sunday evenings the gardeners would pick their produce and meet at 

one of the gardener’s homes to distribute the harvest. 

Results 

The results of this project were subjectively measured and were based on two goals of 

the program: 1) building community by increasing interaction with neighbors and 2) growing 

enough vegetables to share with all the participants. These results were assessed by direct 

observation of the author and by interviewing the gardeners. 

The main object of Neighbors Growing Together (NGT) was to have people who live 

near each other and did not know each other become familiar with one another. Most of the 

participants did not know each other prior to the program. During the summer when we met 

to exchange vegetables, the gardeners came to know each other and discussed things about 

their lives such as travels, work, vacations, pregnancy and families. Recipes and cooking 
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advice were exchanged on several occasions. We met each others children, and learned some 

basic information about each other during our short conversations throughout the summer 

while sharing our produce. Other than just the agreed upon vegetables in the program, 

participants began to exchange other things such as perennial flowers and herbs that they had 

growing in their yards. 

Overall, most gardeners were pleased with this aspect of the program. They enjoyed 

becoming acquainted with people in their neighborhood who they had not previously known. 

Now when they see each other in passing they recognize each other and say “hello” or stop 

and chat with one another. This is definitely a success for building community. 

The weekly or biweekly meetings were sometimes difficult for people to find time to 

attend and some felt that meeting weekly was too frequent due to the their time constraints. 

However, others felt disappointed by the end of program when attendance to the weekly 

meetings dwindled. 

While produce production appeared to be the main objective of the program, it 

probably was the least important from a social perspective. Vegetable successes were 

inevitably important, because their production was a positive motivating force. Failed plants 

were a source of disappointment on several different levels. 

By far, Swiss chard was the most prolific vegetable and by the end of the summer, 

gardeners grew weary of it. Sometimes it was a struggle to get anyone to take a week’s 

harvest. On a weekly basis, there were usually three or four large bunches of chard. 

Tomatoes were also prolific. Sweet peas did not grow as abundantly, probably because we 

planted them too late in the season. The first planting of green beans did not grow and the 

second planting produced beans but the garden plot probably should have been larger in 

order to produce a sufficient supply (the plot was less than 4’ x 4°). Radishes also failed; the 

leaves emerged; however, there were little or no radish bulbs. After reading that radishes 

sometimes fail due to high nitrogen content, the author concluded that this may have been a 

result of lawn fertilizer leaching into the gardener’s plot. A soil test which was not done 

could be helpful in identifying the problem. 

Unfortunately, the many zucchini and yellow squash vines became infested by vine 

borer and most of what would have been a very large crop was lost. However, we did 

receive harvests of cucumbers, green peppers, banana peppers, lettuce (which if planted 
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earlier would have yielded grater amounts), and tomatoes (grape, cherry, Big Boy) and 

onions. The grape tomato gardener discovered that something was eating her plants 

(although it could not be identified), so she dusted them with diatomaceous earth, which 

eradicated the problem. Gardeners did not report using any other pest control substances. 

Food rationing occurred during some weeks when there was not enough of a specific 

vegetable for all growers, so gardeners would decide who would take the vegetable that 

particular week. This was accomplished through conversation and was a good example of 

democratic decision making in action. The author served as the gardening coordinator and 

collected vegetable portions for those gardeners who could not attend the meetings. The 

gardeners who were present fairly decided who should get what vegetables based on past 

conversations with people about their preferences, schedules, and what they took the past 

week (eg, if someone missed out on green beans one week, then the group gave them “a 

turn” in the current week). 

Gardeners were asked about their perception of growing organically. While none of 

them really identified with the word “organically,” those who had established gardens all said 

that they had not used any chemicals in the past (prior to NGT), so it was not a change for 

them. However, there was a disconnect here, because some of them use chemicals on their 

lawns and do not see the interrelationship between what they do to their lawn and what they 

do to their gardens. 

Two gardeners had composted previously and used it on their gardens, but none of 

the other gardeners began composting since NGT began. The inexperienced gardeners had 

no issues with the concept of growing organically during the program. One thought it was 

the right thing to do for the Earth and so she preferred the organic gardening concept. The 

other two had no strong feelings about it. 

One year after the gardening program (it was not implemented in the year 2003), all 

but two of the participants planted gardens on their own. Most said they missed the contact 

with the other neighbors and said they would like to reactivate the program again next year. 

When asked if the gardening experience has changed the way they think about food 

production, the way we grow our food or thoughts about our community, all responded that it 

had not. 
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Most respondents enjoyed their actual gardening experience. One of the new 

gardeners mentioned that she thought of gardening as a hobby (inferring that it requires a lot 

of time), but because NGT required only growing two vegetables, gardening was feasible and 

easy for her. There was some disappointment with the amount of vegetables some gardeners 

received, but most indicated that they felt this was a function of the number of people who 

participated. Almost all participants said they felt that more gardeners would have made a 

more successful program. 

Participants also were asked if working with the soil or gardening gave them a 

connection to nature. Most indicated that some aspect of being outdoors was enjoyable to 

them. Some of the responses included getting feelings of accomplishment by gardening, 

enjoying watching the plants grow, hearing nature sounds and trees blowing, observing bugs 

crawling, enjoying feelings of peacefulness and relaxation, and feeling anticipation of seeds 

sprouting. One woman expressed this connection when describing how she watched her 

garden with much anticipation and then “mourned” the loss when the crop failed to grow. 

Discussion 

1) Interpretation of findings   

Taking on the responsibility to feed others, forces us to care for them. We become 

concerned about what we are putting into their bodies and direct contact with the people who 

we are feeding results in developing concern for them. 

During NGT, there existed some level of social pressure to care for one’s own crop, 

because one’s neighbor was depending upon it. This design forced a link between neighbors 

and raised the level of commitment to the project and to the community. Examples of this 

were revealed during crop failure. One gardener felt so responsible for providing her “fair” 

share of produce that when her zucchini developed squash vine borer, she started bringing 

some produce of her own that was not part of the NGT program in order to have something 

to offer the others. She was disappointed and lost interest in coming to the group after that. 

She felt she had somehow let down the group and did not feel comfortable taking produce 

from the others when she had nothing to share. 

The gardening system was easy to implement and with a few more participants could 

have yielded more produce to make the gardeners feel more successful. There was a general 
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consensus that NGT was a good concept that allowed them to meet more neighbors. The 

design of the program respected the individualism often desired in suburban communities by 

allowing gardeners to grow in their own lawns. The system was probably more time efficient 

than a community garden with shared land, since gardeners could work on their gardens 

whenever they had an opportunity and they did not have to travel to reach the garden as in 

some instances of community gardens. In addition, since gardeners only needed to be 

proficient with two vegetables, less time was required compared to a traditional garden plot 

in which one might grow eight different vegetables. 

The NGT project also bridged the gap between individualism and communalism by 

allowing participants to share the successes of their individual labors with their neighbors 

and receive something in exchange. This program could also be a great vehicle for 

distributing information to a community or raising awareness about different issues. The 

informal network of conversations that occurred at the weekly meetings also created an 

atmosphere of friendliness, and a sense of belonging and connection to people living in close 

proximity who were not previously known. 

There are implications for NGT in other settings and also other possible dimensions 

to the program. Although we did not build this component into this first trial of NGT, this 

project has the potential to help those who are economically disadvantaged by contributing a 

portion of what is grown to an area food bank. In addition, while this project was completed 

in a neighborhood without significant financial concerns, it has the capability for providing 

an economic base to a community. In this case, participants might grow enough to sell to 

local restaurants, grocery stores, or farmer markets. The importance of the success of the 

crops then becomes magnified when people are depending upon them for money. 

The NGT program could be implemented in traditional community gardens where 

land is shared. Participants would still have their own plot within the larger garden, but 

would grow only one or two crops. Then they would share with the other gardeners rather 

than each gardener growing the same vegetables for individual consumption. The NGT 

method would require less time and effort per gardener and the gardening of just one or two 

vegetables per small plot would be more efficient than all gardeners growing essentially the 

same vegetables. 
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So rather than four gardeners each growing tomatoes, green beans, spinach, and squash, they 

could each grow four times as much of one vegetable. This method allows gardeners to 

receive vegetables all growing season and only garden during a portion of the season when 

their vegetable is viable. This method may also inspire more people to become involved in 

gardening because the overall burden is greatly reduced and still produces a high reward. 

Gardeners can become specialized in a limited number of vegetables rather than have to 

become knowledgeable about a large range of different vegetables. 

NGT could possibly be accomplished through container gardening at someone’s own 

residence or apartment if access to land was not possible, although it may require more 

people to grow the same vegetable due to space considerations. Vertical gardening could 

also be used. 

In principal the idea is that people own something for themselves (ie, the land, the 

responsibility for a particular vegetable, etc.) and then they get to share something of 

themselves with others. This system seems to create a greater commitment, because others 

are relying on each individual’s efforts and this further strengthens the team or group concept 

and has potential to build community cohesiveness. 

2 a) How project integrates themes of ELM Program 

The Neighbors Growing Together (NGT) project integrates or has potential to 

integrate the major themes of the Earth Literacy Program of sensitizing to place, systems and 

systemic process change, worldview, and justice and sustainability. 

Sensitizing to Place 

One of the most powerful opportunities of NGT was building a sense of place and a 

feeling of belonging. So often in suburban life, there is little that gives residents something 

unique to identify with. The landscape is a monotype with uninteresting “cookie cutter” 

houses and boring, “big box” architecture. In addition, the human and natural history of the 

place is relatively new or uncelebrated (as it was unknowingly farmland or woodlands) and 

therefore, draws no overt connection to the place. 

Marion Jackson in an essay entitled “Connections: The Humans-Landscape Linkage” 

describes how our current loss of direct contact with nature is causing us to lose our 
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understanding of the functioning and importance of nature, because we have severed our 

human-landscape connection. He suggests that we do not feel a sense of place, because we 

do not know nor do we understand it; we are severed from our natural world. In order to 

learn about a place, our experiences must be filled with physical interactions such as 

gardening, composting, learning about fauna and flora, watching the weather, etc. An 

appreciation of place will then follow and from that, a desire to protect the environment.’ In 

addition, our new suburbs are designed so that we do not interact with nature or our 

neighbors. In order to care about one’s community, it is essential to know the people who 

live there. 

When we obtain a better understanding of the place we live - of its people, 

geography, history and environment then we feel at home in a place, according to Scott 

Russell Sanders in Staying Put: Making a Home in a Restless World. Only by knowing a 

place intimately, can one truly feel at home and be rooted in that place.” The hope of NGT 

was that as people got to know one another, they would feel more connected to the place 

where they live. 

System and System Processes 

The NGT project is a strategy for change on the local community level by using 

several different levels. As suburbanites and non-food producers, we are far removed from 

our food system, including where our food is grown, who grows our food, what is put into 

our food, and how our food reaches our stores. By growing some of our produce, a direct 

link to the earth is realized. By placing a seed or a seedling into the earth, tending it, 

watching it grow, and then by eating what comes from the cooperation of hand and nature, 

the process unfolds right before the eyes. This experience grants an appreciation of food 

production. This is particularly evident in children. My 2-year-old son picked green beans 

from the garden and ate them there. Whenever we mention green beans, he points outside 

and says “garden.” He knows that beans grow from the earth and not from the store. 

Also changing through NGT are beliefs surrounding community and shared goods. 

Another commonly held view of suburbanites is that of independent ownership. Very little 

sharing of goods occurs in the suburbs. Every household has its own “everything,” each has 

a lawn mower, tools, swing set for children, basketball hoop, yard, etc. Little or nothing is 
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shared with neighbors and no common areas exist, not even a playground. The mindset is 

independence and separation. Whereas, the NGT program incorporates this independence 

and respects that worldview (each gardener has his/her own garden and can work 

independently), but then that independence is transformed into community by sharing the 

fruits of the labor, easing the transition from self-centeredness to commonness. It is at that 

point when community is created, when sharing takes place. And it is not just sharing of the 

produce, but of one other — our time, ideas, thoughts, and emotions. Relationships are 

forged, thus community is born. 

Neighbors Growing Together also has significant implications for changing food 

production and building a securer food system. Just as the Victory Gardens of World War II 

demonstrated, a large percentage of food can be produced on an individual scale. In present 

day, this concept becomes more important as more and more of our food production is 

controlled by a few companies. This loss of control translates into a loss of choice about 

what and how food is produced. In addition, food production is located further and further 

from consumers. Not only is food grown thousands of miles from most people in the United 

States, but more of our food is produced and imported from other countries. While we have 

many concerns about what types of chemicals are being used in agriculture today in the 

United States, these worries are amplified when buying food from other countries that do not 

have the same regulations as the U.S. Chemicals banned in this country, such as DDT, are 

being utilized in other places and the US then imports those foods. Even worse is the fact 

that US companies are permitted to produce these banned chemicals and export them to other 

countries. 

Furthermore, the fewer food producers that exist, the more vulnerable the food system 

is. If one company becomes bankrupt or experiences a major financial upheaval in the stock 

market, food production and distribution will then also be disrupted. Food producers will not 

be paid and consumers’ access to food will be jeopardized. When individuals produce and 

consume their own food (or a even a proportion of it), they have the knowledge and the sense 

of security about what goes into their food. Subsequently, they have control of what goes 

into their bodies and the bodies of their children. The more people involved in food 

production, the more secure the system will be. This was demonstrated by the Victory 

Gardens as well. Most of the large food producers were sending food to the war effort and 
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U.S. citizens were able to feed themselves through independent food production. This 

structure created a more secure system and empowered individuals to take responsibility and 

ownership of their food production. 

The NGT project is a sustainable and alternative food production system that is more 

highly sustainable than the agribusiness counterparts where the majority of our food is 

derived. In stark opposition to large scale farming, food production through gardening and 

small farming has a greater yield per square foot of land, uses fewer chemicals, maintains 

local ecosystems without destroying large parcels of land, significantly reduces reliance on 

fossil fuels for transportation and chemical use, and creates a community atmosphere around 

producing healthy food. Creating a garden also decreases grassy lawn size, which in turn 

decreases use of pesticides, chemicals, and fertilizers that are used to maintain grass and it 

also decreases the amount of fossils fuels used to mow lawns. These conservation measures 

are nominal in a single yard in the NGT project, but with a greater number of people 

participating, the difference could be substantial. 

Worldview 

The NGT project has the potential to change worldview and how we think about the 

environment and our communities. When the issue of growing food organically was 

suggested to the group, there was little hesitation about gardening without chemicals. There 

was almost an unspoken awareness that yes, organic is definitely better for the environment 

and for us; however, that true connection may not have been fully realized. Many 

suburbanites dump gallons of toxic fertilizers and weed killer on our lawns each year with 

little understanding of the effects of this action. 

Sometimes when one begins to eat out of that lawn, questions about safety surface. 

Gardening can start a change in how we treat the environment at the most local level — our 

yards, and in this case, can change how we think about our neighborhoods and our 

environment. However, this was not evident to a couple of participants in the pilot program. 

They fertilize their lawn and do not make a connection that the chemicals placed on other 

parts of their yard could affect their garden in any way. There is definitely a disconnect here 

between what we do to part of the earth and its relationship to another part, even when these 

two parts are right next to each other (the garden and the lawn). Most neighbors do not 
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realize that the chemicals they use on their lawns are washed into our watershed, which runs 

into the Ohio River near the same place where our drinking water is pumped back out to 

return to our homes. This worldview about not seeing how our actions are connected is 

prevalent in our culture. 

In addition, the values and expectations of the culture in the region we live greatly 

influence how we obtain food and how we feel about the quality, taste, nutrition and 

producers of that food. The currently held worldview in this culture is that buying our food 

from the grocery store is a healthy and acceptable method of obtaining food. We need 

healthy food for survival and in order to operate in our society, we must believe that the food 

we have access to is healthy. We operate within this assumptive world as described by Frank 

and Frank.® They state that “leading a successful life, even surviving, depends on the ability 

to predict future events from present ones, or at least the belief that one can do so. Since 

prediction is based on understanding, the need to make sense of events is as fundamental as 

the need for food or water.” These assumptions that we hold about food and food production 

are organized into the values, expectations and images of ourselves. Most of the participants 

in this program had parents or grandparents who gardened and produced some of their own 

food, but as we became adults the world around us changed and so did our assumptions about 

it. Because of busy lifestyles and our “fast-food” culture, many of us do not have time to 

garden or even to cook our own food. Advertising has convinced us that buying prepared 

food and having availability to fresh produce at any time of year (the “I-want-it-so-I-should- 

be-able-to-have-it-now” attitude) is acceptable and healthy. In turn then, we have changed 

our behaviors (ie, buying this food) and we have changed how we feel about it (we believe it 

to be tasty and healthy). The facts about mass production of food, shipments of produce 

from all over the world, environmental impacts, chemical use, genetic alterations, the loss of 

the family farm, etc. are not revealed. Our world no longer shows us or our children the 

“value” of locally-produced vegetables and fruits, and we are extremely disconnected from 

our food chain. Because we have so little information about our food, we must then make 

ourselves “comfortable” with what we have in order to make sense of the world and in order 

to eat. 
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People who grow some of their own food almost always rave about how good things 

taste freshly picked from the garden. Gardening itself has the potential to change the way we 

think about the food that we eat. 

In addition, in the suburban neighborhood, our assumptive world revolves around 

independence and is driven by the automobile. We have few interactions with our neighbors 

and our community, unless we are intentionally involved with a group such as the school. 

We operate under the assumption that everything must be independently owned and sharing 

of common goods rarely takes place. The NGT program has potential to change the way we 

think about sharing with our neighbors and about interacting with them. By becoming 

involved in such a project people may be more likely to become involved in other civic 

activities, or at the very least they may be more likely to seek out interaction with other 

neighbors. 

Justice and Sustainability 

As mentioned previously, this program also has potential to create a justice network 

to provide food for people who are economically disadvantaged through donations to food 

banks or gardens managed for profit by those in need. Food can be produced inexpensively 

via the NGT method or in community gardens, which have the capability of providing much 

needed nutrition to those who do not have the opportunity to buy organically-grown and/or 

fresh produce. According to Michael Abelman, urban [or suburban] farms can produce 15 

times more per acre than their rural counterparts.” So these methods of food production in 

urban and suburban setting can be quite efficient. 

Widespread community-produced food could have important implications for 

addressing the hunger problem in the US. In 1999, the US Dept. of Agriculture reported that 

10.5 million US households or 36 million people experienced food insecurity, defined as 

uncertain access or actual deprivation of food. In 1998, the total number of food insecure or 

hungry included 1/3 the entire population of children under the age of 12. Most at risk were 

households with single mothers, Hispanics, African Americans, and those below the poverty 

line.” The Victory Gardens demonstrated that small individual gardens and community 

gardens can raise a large amount of food for the nation. 
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Creating an alternative food system to counter the unfair monopolies of the 

agribusiness corporations is in itself an act of justice. It should be the right of all people to 

have choices and control over what they eat and put into their bodies and their children’s 

bodies. We should have the right to eat healthy foods free of chemicals and genetic 

alterations, foods free of untested substances. We should have the right to know what is in 

our food; corporations should not have the ability to deny us of these basic necessities of life 

and to jeopardize our health. A sustainable food system is the right of all people and of the 

environment. 

2b) How the Project Illustrates and/or Relates to the Themes of Other ELM 

Coursework and My Life Experience 

Neighbors Growing Together relates to many other themes of the Earth Literacy 

Program (those themes are highlighted and italicized). The following expand on those 

themes. 

This project is an example of building social capital as described by William Shutkin. 

In The Land That Could Be he “denotes that the networks, norms, and social trusts facilitate 

coordination and cooperation among people for mutual benefit.” He points out that in the 

past several decades, social capital has declined and our democratic society has become one 

of selfishness and apathy, which are the antithesis of what is essential to maintaining a 
. ' 1 

democratic society.’ 

This decline in social capital has also resulted in attitudes of Americans of not caring 

what their neighbors do or what happens in their communities. He describes that a lack of 

‘social capital has resulted in a social vacuum, seemingly to be filled not by innovative 

surrogates but by the vices born of excessive individualism and privatization” such as 

consumption of material things. 

A society with large amounts of social capital is characterized by interpersonal and 

interorganizational networks, facilitating cooperation and reducing incentives for 

opportunism. Civic democracy is strengthened by social capital, because it promotes 

community participation, which in turn leads to people becoming involved in community 

decision-making about things that directly affect their lives. 
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Shutkin also states that social capital is the “glue that holds communities together.” 

“It is the networks and associations in neighborhoods that allow individuals to realize public 

values, act on common interests, and solve public problems in concrete situations. 

Environmental protection is a highly valued currency of social capital. The more social 

capital a community has, the greater is its ability to solve problems and achieve positive 

environmental outcomes.” 

This community gardening effort also creates group movement toward sustainability, 

another important theme of ELM. By gardening together and supplying each other with 

food, we are experiencing a sustainable system of community and food production as a 

group. The benefits of this experience only exist because of group participation, as this type 

of gardening cannot be done in isolation. The rippling effects are magnified compared to a 

project done in isolation. Conversations regarding composting, gardening, chemicals, etc. 

can be shared with many people at the same time and then the passing of that learning 

spreads exponentially as each of them passes that knowledge onto their families and friends. 

Community gardening also highlights the intersection of the human sociocultural 

system and ecological systems by fusing our thoughts about food with the environmental 

place where it is grown. NGT as well as any type of gardening can establish a link between 

human health and environmental health. 

Deepening connection to the natural world through experience occurs with 

gardening as it creates direct links to the earth. By placing one’s hands in the living soil, 

watching organisms in that soil, carefully observing the growth of plants, monitoring their 

needs for sun and water and getting outdoors to work in the garden, a connection to the 

natural surroundings is formed. In addition, gardening requires constant awareness of the 

weather and of the changes outside. So often in our world today, we forget to even look 

outdoors and to go out and experience the natural events of the day. Gardening also exposes 

people to other living creatures such as birds, insects, and the entire ecosystem of one’s yard. 

In addition, NGT establishes a community value system of caring for earth that is 

centered on organic food production. It also allows us to enjoy our sense of belonging 

within the natural world and heighten our capacity to see, interact with and appreciate the 

other-than-human beings all around us. By spending time outdoors and working in the 
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soil, we are forced to notice the changes in the natural world within the garden and in the 

surrounding atmosphere (eg, weather, trees, wind). 

On a personal level, I have been working with other community groups to prevent the 

construction of big box retail stores that will have a negative impact upon my community in 

the areas of the environment, crime, safety, and traffic. I have been sadly amazed at how 

apathetic people are about what is on going right in their own communities and really how 

little people know of what is happening. We are severely disconnected from the local place 

where we live. This gardening project reflected the idea that when people start to know each 

other and work together, community can form. 

Working toward a sustainable community must begin with people knowing each 

other. If this cannot happen, then there can be no expectation that people would work 

together on decisions that affect them and the place they live. When we feel isolated or 

separated from our community, we probably will not really care what happens there. 

2c) How the project reflects the functioning of natural and sustainable 

Systems 

As Fritjof Capra describes in “Creativity in Communities,” the human community is 

a network of conversations that serve as feedback loops between designed and emergent 

structures.'! Likewise all living systems are networks that include feedback loops albeit just 

emergent ones. In NGT, there was a “formal” planned structure that underwent alterations 

throughout the summer after informal discussions among participants occurred. The program 

formed its own identity and set of procedures which were born from the formal plan but 

which were made livable and possible largely through the input from the gardeners (ie, the 

informal plan). These conversations and input acted as feedback loops to shape the structure 

of the program. In addition, the relationships built by the participants held the group 

together. The program was allowed to take on a “life of its own” to allow these informal 

structures to contribute to the success of the program; experimentation was one of the main 

objectives of NGT. The natural world works solely on emergent systems through evolution. 

Changes are presented to the organism and then the organism must respond, sometimes 

successfully and others times with failure; however, this is how change occurs and through 

emergent structures human worlds change as well. 
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Also in nature, organisms operate and interact within their immediate environment 

(ie, in their community) to obtain food. This was the case for humans until the past hundred 

years when this radically changed with industrial food production and transportation of food. 

Unnaturally so, modern humans obtain almost none of their food from their immediate 

environment. Individual food production is more closely similar to the natural world than 

acquiring food from Chile, for example when I live in the USA. Of course, the plants that we 

grow locally do not grow naturally and we must manipulate our immediate environment in 

order to produce enough food to survive, but this can be done without mass producing food 

and shipping thousands of miles before consumption. When we change the environment 

where we live, it is more likely that we will be cognizant of what is happening to the 

environment. In addition, local food production/gathering and consumption involves 

interacting with one’s local community. The farther away production of food, the farther 

removed is the consumer. Individuals in the natural world act on a local level; they never act 

on a global level. They obtain food directly from their immediate environment, and by doing 

so, they can more adequately regulate themselves. There are fewer variables to adapt to. 

In nature there is a large diversity of food producers and of food variety (in many 

climates). This diversity provides strength to individuals (particularly omnivores) within an 

ecosystem. Our current food system which is control by a limited number of food producers 

who have decreased the variety of foods (and seeds) available to consumers is in opposition 

to naturally occurring systems. 

Growing food on a small scale and at a local level enables people to plant a large 

variety of vegetables that they would not have access to in their grocery stores, which are 

supplied primarily by monocrop agribusiness. Planting heirloom varieties has become 

popular at the gardening level and can offer gardeners more nutritious and tastier foods than 

can be found at the store. 

Reflective essay 

I grew up in a small, mountainous rural village in Northcentral Pennsylvania in a 

town with a population of about 5,000, which was the largest community in the county. 

There was a quaint, traditional main street business district with gas lights lining the meridian 

in the main street and “The Green,” a park the size of a whole block with a fountain of 
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Winken, Blinken, and Nod in the center. There were New England style architecture with 

white or stone churches and sidewalks that lined all the streets. People knew one another, 

they spoke to one another, and they helped one another. There was a sense of belonging and 

identity associated with being a resident of this town, and there was strong community 

participation. Natural beauty abounded with thousands of acres of state forest, park and 

game lands in that and surrounding counties. I walked from school or rode my bike to the 

community pool or to downtown. I could walk to the corner store or the library. I lived on 

the outskirts of the town, but the downtown was less than a mile away. 

Now I live in a relatively new and expanding suburb of Pittsburgh. While my house 

is 20 years old, many new residential developments have sprung up since I moved here 6 

years ago. We must drive everywhere. The nearest playground is several miles away, 

further away than all the amenities in the town I grew up. The grocery store is 5 miles away 

and most other services are 8 -15 miles away. We cannot walk to anything (except for a 

mini-market and beer distributor). There are no sidewalks, so we walk our dog every day on 

the streets. This is the most likely time to have interaction with neighbors. All the houses 

have two-car garages, so most people get in and out of their cars while they are still inside 

their homes. For many people there is no need to even to go outside, particularly in the 

winter. 

There are very few civic associations or community areas to gather. We have a 

convenience store, pizza takeout place, and beer distributor, a lunchtime take out deli and a 

restaurant located in one small district, but with the exception of the restaurant these are 

places that one drives to, picks up their merchandise, and gets back in the car. These are not 

places of community gathering or cooperation. Five miles away there is the big-box grocery 

store and Home Depot with the large parking lots. In that same area, our township is 

supporting construction of a large strip mall with a Target store and restaurants (chain, no 

doubt) and has even offered tax assistance for this sprawl monstrosity. There is no bank or 

post office or Laundromat (everyone does that at home), few places of business, few 

community-owned entities such as a library and no main street corridor that acts as a 

centering force in the community. In short, there are few places where community can take 

place, such as the school, the grange (still remaining from the rural days) and the volunteer 

fire company with weekly Bingo. However, there are few places of employment, 
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entertainment, recreation, and civic gathering — all things that I once knew to be located all in 

a small few-square mile geographic location. 

In a small town it is difficult to avoid being part of community. At the very least, you 

have to travel through the life of the town to take care of your basic needs of working, 

grocery shopping, banking, drug store, church, etc. You are forced by the design of the place 

to interact with your community. In my suburb the opposite is true. If one wants to feel part 

of a community, one must actively seek it out; it can’t just happen to you. Being part of a 

community here is a very intentional activity. Participating in the daily acts of life will 

probably place you in a large variety of different municipalities and very often you will not 

interact with the same people from one experience to the next; you will always be interacting 

with strangers. It is precisely this dynamic that leads to feelings of isolation and detachment. 

How can someone feel connected to a place if you can never get to know the people who live 

there? If every time you go to the store you see different people and running into someone 

you know is a stroke-of-luck experience? Even though you patronize the same stores, they 

might as well be different stores each time, because the faces of other shoppers and workers 

never look the same, always changing. When the people you interact with are spread over 

100 square miles rather than 10 square miles, the opportunity to know the people in one’s 

community, the people living the closest, is often difficult. In the small town the chances 

that you know your neighbors for reasons other than that they live next door is greater than in 

the suburbs. In a small town they probably work at a business that you frequent or they 

belong to the same church or involved in the same civic organizations, etc. In my suburb, I 

have never met a neighbor at a place of their business, nor do I know where most of them 

work. In fact I do not know most of their names. 

On the street where I grew up there were approximately 18 houses and I knew the 

names of everyone of those people who lived there. On my street now there are about 40 

houses and I know the names of the people in only eight of those homes. 

When I lived in that little hamlet, I had no idea that there were other places in the 

world that were so community-deprived. Now I know. Now I crave it. 

I have to believe that others feel the same as I do, that they long to feel connected to 

this place that we call home. Some people have found this to some degree in our community, 

largely through our uniquely small school district. Since my son won’t be attending school 
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for another three years, I wanted to find a way to bring some of my neighbors together. This 

was my true motivation for implementing this project. 

In addition, I have been involved in fighting two strip shopping malls in and near my 

township through two different community activism groups. While these groups have a few 

members who are passionate and driven about the quality of life in our region, I have been 

extremely disheartened to find how few people actually care what goes on in their 

community and how few people are involved in local government decisions. This type of 

community activism can be very gloomy — the goal is to stop something negative and it 

becomes very adversarial in nature. In addition, often there is a feeling that these large 

negative corporate forces cannot be stopped and that people in their own communities will 

not have a say in what they want for the place they live. By participating in these types of 

activities I was becoming hopeless that individuals could make much difference. On the 

other hand, this gardening project’s goal was to create something meaningful and positive — 

this type of community activity was so much more reinforcing, motivating, and fun for me. 

There were very positive outcomes of bringing people together to produce something 

nurturing. 

For me neighborhood gardening program was a way that I could connect to my 

neighbors and with my community. I was hoping to root myself in this place. In addition, I 

have been interested in organically-grown foods for several years. I have become 

increasingly aware of the damage that chemical applications on our food and on our yards 

have on our health and the health of our environment. To share these thoughts with others 

(and receive their ideas as well), who hopefully will then pass it on to people they know will 

further advance the ideas of sustainable food production and lawn care. Since the beginning 

of my parenthood, the importance of healthy food for my son has become even more 

important, particularly since reading how pesticide concentrations are higher in small 

children because of their size and because they consume large amounts of fruit and 

vegetables. 

Also, a very powerful experience for me over the years has been sharing food and 

cooking with friends and family. To share the most basic substance of life — nourishment 

combined with the enriching interaction among friends and family is truly a meaningful 

experience. I believe this is why our most important holidays are centered around eating 
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with one another and sharing food. I thought to provide food in community could also be a 

powerful uniting experience. And for me, it proved to be just that. I really looked forward to 

those Sunday evenings when the gardeners would come together and share with me and the 

others what they had created with their own hands and care. It really is special to receive 

food handcrafted by someone else, to know that they took their time to produce something 

that nourished me and my family. This piece of food production is something we do not 

experience with agribusiness today. When we go to the grocery store, there is not that 

connection to food or the land from where it was grown. Seldom do we know who produces 

our food. To know that food was created with care and thought and with the intent to share it 

with others who you know and care about was truly a rare gift and, for me, was the highlight 

of the program. 

Along those same lines were the other things that were shared during those Sunday 

evening meeting such as recipes, conversations, joys, and concerns of life. These were all 

people who I did not know before and now I received the privilege to know something of 

them, to have them share with me and the others something of themselves. This was 

beginning to feel like community to me — people coming together to share something they 

made with other people in their neighborhood. 

Not only was providing healthy food for my son important, but I also want to provide 

him with a healthy community that will sustain him, offer him social support and help him to 

grow in many different ways. 

As I was participating in this project, I began to see the implications for people living 

in poverty. We produced a substantial amount of food and could have easily produced more 

for about $5.00 per person. Fresh produce, if even can be found in inner city neighborhoods 

(many of these neighborhoods don’t even have grocery stores), is relatively expensive. This 

program shows that food production on a small scale is quite efficient and inexpensive. 

This year I regrettably was not able to organize the gardening project due to personal 

conflicts, but I hope I will be able to restart it next year. Instead of gardening this year, I 

joined a Community Supported Agriculture organic farm and each week I receive a beautiful 

basket of produce from a local farmer. While it feels great to support this sustainable farm 

and the vegetables are beautiful and delicious, I miss the interaction with my fellow 

gardeners. I don’t get to see the farmers, although I do get some information about them 
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from their weekly newsletter and I feel so much better knowing where my food is coming 

from — something I can never get from the grocery store. 

Project Outcome 

I prepared a manual for community groups so that others could replicate this program 

in their neighborhoods (see Appendix B). 
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Neighbors Growing Together 

Dear neighbors living on Ritter, Linda Vista, Iris, Crescent, Chateau, and Star: 

I am inviting you to participate in a unique and exciting community project called Neighbors 

Growing Together. As part of my graduate degree program, I am designing a model for suburban 
neighborhoods to build community, connect with our land, and produce some of our own food. If this 

project is successful, our neighborhood could be used as an example on a national level. 

The idea is that every household participating grows just one type of vegetable in your own 

garden. At the weekly farmers’ market, gardeners will gather and share all produce harvested that week. 

By participating, you will receive home-grown vegetables throughout the season. The more people 
who join the program, the more vegetables everyone will enjoy. 

You do not need to know how to garden — this program makes it easy and guides you through 

every step. Your commitment requires just a small amount of time to prepare your garden space 
(which could be a 4’ x 4’ area or be incorporated into your existing landscape). You will then plant 

seeds or seedlings, water them when necessary, and harvest them. I will provide you with seeds (or 

starter plants) and instructions for each step along the way. This type of gardening requires minimal 
weeding. I will keep in touch with you to answer questions and to monitor your progress. 

In order to cover the cost of the seeds, starter plants, possibly some organic fertilizers, and 
maybe some community tools, I will ask for a very small fee of $10-$20/per household. Of course, the 

more participants, the lower the cost. Any unused money will be returned to the growers. If you 
cannot afford this amount, I will cover it for you. 

If your vegetables fail — not to worry — you will remain in the program and continue receiving 
vegetables from other growers. 

If you are not physically able to garden — not to worry — you could grow vegetables in 

containers. If this is not possible for you, we will still include you to receive vegetables. 

This is a great family project if you have children. What a wonderful experience for all of us to 
see how our food grows and where it comes from! 

If you are interested in finding out more about this project, come to an informational meeting 
on Sunday, April 14 at 7:00 pm in the Ohio Township Municipal Building. Please call me to sign-up 

and leave your name, number of people from your household who will attend the meeting, and your 

phone number. If you're interested in participating but cannot make the meeting, please let me know. 

This project will be a lot of FUN and is a great way to meet and connect with our neighbors. 

Please join Neighbors Growing Together!!!! 

I look forward to gardening with you, 
Sharon Pillar 

310 Ritter Road, 412-749-1031  
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What is Neighbors Growing Together? 

In the Fall of 2001, | was walking my Labrador retriever on the streets (because 
there are no sidewalks) of my suburban neighborhood. | was studying each lawn 
that | passed and noticed that a large percentage of each yard was planted in grass; 
each neighbor was a monocrop farmer of green grass, which was well manicured, 
almost without weeds. There was SO much land here. To many American 
suburbanites owning a % or a 72 acre plot does not seem like much land; however, 
to someone who is hungry, this would be an opportunity of a lifetime to have 
enough land to grow food for oneself and one’s family. Most of us certainly don’t 
appreciate what we have. 

| also thought about how isolated we are. My neighborhood, like so many that look 

exactly like it, was designed for the automobile and was not built so that people 
would interact. On most days, | never see my neighbors. We get in our cars from 
inside the house and drive away and then when we return we drive back into the 
house. The only opportunity to “run” into someone else is when we're tending our 

yards or walking our dogs. Everything that we need or want to do requires us to get 
in a car to reach it. In our neighborhood, we don’t even have a playground within 
walking distance or a community basketball hoop. There are no shared public 
areas. Everyone in my suburban neighborhood (which | imagine is true of most 
suburban neighborhoods) shares very few things. Most families with children each 
have their own swing set; everyone owns their own lawnmower and their own tools. 
We don’t even sit on our front porches (we literally cannot sit on ours, because it's a 
“fake” porch; from the street it looks like a covered porch, but it is only about 2 feet 

wide). Our lives are designed to live independently. But this lifestyle is also very 
lonely and detracts from building a community atmosphere and keeps us from 
knowing our neighbors. 

The traditional towns with main street business districts were designed with 
community in mind. There are sidewalks, front porches, and mixed-use 

development so that people can walk to libraries, restaurants, banks, post-offices, 
and grocery stores. By doing so, you are forced to interact with others in your 
community. The suburbs were not designed with community in mind. 

So we find ourselves living in a poorly designed neighborhood, and we don’t know 
our neighbors. Short of moving, we must participate in some intentional activity in 

order to interact and meet our neighbors, because chances are we will not just meet 
them casually in passing. In addition, we spend so much time tending to these 
grass gardens, mowing them every week, fertilizing them, weeding them, watering 
them and getting so little in return on this investment. What if we each took just a 

4  
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small portion of that land, from just 16 to 48 square feet and replaced the grass 

garden with one that produced food for consumption?!! It really requires a very 
small amount of land to grow produce. And what if we could do this with others, 

allowing us to meet some of our neighbors and get fresh produce at the same time 
with little effort?! 

The Neighbors Growing Together (NGT) program is a way to accomplish these 

Neighbors Growing Together is a method to: 

e Build community by bringing residents together to work on a common goal; 

Grow inexpensive, organically-grown vegetables; 

Decrease land planted in grass and thereby reduce fossil fuel consumption through 
reduced mowing and food transportation costs; 

Raise awareness about food production and link it to human and environmental 
health; 

e Educate participants about related sustainable behaviors such as composting, 
natural lawn care, environmental health, etc. 

The program works like this: Most gardeners attempt to grow many different 
vegetables for their own consumption. In the NGT program, each participating 
neighbor grows enough of just one or two vegetables for the rest of the gardeners. 
The group meets regularly to exchange the harvest of vegetables. 

Each gardener maintains their own individual garden in their yard (although this 
program can be done in shared garden plots through community gardening as well; 
see section on community gardens). The NGT method requires less time and 
effort per gardener, and growing just one or two vegetables per small plot is more 
efficient. 

For example, rather than four gardeners each growing tomatoes, green beans, 
spinach, and squash separately, they would form a group. Now each would grow 

four times as much of one vegetable. This method allows gardeners to receive 

vegetables all growing season and only garden during a portion of the season when 
their vegetable is growing. This method may also inspire more people to become 
involved in gardening because the overall burden is greatly reduced, but still 

produces a high reward. Gardeners can become specialized in a limited number of 
vegetables rather than becoming knowledgeable about a large range of different 
vegetables.  



Other Community-Based Gardening Programs 

There is a history of other community gardening programs. Neighbors Growing 
Together (NGT) is most similar to the Victory Gardens of WWII. | have included 
information about victory gardening, traditional community gardening, and 
community-supported agriculture (CSA) for interest sake. This information is also 

provided for comparison purposes. You may find that traditional community 
gardening or joining a CSA are better alternatives for your situation. 

  

“The notion of people 

Victory Gardens of World War II working together to produce 
wholesome and much~ 

Neighborhood and urban gardening were implemented needed food inspired a spirit 
during World War |, and in the World War Il era, 20 million of Tne 
American households (3/5 of the US population) planted Pompe»       

Victory Gardens to produce 8 million tons of food, which was 

40% of all vegetables consumed in 1943. In addition, 4.1 billion jars of food were 
preserved by homemakers and at community canning centers. In Pennsylvania, 
Ohio, New York and lllinois there were a million victory gardens planted in each 
state. Within the city limits of Chicago alone, 44,578 gardens were planted on plots 
totaling 848 acres. This government-led initiative for self-reliance called Americans 
to ration canned goods and avoid food shortages, enabling more food to be shipped 

to the military forces. People raised food for their families, friends and neighbors. 
The government propaganda equated raising food and rationing food as the first 
defense in the war effort. In addition, Amy Bentley in the book Eating for Victory 
describes a variety of gardening from window boxes to 2 acre plots in rural areas to 

urban cores and that “wartime victory gardening and canning functioned as 
community builders.” “The notion of people working together to produce 
wholesome and much-needed food inspired a spirit of communalism.” 

  

Once the war ended, the government's push for individual food production also 
ceased. Small scale farms soon gave way to large agri-businesses, petrochemical 
use, seed monopolies, and genetic engineering. 

Traditional Community Gardens 

The community garden concept grew out of the Victory Garden idea as well. 
Typically, community gardens have a common piece of land where the gardeners 
all grow plants. Often people rent a small plot within this larger garden and grow  
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primarily for their own individual consumption. In some instances, the community 
garden is managed as a single garden which is then cultivated communally; these 
are often managed by community service organizations such as churches. The 
community garden works extremely well for people who do not have access to land 
for gardening, particularly in urban areas and for apartment dwellers. Traditional 
community gardens may require large sums of money to acquire or rent land, 
involve formalized structures of organizing (including creating bylaws, acquiring 
insurance, and paying a garden coordinator) and require large time commitments 
on the part of the gardeners. 

The main purpose is just to provide land for people to garden, particularly for those 

who do not have access to gardening space. Even though gardeners have plots 
that are located beside other gardeners, there is often little interaction among them. 
Many times community gardens involve people from a large geographic range so 
they are not necessarily all neighbors of a community. In addition, often there is 
little sharing of produce, tools or gardening advice. Of course, some community 
gardens are more inclusive and interactive. 

The NGT concept could work quite well in a large community garden as well. Just 
as in the traditional neighborhood setting, participants would grow only one or two 
crops within their garden plot and then share them with the other gardeners rather 
than each gardener growing the same vegetables for individual consumption. NGT 
could also be accomplished through container gardening at residences or 
apartments for those who did not have access to land or who had physical 
limitations. 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) consists of a partnership between farmers 
and consumers. Consumers provide a set fee in early spring that helps meet the 
farm’s operating expenses for the upcoming season. In exchange for becoming 

members or shareholders, consumers receive a portion of the farm’s produce each 
week throughout the season. These farms are often small to mid-size farms. They 
provide food to their local region and most grow organically. 

Members receive only what is grown on the farm and what is in season. If a crop 
fails, or is destroyed by weather, members may not receive particular crops, or they 
may be receive large amounts of a crop if it's done exceptionally well. As a result, 

farmers and consumers share in the risks and benefits of farming. Unlike 
conventional farming, where the farmer bears the risks of weather, pests, and the 

marketplace alone, the entire community bears the risks and the benefits.  



Each week as food is harvested; it is divided into shares and distributed through 

centrally located drop-off sites or picked up at the farm. Many CSAs provide 
consumers with recipes and weekly newsletters. Members typically are given a 
very wide range of fresh produce. Some farms also provide meat, eggs, honey and 
other farm products. 

There are now more than a 1,000 CSAs in North America. This is a growing social 
movement that engages urban and rural citizens in taking responsibility for the land 

on which their food is grown. 

 



How to start your own Neighbors Growing Together Program 

To start your program, begin by talking to the neighbors that you know and asking 
them to participate. 

Define the boundaries of your neighborhood. For example, include certain streets 
or blocks. Be sure that the area you choose is not too big and that it is within 
walking distance of all the gardener’s homes. 

My neighborhood, which completed the pilot program, includes six streets located 
off a major artery through our township and includes about 170 homes. | delivered 
169 letters and got a 5% response rate to include 8 gardeners. 

Send or hand deliver a letter to all the houses that are included in your defined area 
and include the following information (there is an example letter at the end of the 
manual that was used in the pilot program): 

e Explanation of the Neighbors Growing Together program, 
e Benefits of participation; 
e Invitation to a meeting to discuss the program with a defined date, time and 

place (this can be held at someone’s house, the local library’s meeting room, 
municipal building may give you a room to meet). Keep the meeting short 
(no more than two hours). 

Predicted costs of participation (probably $5 - $10 per household) to cover 

the costs of seeds, starter plants, soil enhancements, tools if needed; 

Time requirements (preparation of the garden plot, planting and occasional 

weeding, gardener’s market); 

oe Contact person with phone and address; 

e RSVP date. 

It is important to invite all the residents in your defined area; you never want to 
leave anyone out. They might be just the people who could benefit from the project 

or they may become very resentful if they are not included. This is also the 
suggestion used for traditional community gardens in order to reduce vandalism to 

their common gardens. Even if you think the person has no interest in gardening, 
let them make that decision. 

The First Meeting 
The first meeting should be informal. Have all participants introduce themselves, 

tell where they live and something about themselves, if they have gardened before, 
etc. It is helpful to know who has gardening experience as those people will be 

good resources for the new gardeners.  



Decide to make all decisions democratically. It is important that everyone feels 
that s/he is represented or they may not want to continue in the program. In 
addition, the best decisions for a community group are made when all the interested 
parties’ needs are considered. 

Bring seed catalogs and organic gardening books to the meeting (see 

Resources page). Books can be borrowed from the local library. When you start 
deciding on vegetables, look through the catalogs. Most people will be astonished 
by the variety of vegetables that are available. Trying new varieties is much fun. 

Collect and distribute the names of all the participants, phone numbers, 

addresses, and email (if available) so all the participants can learn each other’s 

names and know where everyone lives in relation to themselves. 

It is helpful to choose one person to be the gardening coordinator. This person 

would be someone who could organize the other group members for future 
meetings and distribute information throughout the group. In addition, once you 
have decided what to grow and where to buy seeds and starter plants, have one or 
two people be responsible for gathering these. 

Discuss how you will pay for supplies. You can each donate $5 - $10 and use 

this core amount to buy supplies or one person could buy the seeds and plants and 

then request reimbursement after the fact. 

Find out who has gardening tools (see section on TOOLS), and assess who is 

willing to share their tools. If no one has any, you may want to buy community tools 

that the entire group can share. In addition, a local hardware store may be willing to 
donate some tools, if you tell them about the community program you are trying to 
organize. 

Decide what to grow (see next section for more information). 

Discuss who will need to create a garden plot (see the section about building 
garden plots). Are participants willing to help each other dig gardens? In the pilot 

program, some gardeners already had plots, so the group decided that each 
gardener would be responsible for the costs involved for preparing their soil. 

One person (this could be the garden coordinator) should be charged with 
distributing growing guides to each individual for their specific crop at a later 
date. These instructions should be as simple as possible. You don’t want to 

overwhelm new gardeners with a lot of information or they may become  
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disinterested. If you use the Square Foot Gardening method that is described later 
in the manual, you can simply copy the pages that describe the instructions for each 
vegetable. 

Before you leave the meeting, be sure to plan your next meeting. Select a date 
and time that suits everyone in the group. 

Planning What to Grow 

When planning what to grow, gardeners may get overzealous about all the different 
vegetables and may want to try many different things. Everything in the seed 
catalogs looks delicious; you've never seen so many varieties of vegetables in the 
grocery store. Just remember that the goal of the program is to grow enough 
of one or two vegetables so that all the gardeners can enjoy and also to keep 
the time commitment low so people do not become overburdened and drop 
out. If itis difficult to convince gardeners to grow just one or two, ask them to try it 
for just one growing season. This may be more difficult for the experienced 
gardener as they are used to growing a large variety themselves. This method will 
probably be a relief to new gardeners. 

Talk about what types of vegetables people like to eat. You may want to consider 
having two or more gardeners plant the same vegetable in order to get a larger 
quantity, particularly if you have a large group (greater than 10 gardeners). You 
could make this more interesting by growing different varieties of the same 
vegetable. 

Ask gardeners to agree to grow organically (See Section on Growing Organically 
and Resources), which means that all gardeners agree not to use chemical 

fertilizers, pesticides or fungicides on their gardens. This is particularly important to 
those families with small children. This is an opportunity to give your families the 

tastiest and healthiest produce. When gardening on such a small lot and with just 
a couple of plant types, pest control will not be much of a problem anyway. 

In addition, you may want to bring up the topic of treating your lawns with 
chemicals, because if you are placing chemicals on your yard they can leach into 
your garden and into your vegetables as well. 

Those gardeners with more garden space should ideally take on the larger plants 
such as tomatoes, peppers, and squash.  



Building garden plots and preparing your soil 
You may want to get the soil of each garden tested for contamination, particularly if 
your neighborhood was built on an old industrial site or your garden is located on a 
vacant lot (old buildings built with asbestos or lead could have contaminated your 
soil). But as mentioned above, treating your lawn with chemicals means that your 
garden may also have these chemicals as well. See more below about getting 
healthy soil. If gardeners cannot afford testing (it is usually very inexpensive), there 

may be a community grant program to help your group or contact your municipal 
government. Chances are that if they know you are trying to start a community 
project, they may support your efforts and try to help. 

You will not need a large space for your garden. Each gardener should have at 

least one 4’ by 4’ plot so you can follow the Square Foot Gardening method 
discussed later, but the more 4’ by 4’ plots you are willing to create, the more you 
can grow. You may also want to consider incorporating vegetables in existing beds. 
For example, | trimmed my front yard flower bed with a very long row of Swiss 
chard; it was beautiful all summer long and our group got more chard then they 

even wanted. Just one caution, if you do this, be sure nat to use treated wood chips 
as they are often treated with chemicals that you don’t want to eat. 

If you have many new gardeners, it would probably be worth it to order a truck load 
mixture of mushroom manure and compost combination and split the cost among 
the gardeners. Otherwise you can buy small quantities of soil amendments at your 
local garden center. You will need only a small amount if your plot is only 4’ by 4’. 

[Most of the following information about preparing your site was taken from the 
website for Organic Gardening at www.organicgarden.com.] 

To choose a site, start by looking around your yard and taking note of which areas 

get a lot of sun, which are shaded all day, and which are sunlit for part of the day. 
Also, notice which spots tend to be damp all the time and which dry out very fast. 

Now you can use that information to choose the site of your new garden and the 
plants that will fare well there. Sites on the south facing side of your house will 
probably get the most sun. 

Before you buy the plants, you want to prepare the site. Loosen the soil with a 

shovel, garden fork and/or tiller 6 to 8 inches deep, and add several inches of 
compost to it. If the soil is sandy, mix in an extra helping of compost. In most 

climates, vegetables, fruits and herbs grow best in raised beds, which are built up 4 
to 6 inches above the surrounding ground. Most flowers thrive in raised beds, too. 
The soil in raised beds drains quickly so plants never sit in water, and the soil 
warms up fast in spring.  



You can build a raised bed by adding a lot of organic matter to the soil and fluffing 
up the soil with a garden fork, then raking soil from the areas that will be paths up 
onto the beds. Many gardeners like to enclose their raised beds in wooden or 
plastic frames; others just mound up the soil. (Please don't frame your garden with 
what's commonly called "pressure-treated" CCA wood—it contains arsenic and 

other toxins that can leach into your soil.) 

To prepare your garden plot, you can borrow a Rototiller or rent one from an 
equipment rental store. Again if several people need this, rent it for one day and 

complete everyone’s garden. But because of your small garden size, you don't 
really even need a Rototiller. Remove the top layer of grass, dig out one small row 

of ground about 6 to 8 inches deep and put that dirt aside. Dig out the next small 
row and move it into the space where you dug the first one. Keep digging rows and 
moving the dirt over. When you reach the last row, take the dirt from the first row 
that you set aside and place that dirt in the last row. Add any compost or other soll 
amendments and mix it in with a rake or hand shovel and break up the soil. Then 
do not walk on your soil again (in order not to compact it). 

How do | get healthy soil? 

You could say building soil is the defining act of organic gardening. By regularly 
replenishing the nutrients your plants use, you keep the soil productive. By mixing 

organic matter (preferably compost) into the soil whenever possible, you mimic 
Nature's cycles of birth, decay, and rebirth. Ideal garden soil is dark-colored, smells 

kind of sweet, compresses into a loose lump in your hand when moist, and is full of 
earthworms. 

Certain soils may need even more of a boost than a regular, liberal dose of compost 
can provide, but before you add anything else to your soil you may want to get a soil 
test. There is a list of labs in your area where you can get a low cost test on the 

Organic Gardening website (www.organicgarden.com). The results of your test will 
tell you the soil's pH and what nutrients are out of balance. With that information, 
you can choose amendments to bolster the soil. You can choose from many organic 
soil amendments, like bonemeal, greensand or rock phosphates, all derived from 

natural sources and each suited to a particular need. 

Remember not to walk on your soil after you have turned it over. Compacted soil is 
difficult for plants to root, does not drain well and reduces nutrient absorption. 

 



If you use the Square Foot Gardening method (see next section) you will need very 
few tools. You will need a shovel, spade or fork for turning over the soil, a good 
sturdy bucket for watering and a small hand trowel (hand shovel) for planting and 
that is all! When using this method, you will have more garden planted in crops and 
less space that is unplanted where weeds can grow. Weeds are almost non- 

existent in this type of gardening. 

Square Foot Gardening 

| strongly recommend acquiring a copy of the book “Square Foot Gardening” by Mel 
Bartholomew. This is an invaluable guide. As he describes, “square foot 

gardening is more than a different method of planting, it's a whole different 
psychological approach to gardening. This method divides a garden into a size and 
shape that gardeners of all ages, sizes and levels of experience can understand 

and cope with easily.” This type of gardening is versatile, easy, and attractive, 
reduces weeds, and requires less work and space to garden than traditional 

gardening. This method makes it easy to figure out how much to plant for the 
number of people you want to feed, which is ideal for this neighborhood gardening 
program. 

Rather than planting in rows, which most of are used to, this method is based on 
squares just as the name suggests. The garden is divided into a series of squares, 

12 inches by 12 inches and they are group together with 16 of these squares 
together to form a larger 4’ by 4’ square. You can plant something different in each 

square; however, for NGT, I'm recommending that you plant many squares with the 
same one or two vegetables. 

The number of plants in each square depends upon the size of the plants. Spacing 

is calculated by placing seeds or seedlings exactly the same distance apart as 
indicated on the seed packet, but rather than planting in rows, you'll plant within the 

square. You do not need to leave space for thinning of plants. And because you 
are covering more area with crops, there will be less space for weeds to grow. 

Although we did not try this, Mel advocates growing large plants such as zucchini 
and even tomatoes vertically to save space. 

 



For example, if you're growing green peppers, you would plant one plantin a 12 

inch square, and a 4-foot square would like this: 
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For carrots you would plant 16 seeds per one-12” square or 3 inches a part. A 
4-foot square would like this: 
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Sharing the harvest 

The most exciting part of this project is getting together with the other gardeners 
and sharing what you have grown. As soon as the first harvest is ready, have the 
gardener notify the coordinator to organize your first gathering. From this point on, 
you might want to meet regularly, even weekly, because you will probably start 
getting vegetables frequently. 

Some weeks the harvest may not be enough for all participants. Take turns each 

week. For instance if you don’t have enough green beans one week, rather than 
giving everyone just 10 beans, allow just a few people to take the harvest that week. 
The next week others will get their turn. 

This is a great time to exchange recipes and cooking ideas, especially for 
vegetables that some people may not have tried previously (like Swiss chard). 

Meeting places can be rotated to different neighbors’ homes so everyone gets a 

chance to show off their gardens or you can decide to meet at the same place every 
week in order to simplify the process. 

If you have “too many” vegetables, you may consider learning about canning and 
making this a group effort as well. 

Although these meetings could last just enough time to distribute the produce, you 
will begin to look forward to seeing your fellow gardeners each week and 
reconnecting with them. 

Dealing with failure 

Inevitably, there will be crops that fail. When this happens, the gardener may feel 
that s/he has let down the group. Assure this person that we garden as a group in 

order to weather the failures together and reap the benefits of the work everyone is 
doing. Everyone will be working on their gardens and exerting an effort. 
Sometimes that effort will result in a positive outcome and sometimes it will not. It's 
important for the group to realize that crop failure could happen to any of the 

gardeners and support should be given to everyone. S/he should be encouraged to 
remain in the program and continue receiving vegetables from the other gardeners. 

This person may be reluctant to do so if they feel they have nothing to offer. But 
what is ultimately important is that they have themselves to offer to the group — this 

social contribution is very important. If a person is reluctant to remain in the group, 
give them an added responsibility such as finding recipes or helping another 
gardener in some way.  



What is Organic Gardening? 

[Most of the information in this section was taken directly from the Organic Gardening 

website at www.organicgarden.com]   

The simple answer is that organic gardeners don't use synthetic fertilizers or 
pesticides on their plants. But gardening organically is much more than what you 

don't do. When you garden organically, you think of your plants as part of a whole 
system within Nature that starts in the soil and includes the water supply, people, 
wildlife and even insects. An organic gardener strives to work in harmony with 
natural systems and to minimize and continually replenish any resources the garden 
consumes. Organic gardening, then, begins with attention to the soil. You regularly 
add organic matter to the soil, using locally available resources wherever possible. 
And everyone has access to the raw ingredients of organic matter, because your 
lawn, garden and kitchen produce them everyday. Decaying plant wastes, such as 
grass clippings, fallen leaves and vegetable scraps from your kitchen, are the 
building blocks of compost, the ideal organic matter for your garden soil. If you add 
compost to your soil, you're already well on your way to raising a beautiful, healthy 
garden organically. 

The other key to growing organically is to choose plants suited to the site. Plants 

adapted to your climate and conditions are better able to grow without a lot of 
attention or input; on the other hand, when you try to grow a plant that is not right for 

your site, you will probably have to boost its natural defenses to keep it healthy and 
productive. 

How can | control weeds without herbicides? 

In a word, mulch. Blanket the ground around your plants with shredded leaves, 
straw, dry grass clippings, wood or bark chips, newspaper or other degradable 

material, and that layer of mulch will block light from reaching weeds and stop or 
slow their growth. (Mulch also conserves moisture and builds your soil as it 

decomposes.) How can you get rid of weeds that are already there? Buy a good 
hoe designed for weeding, such as a stirrup or diamond style hoe, which allows you 
to slice off weeds below the soil surface. However, if you use the Square Foot 
Gardening Method you will have few weeds. 

 



How can | manage insects without pesticides? 

Many gardeners become anxious when they see pests on their plants and want to 
react decisively when they see their plants damaged. But be reminded of the central 
principle of organic gardening: growing plants in harmony with Nature. And insects, 

even those that eat your plants, are a crucial part of that system. When you see 
insects in your garden, take some time to really watch what they're doing. Are they 

actually destroying the plant or just nibbling it a bit? Many plants can outgrow minor 
damage. Also, in many cases, insects attack stressed out plants. Do you have 

enough healthy plants to spare the sickly ones? Can you restore sickly plants to 
robust health so they can resist insect attack? The best defenses against insect 
attack are preventative measures. Grow plants suited to the site and they'll be less 
stressed out. Don't let them be too wet, too dry or too shaded. 

Most importantly, encourage the natural predators of pest insects to hunt in your 

garden—beneficial insects (such as the common ladybug), birds, frogs and lizards 
control pests by eating them. You can make your garden hospitable for your natural 
allies by keeping a water source (just a dish-full, if that's all you've got) nearby for 
them and by not wiping out the entire pest population with a pesticide, sending the 

beneficials elsewhere in search of food. Also, grow plants with small blossoms like 
sweet alyssum and dill, which attract predatory insects who feed on flowers' nectar 
between attacks on pests. 

Finally, if you need to react quickly to an acute pest invasion you can choose from 
several natural products that affect specific insects, won't harm humans, pets or 

wildlife, and that degrade quickly in the environment. Among the best of those 
products is Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt), a naturally occurring bacteria that you apply 

to your plants to disrupt the digestion of caterpillars and other leaf-eaters. Be sure to 
identify the pest positively before you buy this product because each strain of Bt 
affects specific kinds of insects. Horticultural oils, insecticidal soaps and garlic 
and/or hot pepper sprays also work well against many pests. 

Diatomaceous earth (DE) is also a helpful product that can be dusted onto the plant. 

It is a nontoxic mineral product, mined from fossilized shell remains of algae known 
as diatoms. The fine powder has microscopic, sharp edges that pierce soft-boded 
insects and cause them to dehydrate. 

How can | control plant diseases without fungicides? 

The best way to avoid plant diseases is to choose varieties that resist them—Ilook 
on the tags at the garden center or in catalog descriptions for mention of disease  



resistance. Then be sure to put those plants in the conditions they thrive in, 
because a stressed-out plant is more susceptible to disease. Many fungal 
diseases are encouraged by constant moisture and too little air circulating around 

plants. To remedy that, plan your garden with enough room to accommodate full- 
grown plants, because water evaporates more slowly and air doesn't circulate well 
among crowded plants. And water your garden beds deeply and then allow the top 
level of soil to dry out before watering again. If diseases do appear, remove afflicted 
leaves (or entire plants) from your garden as soon as possible. 

What fertilizers can | use to feed my plants? 

Organic gardeners work to build nutrient-rich soil by continually adding organic 
matter (particularly compost) to the soil rather than feeding plants directly. Mixing 
well-rotted farm animal manures (especially cow, horse and chicken manure) into 

the soil provides an abundant supply of nitrogen to your plants. Nitrogen is the key 
nutrient plants use for growing leaves. If you can add an inch or so of compost to 

your garden each year, you probably don't need any additional fertilizers. 

To give your plants a more immediate boost or for feeding those growing in soil that 
is more difficult to amend (like plants in containers), you can use liquid fertilizers 

that are commonly made from fish processing waste combined with mineral-rich 
seaweed (often kelp). You'll find these liquid fertilizers as concentrates that you mix 

with water and apply directly to plants’ leaves. 

As an inexpensive alternative, you can make compost tea by placing compost in 

panty hose or cheesecloth and soak it in a bucket of water. Use this to water your 
plants. 

 



How to Compost 
Here's what you need: 

1. Carbon-rich "brown" materials, like fall leaves, straw, dead flowers from your 

garden and shredded newspaper; 

2. Nitrogen-rich "green" materials, like grass clippings, plant-based kitchen 

waste (vegetable peelings and fruit rinds, egg shells, but no meat scraps), 
or barnyard animal manure (even though its color is usually brown, it's full 

of nitrogen like the other "green" stuff); 

3. A shovelful or two of garden soil; and 

4. A site that's at least 3 feet long by 3 feet wide. 

Here's what to do: 

e Start by spreading a several inch thick layer of coarse, dry brown stuff, like 
straw or cornstalks or leaves, where you want to build your pile. 

Top that with several inches of green stuff. 

Add a thin layer of soil. 

Add a layer of brown stuff. 

Moisten the three layers. 

Continue layering green stuff and brown stuff with a little soil mixed in until 
the pile is 3 feet high. (If it takes awhile before you have enough material to 
build the pile that high, don't worry—just keep adding to the pile until it gets 
to at least 3 feet high.) 

Every couple weeks, use a garden fork or shovel to turn the pile, moving the 
stuff at the center of the pile to the outside and working the stuff on the 
outside to the center of the pile. Keep the pile moist, but not soggy. When 

you first turn the pile, you may see steam rising from it. This is a sign that the 
pile is heating up as a result of the materials in it decomposing. If you turn 

the pile every couple weeks and keep it moist, you will see earthworms 

throughout the pile and the center of the pile turning it into black, crumbly, 

sweet-smelling soil. When you have enough finished compost in the pile to 
use in your garden, shovel out the finished compost and start your next pile 
with any material that hasn't fully decomposed in the previous one.  



Do you need a compost bin to compost? No. If the pile is at least 3 by 3 by 3 
feet, it will have enough mass to decompose in just a pile without a bin. Many 
gardeners buy or build compost bins, however, because they keep the pile neat. 
Some are designed to make turning the compost easier or protect it from soaking 
rains. 

 



Facts about the Curent US Food System 

Organic-food sales have increased steadily from $3.5 billion in 1996 to $7.8 
billion in 2000 according to the Agriculture Department. (Quoted in: 
http://organicgardenclubfw.org/articles/page0001.html ) 

We are loosing diversity in our diet. Just nine crops account for over % of the 
plants consumed by humans. Corn, wheat, rice and potatoes are the 
majority of our processed foods. We are experiencing a tremendous loss of 

varieties of food crops. Since 1900 we have lost 75 varieties of vegetables 
(97% of our varieties known at that time); these are now extinct. This 
monoculture food system is highly vulnerable due to its lack of diversity. * 

"The American lawn uses more resources than any other agricultural industry 

in the world. It uses more phosphates than India and puts on more poisons 
than any other form of agriculture." (Bill Mollison as quoted in "Gardening for the 
Future of The Earth”, a Seeds of Change Book as quoted in: 
http://www. seedsofchange.com/diqging/qarden_info.asp?UID=2003072011191500 ) 

Currently, three companies (lowa Beef, Cargill, ConAgra) control 81% of the 
beef supply (38%, 22%, and 21%, respectively), according to a 1999 USDA 
study.” 

84 percent of the cereal market is controlled by four major corporations.* 

Due to patented seeds, pesticide promotion, biotechnology and other 

expensive technology required by agribusiness, farmers spend more on 

production and have a diminishing return on their efforts. In the 1990s, more 
than 83% of farm households were beneath the poverty level. 
Simultaneously, agribusinesses reaped exorbitant profits. * 

Food travels 1300 miles to reach the consumer.* 

We've lost 80% of tomato varieties since 1903. Corporations develop their 
own seeds and then “super” market them to farmers and gardeners, phasing 
out other varieties and disposing of them, making them extinct and protecting 
their hybrids with patents.” 

We've lost 86.2% of our apple varieties since 1903 when there were 7,000 
apple varieties grown in the US. More than 6,000 of these are now extinct as  



agribusiness has taken over production and has selected the few varieties 
that are high producing and can withstand long transportation times.* 

Large corporations like Monsanto sell patented seeds to farmers. If the 

farmers save seeds and replant them during the next growing season (the 
traditional method for obtaining seeds) they can then be sued in court. The 
farmers are required to buy the seeds from the company; furthering the 
control that the corporations have over our food production system.” 

US Agricultural Census report of 1992 reports that the smaller farm sizes are 

2 to 10 times more productive per unit acre than larger ones. The smallest 

farms (27 acres or less) are more than ten times more productive than large 
farms of 6,000 acres or more and those that are 4 acres or less can be over 
a hundred times as productive.* 

The top 10 seed companies control approximately 31% of the $24.7 million 
commercial seed market worldwide. [Rural Advancement Foundation International 
(www.rafi.org) and quoted from: 
www.victoryseeds.com/information/RAF| Alerts/masterseed2000.pdf] 

* Information obtained from Kimbrell, Andrew (ed.). Fatal Harvest: The Tragedy of Industrial 
Agriculture. Washington: Island Press: 2002. 

 



Example Invitation Letter 

Neighbors Growing Together 

Dear neighbors living on Ritter, Linda Vista, Iris, Crescent, Chateau, and Star: 

| am inviting you to participate in a unique and exciting community project called 

Neighbors Growing Together. This is a model for suburban neighborhoods to build community, 
connect with our land, and produce some of our own food. 

The idea is that every household participating grows just one type of vegetable in your own 

garden. At the weekly farmers’ market, gardeners will gather and share all produce harvested that 
week. By participating, you will receive home-grown vegetables throughout the season. The 
more people who join the program, the more vegetables everyone will enjoy. 

You do not need to know how to garden — this program makes it easy and guides you 
through every step. Your commitment requires just a small amount of time to prepare your 
garden space (which could be a 4’ x 4’ area or be incorporated into your existing landscape). You 
will then plant seeds or seedlings, water them when necessary, and harvest them. | will provide you 
with seeds (or starter plants) and instructions for each step along the way. This type of gardening 

requires minimal weeding. | will keep in touch with you to answer questions and to monitor your 
progress. 

In order to cover the cost of the seeds, starter plants, possibly some organic fertilizers, and 
maybe some community tools, | will ask for a very small fee of $10-$20/per household. Of course, 
the more participants, the lower the cost. Any unused money will be returned to the growers. If 
you cannot afford this amount, | will cover it for you. 

If your vegetables fail — not to worry — you will remain in the program and continue 
receiving vegetables from other growers. If you are not physically able to garden — not to worry 
— you could grow vegetables in containers. If this is not possible for you, we will still include you to 
receive vegetables. 

This is a great family project if you have children. What a wonderful experience for all of 
us to see how our food grows and where it comes from! 

If you are interested in finding out more about this project, come to an informational 
meeting on Sunday, March 14 at 7:00 pm in the Municipal Building. Please call me to sign-up and 
leave your name, number of people from your household who will attend, and your phone number. If 
you're interested in participating but cannot make the meeting, please let me know. 

This project is a great way to meet and connect with our neighbors. Please join 
Neighbors Growing Together. 

| look forward to gardening with you, 

Your name, (412-555-5555), address  



Further Reading/Resources 

Community Gardening 
e American Community Gardening Association, www.communitygarden.org 

  

Composting 
eo Composting Basics, http://www.city.toronto.on.ca/compost/pubs.htm 

eo Seeds of Change, 
http://www.seedsofchange.com/digging/composting.asp?UID=20030720111 

91500 

Edible Landscaping 
e Edible Landscaping and gardening, 

http://www.efn.org/%7Ebsharvy/edible.html 

Environmentally Responsible Pest Control 

eo Gardens Alive, www.GardensAlive.com 

e Gardener's Supply Company, www.gardeners.com 
  

Gardening (General) 

e National Gardening Association, http://www.garden.org 

eo Vegetable Growing Guides: http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/veggies/ 

e Organic Gardening: http://www.organicgarden.com 

  

Gardening with Children 
oe Gardening With Kids, how to tips, 

http: //lwww.seedsofknowledge.com/kidsgardening. html 

Kids Gardening, National Gardening Association, 
http://www. kidsgardening.com/ 

Seeds of Change Garden, http://www.mnh.si.edu/garden/ 

 



Gardening With Seniors and the Differently-Abled 
(Resources taken from American Community Gardening Assoc. website) 

o Accessible Gardening, 
http://www.mdausa.org/publications/Quest/q31garden.html 

Garden Forever, http://www.gardenforever.com/index.htm 
Gardening in Raised Beds and Containers for Older Gardeners and 
Individuals with Physical Disabilities, 
http://www. hort. vt.edu/human/pub426020d. html 

Gardening With Disabled Individuals, 
http://www. cityfarmer.org/disablegard67.html 

Gardening With the Elderly, http://ohioline.osu.edu/hyg-fact/1000/1642.html 
Diabetes and Gardening, http://www.diabetic- 
lifestyle.com/articles/aprO3 burni_1.htm 

Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) 

e Food Fight Genetic Engineering vs. Organics: The Good, the Bad and the 
Ugly, an article from E-magazine, 
http://www.organicconsumers.org/ge/ge vs _organic.cfm 

Food Safety 

eo Center for Food Safety, http://www.centerforfoodsafety.org/ 

Hunger 

e Plant a Row for the Hungry, http://www.gwaa.org/par/index.htm| 

Natural Lawn Care 

e Gardens Alive, www.gardensalive.com 

oe Gardener's Supply Company, www.gardeners.com 

Organic Gardening and Pest Control 
e Organic Gardening, http://organicgardening.com 
e Organic Consumers Association, http://www.organicconsumers.org 

eo Book: “Rodale's Organic Gardening Basics: Vegetables” 

eo Book: “Rodale's All-New Encyclopedia of Organic Gardening” 

 



Organic and Heirloom Seeds 
e Heirloom Tomatoes, http://www.heirloomtomatoes.bizland.com/ 

e Johnny Selected Seeds, http://www.johnnyseeds.com/catalog/index.html 
e The Natural Gardening Company, 

http://www.naturalgardening.com/shop/index.php3 

Seeds of Change, http://www.seedsofchange.com 
Sow Organic Seed Company, http://www.organicseed.com/ 
Territorial Seed Company, http://www.territorial-seed.com/ 

Victory Seed Company, http://victoryseeds.com/ 

Saving Seed 
oe Seeds of Change, 

http://www.seedsofchange.com/digging/saving seeds.asp?UID=2003072011 

191500 

e Tips for Saving Seed, http://victoryseeds.com/information/save seeds.html 

Square Foot Gardening 

eo Book: Bartholomew, Mel. Square Foot Gardening. Emmaus, Pennsylvania: 

Rodale Press: 1981. 

 



US Hardiness Zone Map and Frost Dates 
[Copied from Organic Gardening website - www.OrganicGarden.com)] 

U.S. Hardiness Zone Map 

  

Zone 10 mm 

United States Average Zone Frost Dates 
[taken from hitp://www.avant-gardening.com/zone htm |] 

  

Average dates the last frost Average date of the first frost 
  

1 Jun to 30 Jun 1 Jul to 31 Jul 
  

1 May to 31 May 1 August to 31 August 
  

1 May to 31 May 1 September to 30 September 
  

1 May to 30 May 1 September to 30 September 
  

30 March to 30 April 30 September to 30 October 
  

30 Mach to 30 April 30 September to 30 October 
  

30 March to 30 April 30 September to 30 October 
  

28 February to 30 March 30 October to 30 November 
  

30 January to 28 February 30 November to 30 December 
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  30 January or before   30 November to 30 December 
  

  
 



 


