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Introduction 

In 1987, Jared Diamond controversially referred to agriculture as “the worst mistake in the 

history of the human race,”1 citing the establishment of agricultural systems as the cause of 

malnutrition, starvation, disease, and class division. In the years since, scholars have argued that 

the shift from foraging to farming was “an environmental catastrophe,” 2 due to agriculture-related 

impacts such as widespread deforestation and greenhouse gas emissions. Indeed, the first 

agricultural revolution marked drastic changes in human demography, nutrition, and activity,3 and 

the Green Revolution of the twentieth century brought rapid industrialization of agricultural 

processes, further depleting and damaging Earth’s natural resources.4 In the face of a growing 

population and anthropogenic climate change, agricultural practices will need to shift towards 

sustainability from both environmental and social perspectives, in order to ensure a healthy future 

for both humanity and the planet. In particular, sustainable urban agriculture (SUA)5 has the 

potential to offset the disproportional environmental impacts of cities, while benefiting local 

communities and helping to alleviate pressures on rural agriculture. Through integrating literature, 

existing policy, and interviews with front-line urban growers, this paper will holistically determine 

what changes are needed in government and policy to develop an equitable, sustainable, and 

resilient growing system in Toronto. 

 
1 Jared Diamond, “The Worst Mistake in the Histry of the Human Race,” Discover Magazine, May 1, 1999, 
https://www.discovermagazine.com/planet-earth/the-worst-mistake-in-the-history-of-the-human-race. 
2 Clark Spencer Larsen, “The agricultural revolution as environmental catastrophe: Implications for health and lifestyle in the Holocene,” 
Quaternary International 150 (2006): 12-20, doi:10.1016/j.quaint.2006.01.004. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Prabhu L. Pingali, “Green Revolution: Impacts, limits, and the path ahead,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United 
States of America 109, no. 31 (2012): 12302-12308, doi:10.1073/pnas.0912953109. 
5 For the purposes of this paper, sustainable urban agriculture will specifically refer to growing produce in the city in a sustainable manner. 
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1. The Movement Towards Sustainable Urban Agriculture 

1.1 Why Do We Need Sustainable Urban Agriculture? 

 Ten thousand years ago, during the Neolithic Revolution, at least eight separate human 

populations convergently transitioned from hunter-gatherer and forager societies to agricultural 

producer settlements.6 This shift was accompanied by increased infant mortality and infectious 

disease prevalence, reduced dietary diversity, and stronger social stratification, leading many 

scholars to describe this first agricultural revolution as a critical mistake in human history.7,8,9 

Increasing monoculturalism and artificial selection of crop plants have allowed for persistent 

nutrient deficiency and poor health in human populations in the recent millennia. As a result, 

despite undeniable progress in technology, economic wealth, medical care, and social justice over 

the course of human development, it is possible that human quality of life has, as a whole, declined 

since the Neolithic Revolution.10 Even the Green Revolution, which prevented extensive land 

conversion to agriculture and improved global crop yields, did not eliminate food-related issues 

such as malnutrition and food insecurity, due to the trade-offs between produce yield and quality,11 

and an ever-growing population.12  

In addition to negative health impacts of present agricultural systems, rapid agricultural 

industrialization has caused immense environmental degradation. Exposed topsoil in conventional 

agriculture is vulnerable to erosion, compaction, loss of organic matter, and decreased 

productivity.13 Overgrazing and overirrigation of croplands can lead to salinization and 

 
6 Jean-Pierre Bocquet-Appel, “When the World’s Population Took Off: The Springboard of the Neolithic Demographic Transition,” Science 333, 
no. 6042 (2011): 560-561, doi:10.1126/science.1208880. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Diamond, “The Worst Mistake in the Histry of the Human Race.” 
9 Larsen, “The agricultural revolution as environmental catastrophe: Implications for health and lifestyle in the Holocene.” 
10 Ibid. 
11 Bethany Huot, Jian Yao, Beronda L. Montgomery, and Sheng Yang He, “Growth-Defense Tradeoffs in Plants: A Balancing Act to Optimize 
Fitness,” Molecular Plant 7, no. 8 (2014): 1267-1287, doi:10.1093/mp/ssu049. 
12 Pingali, “Green Revolution: Impacts, limits, and the path ahead.” 
13 Kamala Doršner, “Conventional Agriculture,” in Environmental Biology, ed. Matthew R. Fisher (Salem: Open Oregon Educational Resources, 
2019), 263-264. 
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desertification.14 Fertilizer, pesticide, and herbicide run off into the global water supply, resulting 

in pollution, eutrophication, and “dead zones”, reducing fishery production. Overuse of freshwater 

for irrigation is also depleting the Earth’s water supply at a faster rate than renewal by the natural 

water cycle, threatening stable water availability for the future. Widespread land conversion from 

natural habitats to cropland has degraded and fragmented ecosystems, reduced overall biodiversity, 

and removed important sources of carbon sequestration. According to these indicators of 

ecosystem and human health, conventional agriculture may be doing more harm than good.15 

 The coming years will provide little relief for agricultural systems. The world population 

is expected to surpass 11 billion by the year 2100,16 and coupled with existing poverty and food 

insecurity, agricultural systems will need to expand capacity by over 40%. The proportion of 

Canada’s population living in urban areas has steadily increased since 1851,17 and this trend is 

expected to continue.18 As a result, it is increasingly important to recognize the impacts of 

urbanization and conventional urban food systems, and consider how urban agriculture can 

contribute to a sustainable food system. 

Urban consumption patterns change the surrounding ecosystems through indicators such 

as air pollution, water cycle disruption, energy consumption, and waste.19 These factors, in 

combination with decreased surface albedo and increased anthropogenic heat emission, result in 

increased urban temperatures through the urban heat island effect.20 Urban agriculture can help to 

offset the urban heat island effect by mitigating air pollution, providing more urban greenspace, 

 
14 Ibid. 
15 Eric Lichtfouse, Mireille Navarrete, Philippe Debaeke, Véronique Souchère, Caroline Alberola, and Josiane Ménassieu, “Agronomy for 
Sustainable Agriculture: A Review,” Agronomy for Sustainable Development 29 (2009): 1-6, doi:10.1051/agro:2008054. 
16 “Population,” United Nations, 2020, https://www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/population/index.html. 
17 “Canada goes urban,” Statistics Canada, 2015, https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-630-x/11-630-x2015004-eng.htm. 
18 “68% of the world population projected to live in urban areas by 2050, says UN,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
2018, https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html 
19 Karen C. Seto, Michail Fragkias, Burak Güneralp, and Michael K. Reilly, “A Meta-Analysis of Global Urban Land Expansion,” PLOS One 6, 
no. 8 (2011), e23777, doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0023777. 
20 Ibid.  
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and increasing stormwater infiltration within the city. 21,22 Urban growing is also a highly local 

food source, thus reducing emissions associated with urban consumption.23 These environmental 

benefits are directly correlated to socioeconomic benefits. Mitigating the urban heat island effect 

reduces the costs of cooling buildings in summer months.24 Producing food locally can reduce 

energy and shipping costs for farmers, and create local green jobs for farm labourers, transporters, 

and vendors.25 Urban citizens can also experience increased access to nutritious foods, and 

community-based urban agriculture can help to overcome social injustice by empowering 

historically marginalized communities.26 The many holistic benefits of SUA provide a strong case 

for developing growing systems in Toronto. 

1.2 Overview of Sustainability Principles and Measures 

 The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations lists five key 

principles of sustainable food systems: improved food system efficiency, protection of agricultural 

resources, improved labour standards, enhanced resilience of people and ecosystems, and equitable 

governance that balances private and public sector initiatives.27 In sum, agriculture must move 

towards sustainability from all perspectives, through partnerships across sectors, to promote fair 

and lasting systems of food production and natural resource preservation.28 

 
21 Claus Rinner and Mushtaq Hussain, “Toronto’s Urban Heat Island – Exploring the Relationship between Land Use and Surface Temperature,” 
Remote Sensing 3, no. 6 (2011): 1251-1265, doi:10.3390/rs3061251. 
22 “GrowTO: An Urban Agriculture Action Plan for Toronto,” City of Toronto and Toronto Food Policy Council, 2012, 
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2012/pe/bgrd/backgroundfile-51558.pdf 
23 Knizhnik L. Heather, “The Environmental Benefits of Urban Agriculture on Unused, Impermeable and Semi-Permeable Spaces in Major Cities 
With a Focus on Philadelphia, PA” (MES Thesis, University of Pennsylvania, 2012), 43-46. 
https://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1044&context=mes_capstones 
24 Rinner and Hussain, “Toronto’s Urban Heat Island – Exploring the Relationship between Land Use and Surface Temperature.” 
25 Elizabeth Nicholls, Adrian Ely, Linda Birkin, Parthiba Basu, and Dave Goulson, “The contribution of small-scale food production in urban 
areas to the sustainable development goals: a review and case study,” Sustainability Science Special Feature (2020), doi:10.1007/s11625-020-
00792-z.  
26 Steve Hallett, Lori Hoagland, and Emily Toner, “Urban Agriculture: Environmental, Economic, and Social Perspectives,” in Horticulture 
Reviews, Vol. 33, XLIV, ed. Jules Janick (Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 2016), 65-120. 
27 “Sustainable Food and Agriculture,” Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2020, 
http://www.fao.org/sustainability/background/en/. 
28 Ibid. 
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 One pathway to environmental sustainability is through conservation agriculture, which 

focuses on improving and maintaining soil health through no-till farming, permanent soil cover, 

and crop rotation.29 These practices reduce soil erosion, compaction, and disturbance, thus 

providing more stable habitats for diverse and healthy soil biota,30,31 and providing fertile 

conditions for crops. In an urban context, healthy soil improves stormwater infiltration, helping to 

offset increased runoff from impervious surfaces, thus promoting sustainable water supply 

management. Sustainability can also be achieved through managing or eliminating nutrient, 

pesticide, and herbicide inputs. Leached nutrients enter water bodies and cause algal blooms.32 

Nutrient management must become more adaptable with respect to landscape ecology, nutrient 

use efficiency, and local weather patterns to mitigate nutrient loss from agricultural systems and 

prevent eutrophication.33 Pesticides and herbicides can harm farm workers, contaminate food, and 

kill a wider range of biodiversity than they intend to target.34 In lieu, many have suggested 

ecological intensification and integrated pest management for natural pest control,35 by using 

natural enemies to control pest populations and damage.36  

Social sustainability will require recognition of the colonial and exploitative histories of 

conventional agriculture,37 and active and continuous work towards equity and social justice.38 

 
29 Peter R. Hobbs, Ken Sayre, and Raj Gupta, “The role of conservation agriculture in sustainable agriculture,” Philosophical Transactions B 363, 
no. 1491 (2008): 543-555, doi:10.1098/rstb.2007.2169. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ray R. Weil and Nyle C. Brady, “Tillage and Structural Management of Soils,” in The Nature and Properties of Soil, 15e (Columbus: Pearson, 
2016): 156-160. 
32 “Agriculture and water quality,” Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 2020, https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agriculture-and-climate/agricultural-
practices/agriculture-and-water/watershed-protection/agriculture-and-water-quality/?id=1371491033072 
33 Andrew Sharpley, Matthew J. Helmers, Peter Kleinman, Kevin King, April Leytem, and Nathan Nelson, “Managing crop nutrients to achieve 
water quality goals,” Journal of Soil and Water Conservation 74, no. 5 (2019): 91A-101A, doi:10.2489/jswc.74.5.91A. 
34 Md Wasim Aktar, Dwaipayan Sengupta, and Ashin Chowdhury, “Impact of pesticides use in agriculture: their benefits and hazards,” 
Interdisciplinary Toxicology 2, no. 1 (2009): 1-12, doi:10.2478/v10102-009-0001-7. 
35 Jules Pretty, “Intensification for redesigned and sustainable agricultural systems,” Science 362, no. 6417 (2019): eaav0294, 
doi:10.1126/science.aav0294. 
36 “What is Integrated Pest Management (IPM)?”, University of California Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2020, 
https://www2.ipm.ucanr.edu/What-is-IPM/. 
37 Sam Grey and Raj Patel, “Food sovereignty as decolonization: some contributions from Indigenous movements to food system and 
development politics,” Agriculture and Human Values 32 (2015): 431-444, doi:10.1007/s10460-014-9548-9. 
38 Hallett, Hoagland, and Toner, “Urban Agriculture: Environmental, Economic, and Social Perspectives.” 
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Urban planning and policy have major roles in ensuring that SUA is accessible by communities 

that would benefit most from urban growing space.39 SUA projects need to consider local social 

contexts, such as racial and ethnic diversity, income levels, and education levels in order to foster 

social inclusivity and equal participation.40 For example, in populations of diverse backgrounds, 

local agricultural leadership should be representative of the community to ensure that produce and 

growing practices are culturally relevant.41 Similarly, economic barriers to establishing urban 

growing should be eliminated by investing more resources into low-income communities.42 

 The examples provided in this section are a non-exhaustive list of potential sustainability 

measures, but ultimately highlight the many avenues by which we can strive towards SUA. The 

following sections will examine Toronto-specific urban agriculture policies, and challenges 

experienced by front-line actors in urban growing and activism. 

2. Assessing Current Efforts: Sustainable Urban Agriculture in Toronto 

2.1 Municipal 

 In 2012, the City of Toronto43 made two important strides towards developing urban 

agriculture in the city. First, the City endorsed the Golden Horseshoe Agriculture and Agri-Food 

Strategy,44 committing to further research and pilot projects in SUA.45 Second, the City 

collaborated with numerous Toronto food and environmental justice organizations to develop a 

report, GrowTO: An Urban Agriculture Action Plan for Toronto, which listed six priorities46 for 

 
39 Megan Horst, Nathan McClintock, and Lesli Hoey, “The Intersection of Planning, Urban Agriculture, and Food Justice: A Review of the 
Literature,” Journal of the American Planning Association 83, no. 3 (2017): 277-295, doi:10.1080/01944363.2017.1322914. 
40 Melissa N. Poulsen, “Cultivating citizenship, equity, and social inclusion? Putting civic agriculture into practice through urban farming,” 
Agriculture and Human Values 34, no. 1 (2017): 135-148, doi:10.1007/s10460-016-9699-y. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Horst, McClintock, and Hoey, “The Intersection of Planning, Urban Agriculture, and Food Justice: A Review of the Literature.” 
43 Hereafter referred to as “the City.” 
44 “Staff report for action on Toronto Urban Agricultural Program,” City of Toronto, 2013, 
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2013/pe/bgrd/backgroundfile-62375.pdf 
45 Margaret Walton, “Food & Farming: An Action Plan 2021,” Golden Horseshoe Agriculture & Agri-Food Strategy, 2012, 
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/88b2-foodfarming_actionplan.pdf. 
46 1. Link growers to land and space. 2. Strengthen education and training. 3. Increase visibility and promotion. 4. Add value to urban gardens. 5. 
Cultivate relationships. 6. Develop supportive policies. 
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urban agriculture, along with concrete steps that could move these priorities forward.47 These 

reports, which were written through partnerships with community-based organizations and non-

profit groups, reflect the cross-sectoral and collaborative nature of the SUA movement. 

Furthermore, the GrowTO report reflects a nuanced understanding of the diverse perspectives from 

which to target SUA, including policy changes for establishing new growing spaces, promotion 

and economic incentives, and connecting with communities, businesses, and provincial ministries 

to facilitate urban growing.48 

 In 2013, the Toronto Agriculture Program (TAP) was formed by the Toronto City Council, 

with the aim to plan and coordinate the City’s activities in relation to the GrowTO initiative. The 

program committed to developing three community gardens annually, improving education around 

SUA, supporting school gardens, promoting the City’s Eco-Roof Incentive Program, and engaging 

in partnerships with other city departments.49 The TAP released a 2013-2014 workplan upon 

formation with detailed steps for developing SUA, and some progress has certainly been made 

with respect to establishing new growing spaces and creating educational resources for urban 

citizens to start growing.50,51,52 However, since 2014, the TAP has not released further updates or 

plans regarding their activities. Furthermore, interviews since 2014 with municipal policymakers 

have highlighted that SUA is not yet a strong focus for the City, and commitments to improving 

land access through zoning bylaws53 have not been met.54 For example, even with support from 

 
47 “GrowTO: An Urban Agriculture Action Plan for Toronto.” 
48 Ibid. 
49 “Staff report for action on Toronto Urban Agricultural Program.” 
50 “A Guide to Growing and Selling Fresh Fruits and Vegetables in Toronto,” City of Toronto and Toronto Food Policy Council, 2015, 
https://sustainontario.com/greenhouse/custom/uploads/2019/03/A-Guide-to-Growing-and-Selling-Fruits-and-Vegetables-in-Toronto.pdf. 
51 “From the Ground Up: Guide for Soil Testing in Urban Gardens,” Toronto Public Health, 2017, 
http://torontourbangrowers.org/img/upload/TPHSoilTestingGuideJune142017.pdf. 
52 “Community Gardens,” City of Toronto, 2020, https://www.toronto.ca/explore-enjoy/parks-gardens-beaches/gardens-and-horticulture/urban-
agriculture/community-gardens/. 
53 “GrowTO: An Urban Agriculture Action Plan for Toronto.” 
54 Colleen Hammelman, “Challenges to supporting social justice through food system governance: examples from two urban agriculture 
initiatives in Toronto,” Environment and Urbanization 31, no. 2 (2019): 481-496, doi:10.1177/0956247819860114. 
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relevant powers, community organizations must pay $16,000 CAD to submit a rezoning 

application that would allow them to build a greenhouse for protected multi-season growing.55  

While the City has made excellent first steps and commitments towards scaling up SUA in 

Toronto, there are gaps in implementation and follow-through which delay progress. Perhaps more 

importantly, there appear to be gaps in knowledge for policymakers with respect to quantifiable 

evidence of the benefits of SUA, 56 and thus a lack of the necessary political will to seriously 

consider undertaking the large economic costs of implementing SUA in Toronto. At a municipal 

level, further progress will require data collection and reporting to provide robust justification and 

quantitative benefit projections for the commitments made in the initial GrowTO report. 

2.2 Provincial 

 The Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs compiled an Urban 

Agriculture Business Information Bundle (UABIB) with key information about growing and 

selling produce in the city, links to various educational resources, and a list of relevant legislation 

and regulations at provincial and federal levels.57 The listed provincial laws are primarily focused 

on agricultural operations,58 including soil,59 nutrient,60 and biocide management.61,62,63 Given the 

scope of provincial laws, the Government of Ontario64 appears well-positioned to take decisive 

policy-based action to promote sustainable agricultural practices, both in rural and urban 

agriculture. However, the Province’s most recent environmental protection plan made no concrete 

 
55 Ibid. 
56 Kate Mulligan, Josephine Archbold, Lauren E. Baker, Sarah Elton, and Donald C. Cole, “Toronto municipal staff and policy-makers’ views on 
urban agriculture and health: A qualitative study,” Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 8, no. 2 (2018): 133-156, 
doi:10.5304/jafscd.2018.08B.001. 
57 “Urban Agriculture Business Information Bundle,” Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, 2020, 
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/livestock/urbanagbib/welcome.htm. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Environmental Protection Act, RSO 1990, c. E.19, https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/190406. 
60 Nutrient Management Act, 2002, SO 2002, c. 4, https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/r09106. 
61 Pesticides Act, RSO 1990, c. P.11, https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90p11. 
62 Plant Diseases Act, RSO 1990, c. P.14, https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/900924. 
63 Weed Control Act, RSO 1990, c. W.5, https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90w05. 
64 Hereafter referred to as “the Province.” 
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commitments to sustainable agriculture,65 despite the existence of previously released provincial 

documents demonstrating awareness of the benefits and pathways to sustainable agriculture.66,67  

In terms of urban agriculture, the Ontario Trillium Foundation published Opportunities for 

Growth: An Urban Agriculture Toolkit in 2017, highlighting how current provincial legislation 

can be a barrier to expanding urban agriculture.68 For example, guidelines for selling produce are 

only applicable to medium- and large-scale growers, and many provincial public lands are 

inaccessible for allocation to community garden programs.69 Despite highlighting case studies and 

concrete actions that the Province could take to promote urban growing, the Province has not yet 

made any commitments towards helping develop sustainable urban agriculture. 

Despite a lack of clear commitment at the provincial level around sustainable urban 

agriculture, the Province is involved in two projects related to agriculture and environmental 

protection. The first is a voluntary Canada-Ontario Environmental Farm Plan (EFP), 70 which has 

largely been successful at reducing energy consumption and implementing clean technologies on 

family farms.71 The second project, launched in 2019, is the Lake Erie Agriculture Demonstrating 

Sustainability (LEADS) initiative, which incentivizes nutrient management, conservation 

agriculture, and riparian buffer systems in the Lake Erie and Lake St. Clair watersheds.72 While 

not directly related to urban agriculture, the LEADS initiative could help raise awareness around 

 
65 “A Made-in-Ontario Environment Plan,” Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks, 2020, https://www.ontario.ca/page/made-in-
ontario-environment-plan. 
66 Ian Mcdonald, “Crop Talk: Sustainability in your Future?”, Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, 2014, 
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/crops/field/news/croptalk/2014/ct-1114a3.htm. 
67 Nick Betts, “Introduction to Sustainable Agriculture,” Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, 2015, 
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/busdev/facts/15-023.htm. 
68 Mahisha Sritharan, Hannah Miller, and Shannon Coulter-Low, “Opportunities for Growth: An Urban Agriculture Toolkit,” Ontario Trillium 
Foundation, 2017, https://sustainontario.com/custom/uploads/2017/02/SustainOntario_UrbanAgToolkit.pdf. 
69 Ibid. 
70 “Canada-Ontario Environmental Farm Program,” Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, 2020, 
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/environment/efp/efp.htm. 
71 “Canada-Ontario Environmental Farm Plan,” David Berman Developments Inc, 2020, https://davidberman.com/portfolio/canada-ontario-
environmental-farm-plan/. 
72 “Helping Ontario Farmers Improve the Environment,” Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, 2019, 
https://news.ontario.ca/omafra/en/2019/12/helping-ontario-farmers-improve-the-environment.html. 
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the importance of growing food sustainably, and serve as a pilot project for implementing policies 

around sustainable growing province-wide. 

2.3 Federal 

 On the federal level, the power of policymakers lies primarily in setting goals and standards 

for sustainability in the food system and providing funding and subsidies to further these goals. In 

Achieving a Sustainable Future: A Federal Sustainable Development Strategy for Canada (FSDS), 

sustainable food is one of thirteen sustainability goals,73 and prompted development of an Index 

of Agri-Environmental Sustainability to assess quality of water, soil, air, and biodiversity.74 The 

federal government aims to measure impact of the agricultural sector through this score and 

increase from 65 to 71 by 2030. One important milestone towards achieving sustainable food was 

launching the Food Policy for Canada,75 which marks an investment of $134.4 million CAD over 

five years towards food system reform. For example, the Local Food Infrastructure Fund (LFIF) 

will provide funding to community-based non-profit organizations to invest in improving 

accessibility and infrastructure around food security, such as SUA initiatives.76 

 The FSDS and Food Policy for Canada also fund initiatives supporting Indigenous-led 

participation in the agriculture and agri-food sector,77 in recognition of how colonial settlement 

systematically disrupted Indigenous connections to the land and water, and forced transitions to 

European-style agriculture.78 In 2017, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) hosted First 

Nations outreach sessions to determine how best to support Indigenous participation in agriculture, 

 
73 “Achieving a Sustainable Future: A Federal Sustainable Development Strategy for Canada,” Government of Canada, 2020, http://fsds-
sfdd.ca/index.html#/en/detail/all/goal:G11 
74 Ibid. 
75 “Food Policy for Canada,” Government of Canada, 2017, https://www.canada.ca/en/campaign/food-policy.html. 
76 “Local Food Infrastructure Fund,” Government of Canada, 2020, https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agricultural-programs-and-services/local-food-
infrastructure-fund/?id=1560701480448. 
77 “Indigenous Peoples in Canadian agriculture,” Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 2020, https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/indigenous-peoples-in-
canadian-agriculture/?id=1527712115869. 
78 Charles Z. Levkoe, Lana Ray, and Jessica Mclaughlin, “The Indigenous Food Circle: Reconciliation and resurgence through food in 
Northwestern Ontario,” Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 9, no. 2 (2019): 101-114, doi: 
10.5304/jafscd.2019.09B.008. 
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which highlighted lack of education, land access, and starting capital as major barriers for entry 

into agriculture. AAFC subsequently hired an Indigenous Elder to liaise between Indigenous 

communities and AAFC, and established an Indigenous Support and Awareness Office to increase 

Indigenous employee recruitment and enhance awareness around Indigenous cultures and 

agricultural activities.79 Integration of Indigenous knowledge and Peoples into urban agricultural 

systems can increase sustainability by implementing Indigenous growing practices that persisted 

for thousands of years before conventional agriculture, and increasing land access for historically 

oppressed Indigenous communities. 

3. Practical Knowledge Review: Thoughts from Front-line Actors 

 As part of this research project, I interviewed four members of the Toronto urban growing 

system from both public and private sectors,80 to hear from actors involved in the activism and 

process of growing in the city. The interviewees’ diverse backgrounds revealed sector-specific 

challenges and perspectives regarding the implementation of urban agriculture, as well as gaps in 

the system that transcend the divisions between community-based and for-profit urban growing. 

3.1 Theme 1 – Land Access and Tenure 

 All four interviewees highlighted that more people have become interested in growing over 

the past few years and during the COVID-19 pandemic, yet lack of land access and long-term land 

tenure have exacerbated challenges in providing land to new growers. Fresh City Farms (FCF), a 

for-profit grocery delivery company, has experienced uncertainty with regard to their lease at 

Downsview Park. The farm manager highlights an “underlying uncertainty… that has informed a 

 
79 “Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada’s Indigenous Elder and cultural awareness,” Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 2020, 
https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/indigenous-peoples-in-canadian-agriculture/agriculture-and-agri-food-canada-s-indigenous-elder-and-cultural-
awareness/?id=1512068911027. 
80 To read a brief description about each interviewee and interview themes, see Appendix 2. To read more detailed accounts of each interview, see 
the formal write-ups at https://feedingcity.org/author/gongange/, or request access from angela.gong@mail.utoronto.ca to view the full 
transcripts. 
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lot of decisions we’ve made about how much to invest in infrastructure and soil, and other 

permanent or semi-permanent things.” An upcoming relocation and 10-year lease will provide an 

opportunity for the company to invest in long-term sustainable practices, and partner with 

organizations to “provide them with stable access to land, for the length of the lease.” The CEO of 

FCF further highlights that their current Member Farmer program, which connects urban growers 

to land at Downsview Park, “attracts people who are fairly privileged and not from the surrounding 

neighbourhood.” According to an urban growing activist,81 “we need systems of abundant access, 

especially for those who have been excluded and marginalized.” 

 At Malvern community gardens, gardeners largely choose to self-govern and resolve 

conflict “within house, because the scare is always that if we involve the city too much, they might 

just take the space away from us.” The gardeners lack clarity and security around what powers the 

City has over their land access, preventing them from seeking as much technical or social support 

as they may require. Furthermore, the City prioritizes aesthetic value of the park and garden space 

over the functionality and benefits of SUA: “We’re not allowed to have trellises or structures over 

a certain height, we have to keep all the grass cut.” The activist highlights this aesthetic standard 

as a barrier to developing SUA, and calls for new developments to change the standard landscaping 

protocols: “Those landscapes within development should all have components of native plant 

habitat and food growing possibilities… as defaults rather than simply sodding over with lawn.” 

 Lack of land access and security present as barriers for a private company to best 

implement sustainable growing practices, and for a community garden to obtain support from the 

governing structure that provides their land. These accounts are in contrast to recognition at all 

government levels that improved land access and tenure are key to expanding SUA, demonstrating 

 
81 Hereafter referred to as “the activist”. 
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a gap between commitment and implementation at the policy level. More consistent follow-

through will help empower marginalized communities and encourage sustainable growing. 

3.2 Theme 2 – Community Engagement and Education 

 Prior to obtaining land access, interviewees highlight a need for awareness and education 

about why SUA is important, and how to start growing. The FCF farm manager describes how 

“people come to the park and really show an interest in what we’re doing and growing really close 

to home, and they didn’t even know that was available to them or possible.” Similarly, at the 

Malvern gardens, “people come and ask if they can buy food from us, they don’t realize it’s a 

community garden.” In many cases, citizens are unaware that food can be grown in the city, or 

don’t know about the different options available for the general public to engage with SUA. The 

garden lead suggests that culturally appropriate signage in different languages can help inform 

more people from diverse backgrounds about SUA and community gardens. In contrast, the FCF 

farm manager describes challenges engaging the community: “As a for-profit company, we don’t 

have a lot in the budget to do community outreach.” This highlights the need for partnerships 

across sectors, as community-based organizations can dedicate more resources to engaging the 

community, and private businesses can provide land access, equipment, and social capital. 

 The FCF CEO also suggests that broader societal education is needed to support and 

develop SUA. “The bulk of our customer base is privileged, and we try to get them to think about 

food as a political issue, and realize the impacts of the food system as it is.” And for food system 

reform, the farm manager highlights the need to “educate people and policymakers around the 

importance of sustainable growing.” For the activist, an important task is to spread the message 

that everything is connected. “Social justice, urban agriculture, biodiversity, climate change, 

economic disparities, marginalization, just on and on… these are systems of production.” Raising 
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awareness about food system injustice, and how that is connected to inequity and environmental 

degradation, can help to motivate more sustainable societal attitudes and increase support for SUA. 

3.3 Theme 3 – The Role of Governments and Policy in Sustainable Urban Agriculture 

 A third major theme in the interviews was the relative roles of government and community 

in SUA initiatives. With respect to food security and community support, the FCF CEO asserts 

that “we’re relying on these non-profits and charities to do the work that governments should be 

doing, and addressing food insecurity at the margins, rather than really tackling it in a decisive 

way through government programs.” He extends this to the role of policy as a whole in the food 

system, suggesting that “the government should be increasing minimum wage and benefits, and 

setting environmental standards higher so that we’re forced to charge more for food… the bottom 

line is we pay too little for food.” He states that the pandemic highlights how the private sector 

alone cannot be expected to pay staff a liveable wage, as exemplified by issues around the COVID-

19 premium pay. “If we can’t get to a living wage during a pandemic, when can we? The idea that 

employers are going to willingly pay higher wages for the lowest skilled, entry level employees—

I think the pandemic clearly illustrates that that’s not going to happen.” The Malvern garden lead 

also highlights a need for more top-down development and support for SUA. “We need to see 

more city leaders really focusing on these areas as more than just a place to spend free time.” He 

suggests that to motivate this change, we need to highlight the health benefits and environmental 

incentives to grow in the city. However, when it comes to governance at the community level, the 

activist asserts that the government should take a step back, “help facilitate it and remove barriers 

to it, and recognize the power within community.” The interviews suggest that top-down control 

is required for sustainable growing practices and labour standards, but community-based 

governance can allow for building strength and resilience in the community. 
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4. Policy Recommendations 

4.1 Municipal 

i. Establish a municipal division dedicated solely to SUA. Currently, urban agriculture is 

managed by the Parks, Forestry, and Recreation Division,82 leading to misconceptions that 

SUA is only a recreational activity. Establishing a SUA division may help to clearly 

indicate the unique and holistic benefits of SUA, and act as a separate entity that can bring 

actors together from across sectors and government divisions to manage SUA initiatives. 

ii. Provide long-term, legally binding leases to community and allotment gardeners. 

Secure, long-term land access is important for urban agriculture to invest in infrastructure 

and create comprehensive plans for planting and community development. A lease would 

establish clear rules and boundaries, as well as consequences for breaking terms for both 

gardeners and the City. As a result, urban growers can be more aware of when to ask for 

help, and how to maintain land access. 

iii. Reform by-laws and municipal code to support urban agriculture. To increase the 

accessibility of SUA, city policies need numerous reforms, including allowing for urban 

agriculture on unused public lands, subsidizing costs of applications for rezoning to urban 

agriculture, and allowing community gardens to sell produce to help fund activities. 

iv. Push new developments to add growing space on roofs and balconies. By setting clear 

standards and examples of what urban agriculture may look like in the city relative to 

classical aesthetic conceptions, the City can facilitate SUA and remove the aesthetic barrier 

to urban growing. This may start as a subsidy-based pilot project to test different types of 

SUA in new developments, and transition into new policies and by-laws. 

 
82 “Urban Agriculture,” City of Toronto, 2020, https://www.toronto.ca/explore-enjoy/parks-gardens-beaches/gardens-and-horticulture/urban-
agriculture/. 
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4.2 Provincial 

i. Incorporate sustainable agricultural practices into environmental planning and 

regulation. Expand the LEADS program province-wide, and incentivize sustainable 

practices such as conservation agriculture and biocide elimination, to encourage and raise 

awareness around sustainable agriculture. Implement mandatory environmental 

assessments as a monitoring method to track the impact of agriculture. 

ii. Reform labour standards to encourage careers in SUA. Increasing minimum wage can 

allow workers to earn an urban liveable wage while working in the food industry, thus 

motivating growth of SUA. 

iii. Include SUA in the K-12 public science curriculum. Educating citizens from young ages 

about the impact of conventional agriculture can help to raise a generation that is passionate 

about sustainability and environmental protection. Front-line experience in SUA will be 

important to this education, and the province should fund field trips to local urban farms, 

and work with municipal school boards to build school gardens. 

4.3 Federal 

i. Improve Indigenous access to urban growing space. Work with municipalities to 

connect Indigenous groups with land, as a concrete step towards reconciliation and 

Indigenous land rights. 

ii. Sponsor urban growing careers. Through avenues such as the Canada Summer Jobs 

program and the Federal Student Work Experience program, the federal government can 

help fund urban growing opportunities with community and non-profit organizations.83 

 
83 See an example here: https://www.blackcreekfarm.ca/jobs/. 
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iii. Fund SUA education and research. Providing opportunities for research at different 

educational institutions and agricultural organizations will help to build the knowledge 

base around the impacts of SUA, and train a new generation of sustainability-oriented 

scientists. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 Sustainable urban agriculture presents a unique opportunity to reform a conventionally 

exploitative industry in cities, the epicentres of anthropogenic environmental impact. Current 

efforts at all governmental levels demonstrate some important strides towards recognizing the 

importance of SUA. However, as evident from interviews conducted with front-line actors, 

implementation of appropriate policies is a separate issue from recognition that must be tackled in 

the coming years. Policy reform and implementation at municipal, provincial, and federal levels 

can help to develop and scale up SUA through enabling land access, improving land tenure and 

security, developing educational programs and resources, and regulating harmful aspects of 

conventional agriculture such as unfair labour laws and environmentally degrading agricultural 

practices. Whether or not agriculture truly was “the worst mistake in the history of the human 

race,”84 we can ensure that positive, lasting changes are made which ultimately improve human 

lives and ecosystem health for an equitable, sustainable, and resilient food future. 

  

 
84 Diamond, “The Worst Mistake in the Histry of the Human Race.” 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Bibliography for Feeding the City and Trinity College Sustainable Food Systems 

Research Group (SFSRG) 

 As part of my work with Feeding the City, I created a bibliography spreadsheet with 

annotated citations of literature related to the food system in Canada and beyond. The spreadsheet 

will be shared with future research assistants, who will continuously add resources and allow the 

spreadsheet to be a central database of food system literature. The spreadsheet contains a cover 

sheet with instructions for use. 

 

Link to annotated bibliography spreadsheet: 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1i3LJKGgdsVz90F06qyNgHo6S-

JV59yvNqv6PVCSdovw/edit?usp=sharing 
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Appendix 2: Overview of Interviewees and Interview Themes 

1) Ran Goel, CEO and founder of FCF. Interview themes: FCF COVID-19 response, 

community partnerships, business partnerships, role of FCF as a sustainability leader, role 

of governments and policy in sustainable supply chains and ethical sourcing. 

2) Julianne Keech, Farm Manager at FCF. Interview themes: FCF COVID-19 response, 

sustainable farming practices, land tenure, community engagement, FCF Member Farmer 

(MF) program. 

3) Randy Bhagwan, Communication Coordinator of Malvern Food Security Workgroup 

(MFSW) and Garden Lead at Malvern Community Gardens (MCG). Interview themes: 

COVID-19 response in Toronto urban growing network, land tenure, barriers for entry into 

urban growing, broader purpose of community gardens. 

4) Lorraine Johnson, author of numerous books on gardening and environmental issues, and 

self-described cultivation activist. Interview themes: connections, relationships, and 

intersectionality of social and environmental issues; mutual aid and community; action 

items for governments and leaders. 
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Appendix 3: Practical Suggestions for Trinity College SFSRG 

i. Open Trinity College urban agriculture spaces for tours and educational activities. 

Allowing the general public to visit urban growing spaces and volunteer can expose more 

individuals to urban agriculture, and help students develop leadership skills while 

providing tours and managing volunteers. Tours and activities can also be provided for 

Toronto elementary and secondary schools to allow younger students to get involved in 

sustainable urban agriculture. 

ii. Establish partnerships with other University of Toronto departments to provide 

empirical research spaces on campus. Working with departments such as the School of 

the Environment or Ecology and Evolutionary Biology can connect student researchers 

with professors and graduate students who are knowledgeable about agriculture and the 

scientific process. This can also allow Trinity College to support peer-reviewed, empirical 

research publications that concretely examine sustainable urban agriculture and motivate 

policy change. 

iii. Start a “farm-to-table” program that is available both physically and virtually. 

Involve students in creating media content or documentaries about the process of creating 

a dish, from planting to harvesting to cooking. Support workshops and activities for Trinity 

students and the broader University of Toronto community to connect with growing and 

the food system. 


