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Greenvale Park Community Garden:

Benefits, Risks, and Goals of Community Gardens

In winter of this year, the Northfield community began its first initiative to develop a community garden. The Greenvale Park Community Garden is located on the grounds of Greenvale Park Elementary, and is the joint project of the Northfield School District Community Services and the Northfield Community Gardeners. Organizations involved in maintaining the garden include the Food Shelf, the Greenvale Park School, and Community Gardeners. The creation of this community garden could have potential positive effects for both its nutritional value and its contribution to sustainable living and promotion of biological diversity in Northfield. 

In his essay, “Permaculture in Community Gardening,” David Rosenmiller explains the contributions of community gardens to biological diversity through use of a permaculture system. Rosenmiller defines permaculture as “a system using tree crops, perennial plants, animals, and buildings, in addition to annual vegetable crops, to form integrated functional design” (Naimark 150). The effect of this system is that “interdependent webs are created intentionally among the plants, insects, animals, and soil, duplicating the relationships found in nature, where productivity is high,” resulting in “ecologically stable, produce-yielding landscapes” (150-51).

One of the main elements in permaculture systems are perennial plants, or plants that are self-perpetuating. These plants, which include vegetables and herbs, do not require tilling, a process that subjects the soil to erosion and loss of water and nutrients. A variety of plants also create the “interdependent” system that Rosenmiller cites earlier. A number of plants that serve more than one purpose. Rosenmiller uses the example of a climbing rose vine, which can simultaneously “provide nutritious rose hips and petals…attract beneficial insects (for pollination and pest control), and shade plants that do best in moderate sun” (152). Through this example, Rosenmiller demonstrates the many purposes one plant can contribute to the general health and productivity of the garden. Pest management is also a benefit of plant diversity within a garden. Some plants act as protective resources: “insectory plants” can be used to attract predators of harmful insects, and consequently act as a deterrent to destructive pests. Again, plant diversity provides a critical role in preventing predators from destroying certain plants. (156).

 Nutrient cycling is also a valuable asset of permaculture farming. Through having a varying collection of plants within close proximity to each other, “plants that accumulate nutrients otherwise inaccessible to most crops…make them available to plants they grow near” (153). After the plants die, their decomposed elements contribute nutrients to the soil, and develop a healthier, more nutrient-rich environment for existing plants. The general goal of a permaculture system promoted by community gardens is  “a permanently sustainable agricultural system” (157).

In general, community gardens have been widely recognized both for their biological benefits, and their social benefits for the community at large. In her article, “Community Gardening in Rural Regions: Enhancing Food Security and Nutrition” (1999), Ashley F. Sullivan cites the benefits, risks, and varying models of community gardening. Sullivan begins by referring to one specific study conducted in Maine. According to this study, 89% of all individuals who participated in the garden projects ate more fresh vegetables than those who did not participate and 79% learned new ways to prepare vegetables. Both participants’ diets and knowledge of food preparation were enhanced through participation in the gardening project. In addition, the gardens provided participants with a cheaper means of acquiring fresh produce, making it more accessible to consume fresh fruits and vegetables (1). In a national survey, the results of the Maine study were similar. The advantageous effects for individuals extended to the community: 95% of community garden projects shared produce with neighbors, emergency food providers, and other cooperative organizations (2).

Sullivan continues by considering a national survey of community gardens in rural regions across the country. In 1999, the Center on Hunger and Poverty surveyed rural community garden projects with the purpose of determining the most effective methods for creating community gardens in rural areas. The survey included twelve different gardens from varying states.

The study concluded that there were a variety of models for rural community gardens. The first and most common model is a community garden with individual plots. The second is a single garden for educational purposes with additional use for individual, private gardens. These gardens are usually based outside a pre-existing institution, for example a school, a health center, etc. The third model is a community garden that is tended collectively and not divided into individual plots. These gardens are conducive to interaction and collaboration among participants. A fourth model is a garden that is constructed with educational purposes in mind, integrated into a school curriculum. This kind of collaboration ensures a sustainable volunteer base for garden maintenance, however it also requires the school administration to obtain additional resources and training for teachers. A final model includes individual relationships between experienced gardeners and other local residents, taking advantage of private land resources. 
The Greenvale Park Community Garden intends to incorporate several components of these community garden models outlined by Sullivan in the 1999 survey.

According to its informational website, the garden has been supported by a variety of local institutions. Northfield Tractor and Equipment donated their services for plowing and tilling the garden, and the Healthy Communities Initiative donated financial support to offer scholarships and supplies. The Greenvale Garden is divided into private plots available to individuals or families; however, at the same time, it will be used in conjunction with the Greenvale Park Elementary school curriculum and there will be a communally maintained plot whose produce will be donated to the Food Shelf. It will be both a general community and institutional resource. 

The Greenvale Park Community Garden has the potential to be a valuable community resource, open to all members of the Northfield community. The project has made a concerted effort to publicize the garden in a variety of venues. According to its information website, applications for requesting a plot in the garden will be available at several locations including Just Food Co-op, Greenvale Park School, the Northfield Community Action Center, St. Dominic Church and the United Methodist Church, and applications will be provided in both English and Spanish. By early spring, there were twenty-seven participating individuals or families and seventeen of the available twenty-one plots were taken.
 According to Sheryl Joy, the chairperson of the Northfield Community Gardeners, community gardens “can really improve the nutrition of the families who participate, and they build community by encouraging people with different backgrounds to work together. It’s especially exciting to have this garden on school property, because there are so many great educational opportunities in a garden. It will also be a new lovely green space for Northfielders to visit.”

Reginaldo Haslett-Marroquin, Executive Director of the Latino Enterprise Center, speaks to the impact the garden will have for the Latino/a community in Northfield. In his article, “Northfield Community Garden and My Latino Roots,” on the City of Northfield’s website, Haslettt-Marroquin writes, “As an avid gardener, I have grown my own vegetables and other foods for many years, even as early as when I was 7 years old back in Guatemala…. I hope this project will help enrich the summer diet of many Latino/a families and that this project becomes an opportunity for us to reconnect to our ‘roots.’” Haslett-Marroquin concludes his article by predicting the positive impact the garden will have on the Northfield community as a whole: “There will be a lot growing there, and don’t be surprised if, as part of the garden project, we also grow a diverse, integrated and stronger community, as it is only logical that these aspects will also be part of the harvest.”

According to Northfield Community Action Center (CAC) Program Director, Judy Bickel, the Greenvale Community Garden will also be a welcome and necessary addition to food distribution services. The CAC Foodshelf in Northfield distributes “23,000 pounds of food a month” and has “rarely been in the position of having more than we can distribute,” Bickel says.  “We serve an average of 280 households a month, representing about 750 people (not always the same households or the same individuals).” When asked about the potential impact the Community Garden will have for the Foodshelf, Bickel responded: “I would say it means that we will have more produce than usual and hopefully a greater variety for our clients.  We are always thankful for new food donors and there is great satisfaction in being able to distribute fresh, nutritious food.” Bickel’s response echoes the claim made in Sullivan’s article: community gardens become an important resource for variety in food distribution sources, and overall, promote healthier and more nutritious dietary habits.
In general, the Greenvale Park Community Garden has the potential to be a great asset to the Northfield community. However, the Community Gardeners will also face several challenges in attempting to create such an extensive resource. While there can be a great advantage to the permaculture system described in Rosenmiller’s article, there must be very specific requirements for what will be planted in the Greenvale Garden. Although there is sure to be a variety of plant species, without specific provisions, there is no guarantee of having the maximum benefit of a permaculture system. In attempting to coordinate so many contributors to the garden, this requirement will be difficult to manage.

In addition, resources and funding to sustain the garden rely on tenuous sources. The Greenvale Garden has partially prepared for this risk through its affiliation with the Greenvale Park Elementary School. The school’s regular involvement with the garden will potentially provide a consistent and continuing support base that would be less dependable if it were only maintained by small groups or individuals.  On the other hand, as Sullivan mentions in her article, this places a large amount of responsibility on the school to develop training programs for faculty and create a curriculum that incorporates the garden. Another potential risk is the task of coordinating members of the community who contribute to communally tended plots, including the school’s plot and the area devoted to the Food Shelf. Division of labor or the distribution of produce from these communal plots could be difficult to organize and will depend on consistent volunteer involvement. 

However, despite these potential risks, the Greenvale Park Community Garden has a high potential of being a very valuable asset to the Northfield community. Because it incorporates so many aspects of the various models for community gardening, it has already accounted for many of the problems or risks faced by individual models. By garnering support from a wide variety of sources in the community, the garden has already begun to establish strong foundations within Northfield. On the whole, the Greenvale Park Community Garden promises to be a rewarding and beneficial endeavor for all those involved.
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