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Abstract 

The number of community food projects (CFPs) has increased in American and international 

locations over the past several decades.  This paper highlights six community planning goals that 

are addressed by CFPs, drawing parallels with how these items are typically addressed through 

traditional planning methods.  Each community planning goal includes a discussion with 

examples of traditional and CFP planning methods.  Additionally, I attempt to illustrate key 

characteristics of successful traditional and CFP planning, and encourage community planners to 

better understand these unique features and limitations as they try to further community goals. 

 

Keywords: community food project, food systems planning, traditional planning methods 

 

Introduction 

The planning discipline has recognized the importance of food systems for creating healthy, 

equitable, and sustainable communities, and numerous planning academics and practitioners 

have written about the place of food within the planning canon (Pothukuchi and Kaufman 1999).  

However, community food projects (CFPs) are unique and typically non-governmental 

organizations that can function as de facto planners, responding to key community issues and 

collectively developing interventions.  As planners begin to consider food system issues and 

envision the potential roles of food system planners, they must take note of the existing planning 

functions of CFPs and recognize how they interface with traditional planning. 

 

Both traditional and CFP planning strategies respond to identified community strengths, needs, 

or problems.  CFPs often originate to address a food-related issue, though many successful 

programs expand their scopes beyond food-related issues.  CFP agendas are typically developed 

and addressed through grassroots methods, leverage a variety of resources, and can represent 

collective action by groups otherwise marginalized by traditional planning.  Traditional methods 

may include benefits of legal protections (zoning and building codes, easements), financial 

resources (grants or budget-items), and mainstream political awareness; however, these methods 
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also are constrained and influenced by public opinion.  Planning practitioners, especially new 

food systems planners, should seek to understand the characteristic strengths and weaknesses of 

CFP planning strategies in order to better support their existing, community-oriented goals.  

 

Community Planning Need CFP Mechanism Traditional Planning Mechanism 

Aging-In-Place and Elder-Care Elder programs, Tall-bed 

installation(Fair Haven) 

Comprehensive plan, Building 

codes 

Civic Engagement Education Interaction with local/state 

government  

Public meetings, citizen boards, 

neighborhood planners 

Land Conservation and Reuse Conservation easements, Farmland 

preservation, Vacant lot gardens  

Comprehensive plan, Easements, 

Zoning, Public lands 

Identification of Resource Gaps Food desert mapping, Food justice 

efforts 

GIS mapping, Transportation 

planning, Neighborhood services, 

Comprehensive plan, Census data 

Youth Advocacy and Development Youth jobs and outreach  Neighborhood services 

Economic Development Skill workshops in growing, 

marketing, business practices, 

Small business incubators  

Economic and community 

development, Special business 

districts, Comprehensive plan 
 

TABLE 1: Summary of common community planning goals, and CFP/traditional planning strategies 

 

Aging-In-Place and Elder-Care 

Researchers in nursing are innovating in care-giving strategies for the elderly, while architects 

and planners are designing environments that support aging-in-place to decrease isolation and 

increase mobility (Michael et al. 2005).  Traditional planning offers several interventions.  

Priority-setting through comprehensive planning processes offers planners the opportunity to ask 

the public to consider the future, and establish goals and key objectives.  While the 

comprehensive plan carries no legal obligations, planners can more directly influence 

development through innovative building codes that consider the mobility needs of seniors, and 

may include mandates for accessible sidewalks, ramps, handrails, or other structures designed to 

increase accessibility.  Strong enforcement of current accessibility standards may be one method 

for increasing senior mobility without changing existing codes. 

  

CFPs have created programs to support the health and well-being of the elderly.  Many CFPs 

include senior volunteers that are retirees (South End Lower Roxbury Open Space Land Trust, 

White Earth Land Recovery Project), and draw upon their community knowledge and farming or 

gardening skills.  CFPs involve the elderly in social contexts that value their generational 

knowledge and encourage their continued engagement.  Other CFP programs more directly 



support the concept of aging-in-place, and encourage the elderly to practice gardening at home.  

This manifests itself in a variety of ways, from container gardens on apartment balconies and 

rooftops (Rooftop Garden Project) to high-bed gardens installed in side-yards (Biblical 

Gardens).  These methods bring an easily accessible garden to elderly residents, support their 

continued activity, and provide them with fresh fruits and vegetables.  

  

Civic Engagement Education 

As the planning practice seeks to better respond to community needs and concerns, researchers 

have recognized the value of a civically-educated public.  Citizens that are aware of key public 

institutions and mechanisms are more likely to interface with planning and decision-making 

processes, like workshops and public hearings.  Traditional methods have well-defined modes of 

citizen participation, including public meetings, citizen boards and commissions, and the 

activities of neighborhood planners.  Citizens are encouraged to engage with these organizations, 

and civically-educated citizens are most likely to know the best methods for achieving their 

community goals. 

  

While community planners may employ a variety of tools (like publicity or incentives) to engage 

the public in traditional processes, CFPs offer excellent examples of issue-oriented public 

engagement that helps teach citizens.  A common issue that CFPs must address is a need for 

space, requiring engagement with local land use processes.  Existing land use policies may limit 

or prohibit CFP activities (for instance, agricultural production or small livestock), prompting 

citizens to apply for exceptions (or amendments) and lobby relevant public officials.  While 

some CFPs benefit from volunteer professionals (lawyers, Realtors, scientists), others have 

successfully navigated civic processes without special knowledge.  While not all CFP civic 

efforts are successful, significant learning occurs through these engagement processes (South 

Central Farmers). 

  

Land Conservation and Reuse 

In urban, suburban, and rural communities, planners often must consider the future of open and 

green spaces.  The benefits of green space to community wellness are thoroughly documented in 

quantitative and qualitative means (Thompson 2002).  Additionally, potential for environmental 



benefits exist through carbon offsetting, wildlife habitat, and stormwater retention and 

remediation, while improved real estate values may be associated with access to natural 

resources.  Planners can use processes like neighborhood workshops and comprehensive plans to 

help communities identify key spaces for preservation.  Planners can help individuals leverage 

legal tools, like conservation easements, to protect property from undesirable forms of 

development.  Additionally, planners can inform public officials about land use, and how the 

acquisition and use of public land can be strategically linked with comprehensive plans and 

zoning ordinances.   

 

CFPs can play a variety of land conservation roles.  In suburban areas, where there is often high 

pressure for low-density development, CFPs can be strong advocates for farmland preservation 

and help support and guide landowners through conservation easement processes.  In urban 

areas, CFPs have helped reuse vacant or blighted lots, and supported conservation easements on 

garden spaces, providing permanent protection from development (SEEDS, South End Lower 

Roxbury Open Space Land Trust).  CFPs are able to articulate how land used for farming or 

gardening provide ecological and social benefits to communities, which can help bolster a case 

for legal strategies, like easements.   

 

Identification of Resource Gaps 

Planners can play an essential role in assessing the match (or mismatch) of community needs and 

resources.  Neighborhood planners field a wide variety of public questions and can perform a 

prioritizing role, making referrals and recommendations as needed, and gaining knowledge about 

the most common public needs and issues.  Traditional planning employs data from the U.S. 

Census or American Community Survey, analyzed through spatial methods, like Geographic 

Information Systems, to determine high-need or high-priority areas.   

 

Many CFPs are born out of resource gap issues, especially centered on concepts of food access, 

or, more broadly, food justice.  For instance, in West Oakland, California, a CFP (People’s 

Grocery) rallied community support to confront a perceived land use injustice: a predominantly 

minority, low-income area had a remarkably high number of liquor stores, but was without any 

grocery stores or supermarkets.  Here, the CFP facilitated a collective, visible articulation of 



community values to public officials.  Other CFPs have been instrumental in highlighting food 

security resource gaps, especially in major cities (Growing Power).   

 

Youth Advocacy and Development 

Planning literature has pointed to a need for youth to develop civic skills that will allow them to 

participate in, or initiate, community changes.  If given the appropriate avenues and resources, 

youth have been shown to emerge as effective leaders and “competent citizens,” further outlining 

the need for planners to support and engage programs and processes that develop civic skills of 

youth (Checkoway et al 2003).  Notable programs exist that train youth, especially those from 

marginalized communities, how to engage with the public decision-making process, while also 

offering part-time employment and other types of skill-development. 

 

Similarly, many CFPs understand the value of youth development programs.  Young people can 

act as key connectors to adults in their households and neighborhoods (often parents or 

relatives), bringing home new skills and knowledge (for instance, cooking, nutrition, or 

growing).  In some CFP programs, youth are involved in giving tours and workshops, as well as 

hiring decisions for their peer interns (SEEDS).  These types of programs expand youth skill 

development into highly-valuable, translatable skills, like public speaking, interacting with 

adults, personal responsibility, organization, and accountability.  

 

Economic Development 

Employment plays an important role in neighborhood success, and planners and public officials 

understand that an able workforce supports a variety of other community goals.  Skill 

development and training programs can support healthy job rates empower individuals to seek 

out new or better quality employment (Giloth 2000).  Additionally, supporting local small 

business development may meet a variety of community goals, including increasing employment 

and fostering a local economy.  Economic development planners can design packages of special 

zoning and tax incentives to encourage specific types of development in desired locations.  

 

CFPs have also realized the importance of economic development as a cornerstone of 

community revitalization.  CFP participants and volunteers may gain valuable skills in growing 



and preparing food, as well as business techniques, like budgeting and marketing.  Some projects 

have training programs specifically targeted at prospective farmers and other producers, while 

others translate food-related skills into unrelated business sectors.  One program in Holyoke, 

Massachusetts (Nuestras Raices), includes a small business incubator as part of their CFP 

operations. 

  

Defining characteristics of CFPs and traditional planners 

CFPs and traditional planning methods have important differences that should be considered by 

food systems planners.  These unique characteristics and limitations help define the framework 

in which community planning operates, both officially and unofficially.  This study is meant to 

outline opportunities for synergistic relationships between CFPs and traditional planning, rather 

than to suggest that either side is well-suited to individually satisfy community planning needs. 

 

  Community Food Projects Traditional Planning 

Reason for being Born out of community issues Required by enabling 

federal/state/local legislation 

Key social need Skilled leadership Community trust 

 

Funding mechanism Private money, or Ability to 

leverage public money 

Public money, or Ability to 

leverage private money 

Ability to deal with new issues Innovation and new membership 

handle new issues 

Staff and budget organized to 

handle new issues 
 

TABLE 2: Characteristics of successful planning methods 

 

Reason for being 

CFPs are often born out of contemporary community issues, like access to healthy food, and 

allow the public to initially rally around a central mission.  As CFPs grow and develop, they 

often create additional programs or initiatives, though the initial creation often was from a 

singular, perceived community issue.  On the other hand, traditional planning is grounded in 

local government bureaucracy, and sets an agenda largely through procedural, rather than issue-

oriented, methods. 

 

Key social need 

Exceptional community leaders are characteristic to successful CFPs.  These leaders have 

“insider knowledge” of communities, and valuable relationships and contacts with other 



community leaders.  Successful CFPs need leadership that either possesses a broad social skill-

set, or is able to leverage a variety of social resources to support the organization.  Without the 

benefit of “insider knowledge,” traditional planning must work to build trust in communities.  

This may be especially prevalent in marginalized communities that have been previously ignored 

by public officials.   

 

Funding mechanism 

CFPs are typically funded through competitive grants, both from private foundations and state 

and federal agencies.  Successful CFPs must be able to secure private funding, while also 

creatively leveraging public money through grants or partnerships.  Traditional planning 

predominantly operates through local public funds, though successful agencies also can leverage 

private funds and state or federal grants.   

 

Ability to deal with new issues 

CFPs expand their scope as community members decide to address new issues.  A wide variety 

of issue areas is not automatically indicative of a successful CFP; effective CFPs address clearly-

articulated community problems and goals.  Traditional planning offices may be challenged to 

expand their scope based on staffing and budget constraints.  Reorganization, additional staff, or 

an increased budget may be needed before new issues can be adequately addressed.  

   

Conclusion  

Community food projects address local planning goals through a variety of methods.  As food 

system planners make their entrance into the planning practice, they must understand how to 

form mutually-beneficial relationships with CFPs.  Careful consideration of CFP planning roles 

should be included in the process of defining the role of food system planners, as their 

community-oriented goals can overlap significantly with traditional planning.   

 

CFPs offer a variety of unique assets that traditional planning may struggle (or not be legally 

permitted) to provide.  At the same time, traditional planning has established systems and 

processes that are recognized by mainstream public administrators, whereas CFPs may be 

perceived as special interests.  Strategic partnerships between CFPs and food systems planners 



will help both parties achieve community goals, building more robust food systems, and 

healthier, more sustainable, and socially responsible places.   
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For more information on community food project examples: 

 

Biblical Garden at First Congregational Church. Fair Haven, Vermont 

http://homepages.sover.net/~hkfamily/Pages/RaisedBedgardens.html 

 

Growing Power. Milwaukee, Wisconsin and Chicago, Illinois  

http://www.growingpower.org 

 

Nuestras Raices. Holyoke, Massachusetts 

http://www.nuestras-raices.org/ 

 

http://homepages.sover.net/~hkfamily/Pages/RaisedBedgardens.html
http://www.growingpower.org/
http://www.nuestras-raices.org/


People’s Grocery. West Oakland California 

http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/ 

 

Rooftop Garden Project.  Ontario, Canada 

http://rooftopgardens.ca/?q=en/ourgardens 

 

SEEDS. Durham, North Carolina 

http://www.seedsnc.org/ 

 

South Central Farmers. Los Angeles, California 

http://www.southcentralfarmers.com/ 

 

 White Earth Land Recovery Project. Callaway, Minnesota  

 http://nativeharvest.com/ 
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