
Social benefits: Place 
making, social capital and 
social cohesion

Community food gardens in high-densi-
ty areas stake a claim for positive space, 
often in contexts where land is contest-
ed. In particular, they represent public 
green zones in township areas, help-
ing the urban areas and residents to 
breathe. Gardens are often established 
on vacant or underutilized land, such 
as big school grounds, illegal dumping 
sites or dangerous alleyways. Commu-
nity gardeners activate unused open 
spaces and offer ‘eyes on the street’, 
a form of passive surveillance which 
makes neighbourhoods safer.⁵

Community food gardens can create 
social cohesion6 , as community mem-
bers are brought together around a 
common interest and develop pride in 
their neighbourhood.7 Gardeners feel 
empowered and proud as they are able 
to grow food for themselves and others. 
Two recent studies89, confirm this, 
showing that urban gardeners in Cape 
Town are likely to be organized in small, 
local and informal networks; accumulat-
ing social capital which helps mitigate 
food insecurity more generally.10 Urban 
agriculture is also a means to unpack 
food justice patterns such as limited 
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The changing profile  
of urban gardeners

Traditionally, most community  
gardeners have been older women2 
who have grown up farming in the 
Eastern Cape, and as pensioners have 
the time to devote to the laborious
work of community gardening. This 
has begun to change, as community 

food gardens attract others who  
are economically excluded, such  
as the NEETs (youth that are Not  
in Employment, Education or  
Training) by offering them an  
alternative to gangs and crime- 
related activities. During COVID-19, 
young people who lost their jobs  
as a result of the pandemic have  
joined community gardening efforts.3 

Some gardens also often offer  
training(technical, technological,  
business and marketing skills),  
and these are typically attended  
by young people wanting to upskill.  
While income generation is not the 
primary reason for urban farming,  
it does provide some income to  
households, often the only income 
besides social grants.4 

access to land, gender inequality or to 
discuss the constitutional right to food.

Health benefits: Dietary 
diversity and education
Community food gardens improve 
health – both physical health by  
supplementing diets with fresh  
produce and encouraging physical  
activity (gardening), but also by  
benefiting mental health by providing 
a space for people to connect with the 
earth. While most gardens are not able 
to provide comprehensive food security 
to gardeners and their communities, 
they do offer an opportunity to improve 
dietary diversity, especially micronutri-
ents. Growing their own produce means 
that gardeners can spend their limited 
income on other foods, making their 
budgets go further.11 

Gardeners gain nutritional knowl-
edge as they learn about the food that 
they grow.12 Adults and children alike 
wonder at the ability to grow food in 
difficult conditions – particularly on  
the Cape Flats in Cape Town where soil 
is sandy, limited space available and 
harsh hot and windy summers are  
challenging – and this sparks interest 
and curiosity to learn. Many of the 
community gardens are linked to Early 
Childhood Development centres or  

primary schools, creating opportunities  
for children to learn about food  
production and supplementing the 
school feeding programmes and  
improving their dietary diversity.

Environmental benefits: 
Agroecology and 
environmental renewal

Working with limited resources means 
that many community food gardens 
are organic by their very nature.  
Agricultural input such as herbicide 
and pesticide are expensive, and often
beyond the budgets of small-scale 
gardens. As a result, community food 
gardens contribute to soil regenera-
tion and waste management (through 
compost, animal feed and waste water 
for irrigation). Due to limited resources, 
gardens have started to implement 
water-wise techniques, such as  
rainwater harvesting and water saving 
measures. Open green spaces reduce 
storm water runoff and recharge the 
aquifer. The urban agriculture network 
in Cape Town allows for innovations to 
be tested and good practices devel-
oped and disseminated. This network 
and the ecological awareness that is 
developed through gardens, inspires 
communities to be environmental 
stewards and protect our environment.

Land ownership: 
of the gardens are  
on school land, and

of gardens do not  
have a written lease

of gardens are not externally 
funded on an ongoing basis

are on land owned by  
the City of Cape Town

of gardens are linked  
to a garden forum

Just over a third (39%) of the gardens  
sell some of their produce.
Of those who do not sell their produce, 
they support community beneficiaries  

- mostly to their staff, school and creche 
kitchens, soup kitchens and churches

Gardens range in existence from a 
few months up to 32 years old and on 
average, the number of gardeners per 
garden ranges from 1 to 15 members


