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ABSTRACT 

This paper enriches the academic debate surrounding Urban Agriculture (UA) and its intersection 

with Food Justice by investigating the contributions and constraints of Community Food Growing 

Initiatives (CFGIs) within a UK Context. Comprehensive assessment of their potential for realising 

food justice, which is the second aim of this study, necessitates an understanding of why they exist 

and how they operate, underpinning the first aim of this study; to uncover their motivations and 

internal dynamics. To achieve these aims, this research employs a multi-case study approach of 

five CFGIs within the city of Sheffield, drawing on primary data collected through participant 

observation and interviews, supplemented with content analysis of associated websites and 

documents. While the notion of ‘Food Justice’ is multifaceted and open to interpretation, this 

study employs a rights-based approach through the lens of UA.  

Through exploring the CFGIs’ motivations and internal dynamics, this study argues their potential 

for realising food justice is complex, often contradictory, and depends on the scale of analysis 

adopted. On a small scale, for the participants involved and the local communities they serve, 

broadly speaking the initiatives facilitate the right to access affordable and healthy produce, and 

the right to self-determination over food through knowledge building practices which are 

inclusive, democratic and ecologically sound. When thinking about food justice more broadly 

within the city, however, CFGIs occupy niches within society and are plagued with barriers, 

inhibiting their potential for progression toward a more just food system. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  
 

1.1 Introduction 
 

The contemporary food system is in crisis, generating a plethora of environmental harms and 

social ills across the world. With over 55% of the global population residing in cities – 83% in the 

UK (WB, 2018, n/p), these injustices are a pressing urban issue which correspondingly necessitate 

an urban solution. While Urban Agriculture (UA) has a rich history, academics are increasingly 

exploring its intersection with food justice. This study aims to enrich this debate, specifically 

investigating the potential of Community Food Growing Initiatives (CFGIs) within a UK context.   

Having briefly outlined the nature of this study, this introductory chapter follows with rationale 

behind this research; with Section 1.2 uncovering the harms embedded within the food system, 

and section 1.3 explaining why UA, specifically community food growing, was chosen for 

exploration as an alternative. Section 1.4 outlines the aims and research questions, with the 

closing section (1.5) summarising the core argument and written structure of the dissertation.   

1.2 Food Injustices  
 

As alluded to, environmental and social food injustices are mounting globally. Regarding the 

former, the industrialised agri-food system has generated vast disconnection between rural sites 

of food production and urban sites of consumption (McClintock, 2010; Garcia-Sempere, 2018). At 

the site of production, chemical-intensive monoculture is depleting soil fertility and damaging 

nutrient cycles, food miles and fossil fuel dependent transportation generates greenhouse gas 

emissions, and at the site of consumption, food and packaging waste is causing severe pollution 

(Biel et al., 2016; Myers, 2016). Regarding social injustices, the commodification of food, 

compounding with societal wealth inequalities inherent to the capitalist system, has generated 

disparities in purchasing power and distributional injustice (Biel et al., 2016; Ahmadi, 2019). 

Uneven food access has been further exacerbated by inflation, most notably during the 2008 

global food crisis, whereby record levels of hunger were recorded worldwide (Holt-Gimenez and 

Shattuck, 2011). 

Due to unceasing urbanisation, cities are the arenas in which these injustices most profoundly 

manifest (Bedore, 2010; Opitz et al., 2016). Within the UK urban context, food insecurities have 

escalated within the last decade, resulting from the economic recession and subsequent austerity 

and welfare reforms (Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015). Problematically, economically 
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precarious households have been forced into purchasing both less food, and cheaper ‘poor in 

micro-nutrient density and dietary variety’ foods (Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015, p419). The 

recent upsurge in food-bank usage manifests the severity of the crisis (Proctor, 2018, n/p) and 

while the charitable model provides short term assistance, as an end-of-pipe solution it ultimately 

fails to challenge the root cause of the problem: the neoliberal-capitalist food system (Dodd and 

Nelson, 2018).  

1.3 Why Urban Agriculture? 
 

Considering these numerous food injustices, a paradigm shift toward an alternative is 

indispensable, and UA has been widely commended within both the academic and public realm. 

It broadly encompasses ‘the growing, processing, and distribution of food and other products 

through intensive plant cultivation and animal husbandry in and around cities’ (Urban Agriculture 

Committee of the CFSC, 2003, p3), and manifests in myriad forms and scales; individual 

allotments, guerrilla gardening, roof top gardening, and community growing (Horst et al., 2017), 

which comprise the focus of this study. While there is conceptual indistinction regarding what 

constitutes the latter, within this paper, it simply refers to organised projects established for 

growing food collectively on plots of land within the city. 

UA research is largely within the geographical context of the ‘Global South’ and North America; 

Block et al. (2012), McClintock (2010; 2014), Battersby and Marshak (2013), Horst et al. (2017), 

and is often theoretically heavy, lacking critical enquiry into its real-world pragmatisms. While 

noteworthy enquiry in the UK has taken place (Milbourne, 2012; St. Clair et al., 2017; Tompkins, 

2014; Tornaghi, 2014; 2017), as UA exists in a diversity of forms and for a plethora of reasons, 

hands-on research exploring the intersection between community growing and food justice 

remains absent. While parallels can be drawn from the existing literature, Horst et al. (2017) 

maintain that UA practices are highly situational, and accordingly ‘each urban agriculture activity 

needs to be evaluated on its own merit.’ (p280). Considering this, there is an obvious space for 

further exploration into CFGIs and their potential for food justice within UK cities, inspiring the 

following aims and research questions.  
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1.4 Aims and Research Questions 
 

An effective exploration into CFGIs and their potential for realising food justice requires a 

comprehensive and in-depth understanding of their real-world pragmatisms, which helped frame 

the two following aims: 

1. To gain a deeper understanding of the motivations and internal dynamics of CFGIs. 

2. To use this understanding to assess the potential of CFGIs for realising food justice.  

Corresponding with the first aim, the following two research questions were formed:  

1. What are the motivations of CFGIs?  

2. What are the internal dynamics of CFGIs?  

The first specifically intends on comprehending why they exist - uncovering both the overarching 

purpose of the initiatives and the more specific enthusiasms of the participants. The second 

question intends on uncovering how they operate – their governance; actors and power relations, 

and their practices; the production process from cultivation through to distribution.  

Understanding the motivations and internal dynamics provides substance for achieving the 

second aim, in which two more research questions were formed: 

3. Do CFGIs contribute toward realising food justice? 

4. Are there any barriers limiting the potential of CFGIs for realising food justice? 

1.5 Arguments and Overview  
 

As will be further elaborated within the latter half of this paper, the intersection between CFGIs 

and Food Justice is multifaceted and confounding. While in many ways they contribute to food 

justice on a small-scale, when adopting a broader scale of analysis, they occupy niches within 

society and are plagued with constraints, inhibiting their potential for tackling wider food 

insecurities, and thus progression toward a just food system.  

To provide the framework for this assertion to unfold, this paper is divided into six chapters. To 

embed this study within academia, Chapter 2 engages with existing literature related to UA and 

Food Justice. Chapter 3 outlines and rationalises the methodological approach employed, before 

Chapter 4 and 5 grapple with the empirical findings. Chapter 4 specifically addresses the first aim 

and initial two research questions, uncovering the motivations and internal dynamics. Chapter 5 

then utilises this analysis to assess their potential for realising food justice, corresponding with the 
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second aim, and third and fourth research questions. This paper then closes with a conclusion, 

reflecting on the study’s limitations and future research directions.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

With many of the food injustices outlined in Chapter 1 resulting from commercialisation and the 

increasing disconnection between sites of production and consumption (McClintock, 2010; Biel et 

al., 2016; Garcia-Sempere, 2018; Ahmadi, 2019), re-forging these linkages through an alternative 

localised food system has gained considerable attention, with UA often commended as a 

promising solution.  

Through engagement with the literature, this chapter will begin by further exploring UA and its 

multifunctionality in section 2.2, noting the disciplinary overlap between UA and Community 

gardening literature. Following this, section 2.3 addresses the multifaceted notion of ‘Food 

Justice’, discussing the varying theoretical frameworks associated with the term. Moreover, while 

Tornaghi (2017) makes five claims for realising food justice within the context of UA, she falls short 

of an articulate encapsulation. Therefore, through a rights-based approach to food, and applying 

the work of Tornaghi (2017) and others (Block et al., 2012; Horst et al., 2017), section 2.4 re-

encapsulates the notion appropriately for this study.  

2.2 Urban Agriculture  
 

As previously mentioned, UA broadly encompasses food production within urban areas and has 

been extensively discussed within the context of the ‘Global South’ and North America, with 

academic debate in the UK limited and unrepresented within international research. Importantly, 

while there are differences between UA and community gardening literature (the latter does not 

explicitly include food cultivation), as the boundaries are obfuscated with substantial overlap in 

academia, and since both are pertinent for discussing community food growing, this study will 

interweave between the disciplines.  

Despite these variances, urban cultivation has been widely merited. Specific to UA, through a 

Marxist theoretical framework, several academics assert that co-location of production and 

consumption enables a ‘metabolic shift’ (Garcia-Sempere et al., 2018, p394), de-alienating society 

and restoring the society-nature relations which have been ruptured by the capitalist food system 

(McClintock, 2010; 2014; Heynen et al., 2012). By shortening the supply chain and through utilising 

ecologically sound practices for cultivating organic produce, UA generates a plethora of 

environmental and social benefits; reducing food miles and greenhouse gas emissions, curbing the 
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use of destructive agri-chemicals, reducing waste, and enabling the right to organic, healthy and 

affordable foods (McClintock, 2010; Pearson and Hodgkin, 2010; Block et al., 2012). Furthermore, 

within both UA and community gardening literature, the benefits of food cultivation as an activity 

beyond the food itself, particularly within the realm of community development, has been noted 

(McVey et al., 2018). This includes social cohesion (Firth, 2011; Veen et al., 2016), education and 

capacity building, leisure (McClintock, 2014; Horst et al., 2017), and ‘horticultural therapy’ for 

mental health and isolation (St Clair et al., 2017, p5).  

With widespread appraisal of urban cultivation practices, until of late, critical exploration has 

remained absent from academia. However, a thread of literature has developed, attempting to 

expose its limitations and contradictions (McClintock, 2014; Tornaghi, 2014, 2017; Barron, 2017; 

Horst et al., 2017).  Through utilising a political framework, these academics question the 

transformative potential of UA, highlighting how while initiatives often have progressive goals 

regarding issues of justice, in practice, they are often ill-fated, reproduce neoliberal subjectivities, 

and fail to challenge the neoliberal-capitalist system responsible for producing societal injustice.  

2.3 Food Justice  
 

Several academics have explored the intersection between urban cultivation and issues of food 

justice (Block et al., 2012; Heynen et al., 2012; Tornaghi, 2014; 2017; Laidlaw and Magee, 2016; 

Barron, 2017; Horst et al., 2017). However, use of the term ‘Food Justice’ is broad, crosscuts 

multiple frameworks and varies according to the author, and as a result, has become somewhat 

of an ‘empty signifier’ (Heynen et al., 2012, p306). The following section will unpack its varying 

interpretations and encapsulate the term appropriately. 

Struggles for a just food system have traditionally focused on realising food security: “When all 

people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that 

meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 1996). While 

this definition appears unproblematic, the food security paradigm has been critiqued for its 

emphasis on neoliberal market-based solutions, which reproduce and fail to challenge the 

underlying structural causes of food insecurity – the inherently inequitable capitalist system (Holt-

Giménez, 2010; Holt-Gimenez and Shattuck, 2011; Heynen et al., 2012).  

Within the literature on alternatives, an array of frameworks endorsing a rights-based approach 

to food, as opposed to a market-based approach which regards food as a commodity, have 

developed - the most renowned being ‘Food Justice’ within the US context, and ‘Food Sovereignty’ 

which originates in the ‘Global South,’ with the movement ‘La Via Campesina’ (Via Campesina, 
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2007).The former is considered ‘progressive’ and addresses the connections between food 

insecurity and systemic structural inequalities; race, ethnicity, gender, class (Alkon and Agyeman, 

2011; Heynen et al, 2012), advocating ‘the right of communities everywhere to produce, process, 

distribute, access, and eat good food’ (IATP, 2012). Food Sovereignty is more radical in its 

intentions, demanding democratisation within food systems, more specifically, the redistribution 

of power so peoples have a right to determine how they nourish themselves (Block et al., 2012; 

Laidlaw and Magee, 2016; Garcia-Sempere et al., 2018). Despite these variances in politics, both 

approaches advocate the use of agroecological practices to realise a food system which is socially 

just, democratic and sustainable, with UA commonly endorsed as place-based strategy within 

cities (Holt-Giménez, 2010; Block et al., 2012; Heynen et al., 2012; Laidlaw and Magee, 2016).  

2.4 Re-conceptualising Food Justice through UA 
 

Tornaghi’s paper (2017) is pertinent for reconceptualising food justice through the lens of UA, and 

parallel to the alternative frameworks explored previously, employs a rights-based approach to 

food, asserting five claims essential for realising food justice: 

1. ‘The right to grow food in urban contexts. 

2. The right to access cultivable land and to care for it in common. 

3. The right to urban metabolism and nutrients sovereignty: the right to cultivate, 

harvest water and recycle nutrients for growing food sustainably. 

4. The right to harvest, share, trade and initiate processes for reshaping the food system. 

5. The right to live in urban environments that enable the retention and expansion of 

traditional and innovative knowledge on food growing, food preparation, and on the 

medicinal and nutritional properties of food.’ (p792) 

Upon reflection, these rights evidently overlap with the US variation of ‘Food Justice’ and ‘Food 

sovereignty’ discussed previously. Regarding the former, access to healthy food through 

cultivation and distribution clearly manifests within these five claims. Corresponding with the 

latter, democratisation and self-determination is also emphasised, particularly regarding assertion 

4, and also 5, as knowledge building practices underpin the ability for people to nourish 

themselves. However, Tornaghi (2017) provides little indication regarding who should obtain 

these rights so that food justice can be realised. While ideally all peoples, food justice is arguably 

only truly achieved if it empowers ‘those who are most vulnerable and have benefitted the least 

from current arrangements’ (Allen, 2010, in Block et al., 2012, p206). Horst et al., (2017) support 

this, asserting that socioeconomically disadvantaged communities need to ‘benefit as much as or 



8 
 

more than privileged people’ (p279).  Having grappled with the multifaceted interpretations 

associated with food justice, drawing upon the established rights-based frameworks of ‘Food 

Justice’ and ‘Food Sovereignty’, and Tornaghi’s (2017) five assertions, for this study it can be 

encapsulated as: 

1. The right of people to access affordable and healthy food through cultivation and through 

equitable distribution of the harvest. 

2. The right of people to self-determination over the food system, through knowledge 

building practices which are democratic, inclusive and ecologically sound.  

2.5 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has attempted to come to terms with the perplexing array of literature related to 

community food growing and food justice. From section 2.2, it is clear urban food cultivation has 

been widely merited for its multifunctionality. From deliberating the theoretical frameworks 

associated with food justice in section 2.3, ideals have evolved from the market-based neoliberal 

approach of ‘Food Security’ whereby people are merely consumers (Holt-Giménez, 2010), to 

alternative approaches. For example, the renowned frameworks of ‘Food Justice’ in the US and 

‘Food Sovereignty’, where food is considered a fundamental right of all people (Via Campesina, 

2007; IATP, 2012). While conceptualising food justice is difficult, section 2.4 re-encapsulated the 

notion through the lens of UA.  Returning to the logistics of this study, the ensuing chapter 

presents the research methodology.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter presents the methodological approach employed to support the two aims and the 

four research questions outlined in chapter 1. Section 3.2 discusses the research design, outlining 

why a multi-sited ethnographic approach was appropriate. Subsequently, section 3.3 delves into 

the techniques utilised to collect and analyse the empirical data; which complementing the 

research design, are predominantly qualitative primary methods, supplemented with secondary 

content analysis.  

3.2 Research Design 
 

The absence of hands-on research exploring the intersection between UA and food justice within 

the UK generated a plethora of forms and cities which would have been appropriate. However, 

exploring community food growing within Sheffield was chosen for several reasons. Firstly, 

considering the ethnographic research methods I anticipated utilising, my familiarity and 

proximity to the city was advantageous. More significantly, there is a pervasiveness of unexplored 

CFGIs across Sheffield, and food injustices are prevalent; out of a population of 576,000 in 2017, 

there were over 40,000 experiencing food poverty, with a notable increase in the use of food 

banks (SCC, 2017, p2).  

Within the wider literature, utilising a multi-cased ethnographic approach for researching 

situational phenomena has been merited and effectively employed within other UA studies 

(Clarke, 2005; Tompkins, 2014; McVey, 2018). Considering this, and in accordance with Horst et 

al. who highlight that UA practices are socially sensitive and ‘vary from situation to situation’ 

(2017, p280), using case studies from different communities across the city seemed appropriate 

for enabling both breadth and depth of comprehension.  

 When scoping out the CFGIs, I came across ‘Grow Sheffield 2019’ online, a platform which 

provides information on several initiatives. With no easy method for identifying all the existing 

projects across the city, using the website to access contemporary and active case-studies was 

fitting. While I wanted to ensure the projects were located within different communities, besides 

geographical location, no strict criteria were utilised during the selection process. To maximise the 

likelihood of identifying initiatives that would willingly participate, all the twenty projects on the 

website were contacted by email during the initial research phase (Autumn of 2018) and were 
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invited to partake. Given the limited timeframe, I projected engaging with around three to five 

initiatives, and decided to adopt the latter for a more comprehensive exploration. While eight of 

the initiatives responded, I took account of the quality and suitability of the information provided 

and selected five located within different neighbourhoods. They include: TimeBuilders, Heeley 

City Farm, Herdings Food Growers, Arbourthorne Community Allotment and Tinsley Community 

Allotment. While more information is provided in the ensuing chapter, it is important to note that 

due to the large-scale of Heeley City Farm’s operations, three of their growing sites are referred 

to in this study; The Kitchen Garden, Meersbrook Park, and Wortley.   

3.3 Research Methods 
 

With limited existing data on the motivations and internal dynamics of the CFGIs to answer 

research question 1 and 2, a range of primary ethnographic techniques were utilised, 

supplemented with content analysis of the initiatives’ associated websites and documents. The 

latter was ongoing from November 2018 – April 2019 and the fieldwork took place during a three-

month period from January 2019 – March 2019.  

The value of participant observation for understanding socially situated phenomenon has been 

widely acknowledged within academia (Walsh, 2009; Tompkins, 2014; DeWalt and DeWalt, 2002) 

and provided a suitable method for exploring the initiatives’ motivations and internal dynamics. 

Participant observation involves ‘researching ‘with’ rather than ‘on’ the community under 

investigation’ (Tompkins, 2014, p61), and therefore meant an important aspect of the research 

was participating in the food growing sessions. The limited time frame of this study somewhat 

restricted ongoing deep engagement. Nonetheless, involvement in 2-4 sessions with each 

initiative (Appendix 1) provided experienced understanding and uncovered essential information 

which could not have been known from an outsider’s perspective. Ensuring transparency with the 

members, while also sustaining naturalness within the field was imperative, and so the groups 

were informed of the research at the beginning of each session, followed by active involvement 

and everyday interactions to diffuse any sensed power relations between myself and the 

participants. During and following each of the sessions, fieldnotes and photographs were taken to 

record important information, for visual understanding, and to reflect on the experience.  

Interviews with 14 of the participants, including both the organisers and volunteers, 

supplemented the participant observation (Appendix 2), obtaining further information on the 

initiatives’ purpose and practices, and also to gain deeper insight into the personal experiences of 

the members themselves. Notably these interviews were open and often took the form of ‘a 
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conversation with a purpose’ (Roulston, 2008, n/p), appropriate for maintaining the reciprocity 

between myself and the participants. Prior to the interviews, members were given an information 

sheet and were asked to sign a consent form (See Appendix 2 and 3). When appropriate, the 

interviews were also recorded for transcription and content analysis. The fieldnotes and 

interviews were analysed using the traditional qualitative approach of sorting and assigning 

thematic codes through Excel. This included recording word repetitions, comparing the primary 

data with content from the associated websites and documents, and relating the data with 

existing literature on UA and food justice.  

3.4 Conclusion 
 

This Chapter provided an account of the methodological approach employed to explore CFGIs, 

whereby section 3.2 discussed the multi-sited ethnographic research design, and section 3.3 the 

qualitative and chiefly primary research methods. Having set out the framework for this study, 

this paper will now continue with analysis of the empirical findings.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE CFGIS’ MOTIVATIONS AND INTERNAL DYNAMICS  
 

4.1 Introduction 
 

As outlined in Chapter 1, assessing the potential of CFGIs for realising food justice requires an 

understanding of why they exist and how they operate, shaping the first aim of this study, and 

correspondingly, research question one and two; what are the motivations of the CFGIs? and what 

are the internal dynamics of the CFGIs? 

Laying the foundations for a deeper comparative analysis, section 4.2 contextualises ‘Grow 

Sheffield’ and each of the initiatives independently in Table 1.  Figure 1 shows their locations, with 

photographs provided to supplement understanding (Figure 2-12). Section 4.3 begins with analysis 

of the initiatives’ overarching purposes, followed by the participants’ individual motivations. 

Section 4.4 addresses the internal dynamics, initially providing information on their governance; 

the actors involved and their relations. This follows with an analysis of their practices, where they 

grow and their production process: cultivation to distribution. Furthermore, as two internal 

barriers to their practices were widely mentioned; volunteer engagement and funding, these will 

be discussed within section 4.5, before a conclusive summary is provided in section 4.6.  

4.2 Contextualisation 
 

Grow Sheffield  

Grow Sheffield was founded in 2007 with a vision ‘to connect people to each other, to their 

environment and the seasons using food’ (Grow Sheffield, 2019, n/p). Between 2007-2017 they 

actively encouraged food growing through the provision of training and support to initiatives 

across the city. Since 2018, Grow Sheffield no longer actively operates due to funding constraints. 

Paul, the organiser of TimeBuilders currently manages the website, which exists as a source of 

information for the public to discover their local projects, and to connect initiatives across the city. 

However, Paul indicated that presently, networking is negligible: “What happens with these 

organisations is that no one wants to work with each other” (15/01/2019).  
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The CFGIs Background Date Established  Location (s)  

TimeBuilders A not-for-profit social enterprise.  
 
Utilises a time-credit system to 
tackle the contemporary societal 
challenges of poverty and social 
isolation.   
 
The growing project is amongst 
others; nourishing projects and 
learning projects. 

2012 St Mary’s Church 
and Community 
Centre, Bramall Ln, 
Highfield,  
S2 4QZ 

Heeley City Farm: 
 
Kitchen Garden  
 
Meersbrook Park Walled 
Garden 
 
Wortley Hall Walled 
Garden  

A charitable organisation which 
solely focuses on community 
farming and agriculture.  
 
Their main site encompasses the 
Kitchen Garden, farm animals, a 
café and garden centre. They 
manage 20 other growing 
initiatives in Sheffield. 
 
The Heeley City Farm Kitchen 
Garden, Meersbrook Park 
Walled Garden and Wortley Hall 
Walled Garden are three of the 
core sites. 
 

Main site: 1981 
 
Meersbrook Park 
Walled Garden: 
2009 
 
Wortley Hall 
Walled Garden: 
2005 
 

Heeley City Farm,  
Richards Rd, 
Heeley, S2 3DT 
 
Meersbrook Park 
Walled Garden,   
Chesterfield Road, 
Meersbrook, S8 
9FL 
 
Wortley Hall 
Walled Garden,  
Wortley, S35 7DB 

Herdings Food Growers  An associate project of the 
charity ‘Reach South Sheffield’, 
which aims to promote ‘the 
social, environmental and 
economic regeneration of south 
Sheffield’ (RSS, 2019a, n/p). 

Reach: 2004 
 
Herdings Food 
Growers Project: 
2014 

 
Herdings 
Community and 
Heritage Centre, 
Morland Road, 
Gleadless, S14 1TD  

Arbourthorne 
Community Allotment  

Connected to The Spires Centre 
which is a community hub run 
through a Partnership between 
the Miracle Trust Charity,  
Arbourthorne Community 
Church and Sheffield City 
Council. 

2013 The Spires Centre, 
East Bank Road, 
Arbourthorne, S2 
2AN 

Tinsley Community 
Allotment  

An autonomous allotment 
charity which operates within 
the grounds of the Tinsley 
Community Forum.  
 

2004 Bawtry Road, 
Tinsley, S9 1UE 

Table 1: Background to the CFGIs 

http://www.welovearbourthorne.co.uk/
http://www.welovearbourthorne.co.uk/
http://www.sheffield.gov.uk/
http://www.sheffield.gov.uk/
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TimeBuilders: 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Timebuilders Vegetable Patch 

HCF: WORTLEY HALL WALLED GARDEN 

Figure 2: St Mary’s Church  

TIMEBUILDERS 

ARBOURTHORNE COMMUNITY 

ALLOTMENT 

TINSLEY COMMUNITY ALLOTMENT 

HCF: MEERSBROOK PARK 

WALLED GARDEN HERDINGS FOOD GROWERS 

HCF: KITCHEN GARDEN 

Figure 1 - Locations of the CFGIs 
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Heeley City Farm:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Herdings Food Growers Project: 

 

 

Figure 5: Meersbrook Park Walled Garden  Figure 4: The Kitchen Garden  

Figure 6: Wortley Hall Walled Garden 

Figure 8: Herdings’ Growing Space Figure 7: Herdings Community and 
Heritage Centre 



16 
 

Arbourthorne Community Allotment: 

 

Tinsley Community Allotment: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Arbourthorne Polytunnel  Figure 9: The Spires Centre 

Figure 11: Tinsley Community Allotment Sign  Figure 12: Tinsley Vegetable Patches 
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4.3 Motivations 
 

All the initiatives, besides Heeley City Farm’s Wortley site, are primarily concerned with utilising 

food growing as an apparatus for fostering community development. Regarding what constitutes 

the latter, McVey et al’s (2018) study is particularly supportive through employing a ‘community 

development framework’ which incorporates; mental and physical health, community 

engagement, leisure, and education (p40). While all these dimensions manifest within the 

initiatives, the former two are most pertinent regarding their overarching purpose.  

While the mission statement of Heeley City Farm is broad: ‘To improve the social and economic 

well-being in Sheffield and the surrounding areas by engaging, encouraging, training and inspiring 

individuals, families and communities to grow and produce, forage, harvest, cook, eat, celebrate 

and enjoy their own food’ (HCF, 2019a, p1), the Meersbrook Park and Kitchen Garden primarily 

value the therapeutic benefits of engaging with food cultivation as a form of ‘Horticulture Therapy’ 

(St Clair et al., 2017, p5). The former was initially established to support people suffering with their 

mental health, and the latter to support those experiencing some form of learning disability. When 

visiting the Arbourthorne Community Allotment, a similar ethos prevailed. Richard, the organiser, 

in accordance with his background as a trustee for the mental health charity ‘SAGE Greenfingers’, 

illuminated the therapeutic effects of gardening, and his visions for transforming an area of the 

allotment into a sensory garden for people experiencing mental health problems.  

Diverging from this, within TimeBuilders and the Tinsley Community Allotment, their prevailing 

motives correspond with the ‘community engagement’ dimension of McVey et al.’s framework 

(2018, p40). As community gardening has been merited for creating ‘third space’ for social 

cohesion (Firth et al., 2011, p565) and as a ‘solution to the demise of solidarity’ (Veen et al., 2015, 

p1271), these motives are not surprising. 

In accordance with TimeBuilders’ mission to rebuild social relations which have been dissembled 

within the mainstream economy, the growing projects’ objective reflects this: 

“It’s about bringing people together through food rather than just producing food if that 

makes sense…food growing is not the goal; the goal is community.” (Paul, 15/01/2019) 

This prioritisation of community over the food production also manifests within the Tinsley 

Community Allotment, however they focus more on generating ‘place-based’ attachment (Firth 

et al.., 2011, p556) through beautification of the physical environment:  
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“We want to improve the allotment so it feels more of a welcoming space…we are trying 

to get people to come even if they don’t want to be involved in growing…we sort of say 

‘we are here on a Friday just come along and have a cup of coffee and sit and enjoy the 

space.’” (Jacqui, 01/02/2019) 

This arguably relates to a subsect of academia concerning how community growing in 

disadvantaged neighbourhoods’ manifests ‘commoning’ through the creation of lived space in 

areas that have experienced dispossession through uneven development (Eizenberg, 2012; 

Barron, 2017). Considering one of the volunteer’s assertion: “It is in a sort of forgotten area of the 

town, nobody comes to Tinsley unless you come into Tinsley,” (Sheila, 01/02/2019) this drive to 

create a sense of place within a neighbourhood which has experienced neglect demonstrates 

‘commoning’.  

Notably, the overarching purpose of Herdings Food growers is less distinct, as while the project is 

promoted online to tackle social isolation ‘by enabling people to get involved in their local 

community, meet new people and build relationships’ (RSS, 2019b, n/p), when visiting the project, 

the organiser, Kim, reflecting his job as a nutritionist, was more concerned with improving the 

health of people within the Gleadless Valley Community: 

“It is also about getting people access to the fruit and veg, as a lot of people don’t eat it 

around here really, so I’m just trying to help them to eat a bit healthier.” (Kim, 17/ 01/ 

2019) 

In contrast to the other initiatives and Heeley City Farm’s broader ethos, the Wortley Garden is 

primarily concerned with commercial food production, with community development as a 

subordinate objective, as indicated through the following quotation from one of the organisers: 

“Darrel [the main organiser] is very much trying to grow and sell as much food as possible and 

make as much profit.” (Johnny, 28/02/2019). 

Participants’ motives 

The participants engage for a variety of reasons, some in line with the initiatives overarching 

objectives and others not. Engagement for ‘horticultural therapy’ (St Clair et al., 2017, p5) for 

tackling mental health problems such as depression, anxiety, alcoholism and schizophrenia was 

prevalent. This was particularly salient within the Meersbrook Park initiative, which was 

somewhat expected due to its mental health focus. All the six regular participants at the Herdings 

Food Growers project engage for their mental health too, as exemplified through one of the 

volunteers’ account: 
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“Around 2012 I had a breakdown and a mental health crisis, and I ended up being 

sectioned…so for the wellbeing side of things it helps so much…when it is sunny weather 

you can just plot away.” (Steven, 17/01/2019) 

Other motives are leisure orientated; the social benefits of participation for making friends was 

widely mentioned, particularly within TimeBuilders and Tinsley, corresponding with their 

overarching community engagement objective. Being outside in nature was also common, 

arguably as a form of escapism from the realities of everyday life, as indicated by Nikki from 

Meersbrook Park:  

“it’s not just about the food really; it’s about being out, I’ve got an office job and being 

outside, seeing through the seasons…I love it, it’s my happy place.” (Nikki, 07/02/2019) 

As implicated from the previous extract, and corresponding with the overarching objectives, 

motivations surrounding the food itself, such as an interest in cultivation and the nutritional 

benefits of the produce were mentioned, however this was sporadic and overshadowed by the 

other enthusiasms. Furthermore, while this cannot be assumed as fact, none of the members I 

engaged with mentioned participation for addressing any food insecurities or for material need.  

Notably, while the overarching motive of Heeley City Farm’s Wortley site diverges, the 

participants’ leisure motives; as a social activity and being outside in green space, parallel with the 

others. Though, the members engage to preserve their well-being, as opposed to participation to 

restore their health through ‘horticulture therapy’ (St Clair et al., 2017, p5).  

4.4 Internal Dynamics  
 

In addition to understanding the motivations of the initiatives, comprehending their internal 

dynamics; their governance, practices and internal barriers is foundational for assessing their 

potential for realising food justice.  

Governance: actors and power relations 

Synonymous with charitable organisations more broadly, all the initiatives depend on 

volunteerism to operate. While Arbourthorne is solely volunteer led, the others rely on at least 

one paid employee for managing the growing sessions. The number of volunteers varies and 

though it augments in the summer, within the sessions I attended between January – March 2019, 

it ranged from a minimum of three (Arbourthorne Community Allotment) to a maximum of ten 

(TimeBuilders). Importantly, I cannot provide an exhaustive demography of the initiatives, as 

within many of the growing sessions I participated in, it felt unethical and intrusive to obtain the 
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participants’ personal information. Nonetheless, deductions can be made. Corresponding with the 

‘community development’ ethos of all the initiatives (except for Heeley City Farm’s Wortley site), 

I engaged with a diversity of people, from different backgrounds and areas across the city, with a 

notable prevalence of vulnerability, social exclusion and economic precarity (mental health, 

loneliness, unemployment). The TimeBuilders 2017-2018 Annual Report provides an example of 

this, which was echoed in the growing project, and similarly manifest within the other initiatives: 

Figure 13: Demography of TimeBuilders (TB, 2018, p13) 

Furthermore, it was noted throughout my research that the participants in the initiatives reflected 

the cultural diversity of the local vicinities. For example, the Tinsley Community Allotment involve 

a plethora of ethnic minority children from Tinsley Meadows Primary Academy: “Slovakians, 

Romas, Hungarians, Pakistanis, English is the second language for most of the children.” (Sheila, a 

volunteer, 01/02/2019), and the local Pakistani women are regular attendees of their open food 

growing sessions. 

Importantly, the Wortley Hall Walled Garden did not reflect this diverse demographic profile, with 

the volunteers being a group of six retired, white women from more affluent areas of Sheffield 

such as Dore and Totley.  

Due to the employee-volunteer governance structure, the initiatives have a formal organisation 

hierarchy. These relations were overt within Heeley City Farm’s Wortley site, whereby the 
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production process is ordered and chiefly managed by the two organisers, within Heeley City 

Farm’s Kitchen Garden, due to the involvement of peoples with disabilities, and within the Tinsley 

sessions due to the involvement of school children. Nevertheless, ongoing participatory-decision 

making was widely perceptible, which relates to the literature meriting UA practices for creating 

‘spaces of participation’ (Garcia-Sempere, 2018, p401; McClintock, 2014). This was particularly 

notable within the TimeBuilders sessions, where one of the volunteers, Kieran, was consistently 

engaging with the organiser, evident through this extract from my fieldnotes:  

‘A lot of communal decision making and cooperating between Paul and Kieran, Kieran is 

suggesting future ideas for the garden and what produce should be grown.’ 

(15/01/2019) 

Within Meersbrook Park, empowering the participants with self-determination was also implied 

by the organiser, and maintained by a volunteer: 

 “It is really led by the volunteers themselves, how long they want to come for and 

what they want to get out of it.”  (Nick, 07/02/2019) 

 “You can do autonomous work here because it’s a big space and there’s loads of stuff 

to do.” (Kate, 07/02/2019) 

Practices 

Characteristic of UA practices more broadly (Milbourne, 2012; Tornaghi, 2017), all but one of the 

initiatives cultivate on interstitial plots of land across the city. Wortley is the exception and 

occupies a much larger space, corresponding to its peripheral location (see previous figures 1 and 

6) which arguably manifests ‘Peri-urban agriculture’ (Opitz et al., 2016). Moreover, in accordance 

with Milbourne (2012, p5) the sites have all been ‘abandoned by the local state [Sheffield City 

Council (SCC) in this case] or private landlords.’ This was explicit within the Arbourthorne 

Community Allotment (Figure 14), which utilises derelict land donated by SCC to the Arbourthorne 

Community Church. While the Tinsley Community Allotment and St Mary’s Church (associated 

with TimeBuilders) also own their property, the other sites are leased temporarily through SCC, or 

in the case of Wortley - privately through Wortley Hall.  
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The Production Process: Cultivation to Distribution 

Through utilising polyculture rather than monoculture, crop rotation to improve soil structure and 

fertility, and natural fertiliser through composting leaves and waste materials, an assortment of 

organic and seasonal fruits and vegetables are cultivated within all the initiatives. Furthermore, 

the projects are all concerned with waste and resource management, with universal use of water 

butts to recycle rain water. Innovative reuse of everyday items was exceptional within the 

Arbourthorne Community Allotment; plastic bottles for watering, yoghurt pots and toilet rolls for 

germinating seeds, strawberry tubs as little greenhouses, and even a bath for cultivating herbs 

and flowers (figure 15 and 16).  

 

 

Figure 14: Derelict Land at the Arbourthorne Community Allotment 
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While the methods utilised for cultivation are widely ecologically sound, beyond this there is a 

contrast between the production process of Heeley City Farm’s Wortley site and the other 

initiatives. As the former chiefly exists for cultivating organically certified fruits and vegetables, 

the growing sessions take place three days weekly from 10AM-4PM, and it produces to full 

capacity, yielding around 5 tonnes of produce a year. The harvest is distributed through 

commercial sale to organic vegetable shops (Barra Organics and Beanies) and the Regather 

cooperative box scheme in Sheffield, with the profits (on average £12,000 annually) reinvested in 

sustaining the garden and the other Heeley City Farm sites. Notably, the volunteers only get access 

to the “wonky veg that does not sell” (Claire, a volunteer, 28/02/2019) and Darrel, the organiser, 

explicitly mentioned how the harvest does not reach “those most in need” (28/02/2019) - referring 

to people experiencing food insecurity across the city.  

Regarding the others, the growing sessions are less frequent (typically once a week for a couple 

of hours) and the cultivation is for demonstration as opposed to maximising yields, with the value 

placed on the broader experience. For example, the importance of social-bonding was distinct 

within the growing sessions at TimeBuilders, reflected within the following field diary extract:  

 ‘Within the two-hour session today, half an hour of it was a tea/coffee and biscuit break 

– there was lots of socialising and mundane chit chat about life.’ (24/01/2019) 

While productivity is less significant, teaching the volunteers skills and knowledge surrounding 

food was an important dimension, most prevalent within Heeley City Farm’s Meersbrook Park 

Garden and the Tinsley Community Allotment, echoed within the following extracts:   

Figure 15 (left) and 16 (right): Innovative reuse of household items in the Arbourthorne Community 
Allotment (Figure 16 Source: Arbourthorne Community Allotment, 2019). 
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“I see this as a beginners’ gardening course…the people coming should experience what 

that carrot smells like when it comes out the ground and they should take it home, eat 

it and experience what it tastes like, so they are not just gaining skills on how to grow 

carrots, they are learning the benefits of growing your own food.” (Nick, 07/02/2019) 

“We try to show the school children the proper way to do everything…we really want 

them to learn where their food comes from and maybe get to taste things that they have 

never had before.” (Jacqui, 01/02/2019) 

Resulting from the low productivity, the harvests of the community development focused 

initiatives are relatively negligible compared to Wortley. Nevertheless, reflecting the value placed 

on building food capabilities from cultivation through to preparation and consumption, within four 

of the sites (Heeley City Farm Kitchen Garden and Meersbrook Park, Tinsley Community Allotment 

and Herdings Food Growers), any produce is distributed to the volunteers for free.  

Moreover, harvests are also commonly distributed to associated community food projects.  

Interestingly, while any excess produce from Heeley City Farm’s Meersbrook site usually goes 

toward their café which offers ‘home-cooked healthy, tasty and affordable food’ (HCF, 2019b, 

n/p), in 2018 they were involved in a short-term scheme run by The University of Sheffield and 

the Regather Cooperative called ‘The Fresh Street Project’, which offered a group of residents 

living in Gleadless Valley the opportunity to exchange their food bank tokens for a vegetable box 

for six months. Within the Arbourthorne Community Allotment, produce is supplied to the ‘Food 

Family Groups’ in the Spires Centre, which are shared weekly meals, prepared, cooked and eaten 

by the local users of the Spires Food Bank. Within TimeBuilders, the produce goes towards St 

Mary’s Café which is open daily to the public, similarly offering low cost, healthy meals. While the 

volunteers do not routinely get direct access to the raw materials, after the Thursday morning 

growing sessions, the participants spend their time credits earned on a communal lunch within 

the café (figure 17 and 18).  



25 
 

 

 

 

It is worthy of mention that within both Heeley City Farm’s Meersbrook site and Tinsley 

Community Allotment, the organisers indicated how ideally, they would produce more for 

distribution “deeper into the community” (Nick, 07/02/2019). The following extract manifests the 

distributional predicament facing Tinsley Community Allotment: 

“We did talk about local food banks and that kind of thing, but we don’t grow enough, 

it would be very sporadic basically which is a shame…and we might as well save it for 

the volunteers that come and help.” (Jacqui, 01/02/2019) 

4.5 Internal Barriers: Volunteer Engagement and Funding 
 

From analysis of the initiatives’ internal dynamics, two recurrent tribulations limiting their 

practices is weak volunteer engagement and funding constraints. From exploring the wider 

literature, it seems these are predicament facing UA projects more broadly (Pearson and Hodgkin, 

2010; Block et al., 2012; Rosol, 2012; Tornaghi, 2017).  

Regarding volunteer engagement, both Pearson and Hodgkin (2010) and Block et al., (2012) 

acknowledge that societal resistance to things outside the norm reinforces the lack of popular 

interest in urban food cultivation, thus hindering participation. While this somewhat rationalises 

the initiatives’ engagement problem, other barriers include the infrequency and timing of the 

sessions (during the working day), and for Wortley, accessibility and duration: “It is such a long 

day and such a long way, the only kind of people that can turn up regularly are retirees.” (Johnny, 

Figure 18: TimeBuilders’ Time Credit Figure 17: St Mary’s Café sign  
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28/02/2019). Interestingly, the following extracts from Sheila, a volunteer from Tinsley, implies 

that specific dynamics within socio-economically deprived communities intensifies these 

problems:  

 “it’s a fluctuating population…regular activities people don’t really get involved in… 

there’s a lot of apathy here…If you are in the other end of town people will be flocking 

to go, in this area they don’t.” (01/02/2019) 

Concerning funding, while Timebuilders and Heeley City Farm earn income from their activities, 

the former from their conference and catering business, and the latter from the produce sold from 

Wortley, their café, and garden centre, generally the initiatives depend on external grants. As 

reflected by McClintock (2014, p156) this is typical of UA projects: ‘Urban agricultural 

organisations frequently compete for the same modest grants and end up fighting for proverbial 

crumbs.’ From comparing Wortley’s sustainable financial model with the others, it seems the 

community development motivation generates this dependency:  

“Wortley would benefit from becoming a social enterprise, but the problem is the rest of 

the food projects couldn’t do that, they don’t grow enough to make any considerable 

income.” (Johnny, Organiser of Wortley, 28/02/2019) 

Problematically, since the economic recession, whereby reduced liquidity and waves of austerity 

have diminished grant monies, these funding constraints have intensified, which is notably why 

’Grow Sheffield’ no longer operate. Furthermore, the operations of the initiatives are shaped by 

the nature of the grant funding available, which McClintock (2014, p156) refers to as the “funding 

flavour of the month”. The following quote highlights this, and elucidates why the initiatives 

overarching objectives broadly correspond to the vague notion of ‘wellbeing’ (through improving 

mental health, tackling social isolation and building community): 

“Funding streams change; its fashionable, so when we got the local food grant it was 

fashionable for people to be advocates of growing your own food and being outdoors 

and food poverty, and now they’ve generalised it into wellbeing so we’re doing the 

wellbeing side of things.” (Saskia, Organiser from Heeley City Farm, 07/02/2019) 

4.6 Conclusion 
 

In summary, in accordance with McVey’s (2018) ‘community development framework,’ the 

overarching objectives of all the initiatives besides Heeley City Farm’s Wortley site, revolve around 

mental and physical health and strengthening community cohesion. While the organiser of 
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Herdings implicated the importance of improving diets, food related motives, such as material 

need, food insecurity, the benefits of nutrition were absent or notably outweighed by the 

participant’s other enthusiasms: mental health, leisure, making friends, access to green space. 

Regarding their internal dynamics, the initiatives are inclusive of a diversity of actors and 

vulnerable people. While they formally operate through an organiser-volunteer structure, 

participatory decision making was also perceptible within the growing sessions. Concerning their 

practices, they utilise ecologically sound methods to cultivate organic produce on small plots of 

land across the city. Although the food itself is subordinate, empowering the participants with 

food knowledge and skills is still important. As the cultivation is largely for demonstration, 

however, harvests are often small, yet are always distributed to the volunteers or associated 

projects in the local community.  

Contrastingly, Heeley City Farm’s Wortley site has an overarching objective to maximise food 

production, subordinating community development. The participant demography is less diverse 

and inclusive – a retired group of white women, and while their recreational and social motives 

are similar, they are primarily involved to maintain their health. Although sustainable methods are 

similarly utilised, the volunteers have less self-determination over the activities. Furthermore, 

they are more productive, generating substantial harvests which are commercially sold. Notably 

they struggle with the same internal barrier of volunteer engagement yet are financially self-

sustaining through profit generation.  

Having discussed question 1; What are the motivations of the CFGIs? and question 2: what are the 

internal dynamics of the CFGIs? corresponding with question 3 and 4, the subsequent chapter will 

explore what this means for food justice. 
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CHAPTER 5: THE POTENTIAL OF CFGIS FOR REALISING FOOD JUSTICE 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 

In relation to the second aim of assessing the potential of CFGIs for realising food justice, 

exploration of the motivations and internal dynamics in Chapter 4, indicates that their role is 

convoluted and perplexed. The following chapter contends with these findings through two 

arguments relating to the third and fourth research questions:  

3. Do the CFGIs contribute toward realising food justice? 

4. Are there any barriers limiting the potential of the CFGIs for realising food justice? 

Before this discussion ensues, section 5.2 will recount the notion of food justice deliberated in 

chapter 2. Section 5.3 explores the moderate contributions of the CFGIs (notably those with the 

community development focus, more so than Heeley City Farm’s Wortley site), while section 5.4 

considers the various barriers and contradictions which inhibit their broader and expansionary 

potential. This is followed with a conclusive discussion in section 5.5.  

5.2 A Recount of Food Justice 
 

Drawing upon the rights-based frameworks of ‘Food Justice’ (in the US context) and ‘Food 

Sovereignty’, the right to access healthy and affordable food and the right to self-determine this 

access through participation are fundamental for realising food justice (Via Campesina, 2007; 

IATP, 2012). To achieve these goals, much of the literature endorses democratic, inclusive and 

ecologically sound practices. Tornaghi’s (2017) five assertions grapple with these principles 

through the lens of UA, providing substance for the following statements:  

1. The right of people to access affordable and healthy food through cultivation and through 

equitable distribution of the harvest.  

2. The right of people to self-determination over the food system, through knowledge 

building practices which are democratic, inclusive and ecologically sound.  

 

5.3 Contributions to Food Justice 
 

Through mere engagement with urban cultivation, the participants are empowered with ‘the right 

to grow’ (Tornaghi, 2017, p792), and thus a degree of self-determination over food production. 

While this alone is emancipatory, the level of inclusivity and democratic participation determines 
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how equitable this empowerment is (Allen, 2010; Block et al., 2012; Horst et al., 2017; Garcia-

Sempere et al., 2018). While involvement of a diversity of actors is important (Garcia-Sempere et 

al., 2018) and broadly manifest within the initiatives, pertinently ‘For those working on local food 

projects, special efforts need to be made to include those who have been materially or discursively 

marginalized’ (Allen, 2010, p304). Although specific food insecurities were not overtly expressed 

as the driving motive for participants, the prevalence of economic precarity (such as 

unemployment) implicates a degree of livelihood insecurity, which ultimately relates back to food. 

Moreover, not only are the initiatives providing opportunities for the socially excluded to partake 

with food cultivation, but the prevalence of horizontal decision making regarding the production 

process, suggests they more radically recreate ‘the democratic realm’ (Pimbert, 2009, p5) for a 

more equitable balance of power in the management of local food systems.  

Diverging from the inclusive and democratic dynamics, the pervasiveness of ecologically sound 

practices; polyculture, crop rotation, natural fertiliser and resource management, parallels 

agroecological production, which is inherent to food sovereignty and broadly ‘Aims to reduce the 

use of external fossil-based inputs, to recycle waste, and to combine different elements of nature 

in the process’ (Guzman and Woodgate, 2015, p4). Not only do these practices realise Tornaghi’s 

third right for food justice: ‘To cultivate, harvest water and recycle nutrients for growing food 

sustainably’ (2017, p792), but they demonstrate how sustainability can be effectively embedded 

within urban food spaces, which is imperative for transitioning towards a localised, yet 

environmentally just food system. 

Furthermore, Tornaghi (2017) maintains that insufficient food knowledge within contemporary 

society is a major “dis-ability” which hinders food justice through UA (p791). This is notable, as 

several of the organisers made clear their ambitions to equip the participants with skills to grow 

nutritious, organic food, as well as with culinary knowledge to transform it into a nourishing meal 

at home. The provision of horticultural education within the Tinsley Community Allotment is also 

noteworthy, given the striking absence of food knowledge amongst the children: “We will be 

cooking potatoes and some of them will be like ‘oh, what is this thing?’” (Jacqui, 01/02/2019). 

While this specifically helps tackle socially normalised food “dis-abilities” from an early age, the 

pervasiveness of knowledge building practices in general facilitates Tornaghi’s fifth right: ‘The 

retention and expansion of traditional and innovative knowledge on food growing, food 

preparation, and on the medicinal and nutritional properties of food’ (2017, p792). As knowledge 

underpins capability, which underpins the ability to self-determine nourishment, CFGIs arguably 

help lay the foundations for a more just food system.  
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While there is ambiguity surrounding what ‘distributional justice’ comprises (Loo, 2014; Tornaghi, 

2017), within the context of UA it seems equitable to suggest that the participants who contribute 

toward the production process should have the right to access, with consideration also given to 

people experiencing food injustices who are most in need of healthy and affordable produce. 

Moreover, various academics assert that harvests should be de-commodified, treated as public 

good, with, ‘Access to it an unalienable right that cannot be left to the logic of the market’ 

(McClintock, 2014, p153; Heynen et al, 2012; Purcell and Tyman, 2015). Considering this, while 

the harvests within the community development initiatives are often negligible, the produce is 

distributed equitably. It is treated as de-commodified public good, freely accessible to the 

volunteers, or donated to food projects which tackle injustices through the provision of healthy 

and affordable food to local peoples experiencing economic and livelihood precarity.  

It is worth mentioning that Wortley’s commercial motive generates an ethos which is less 

contributory to food justice for various reasons. First, the duration and intensity of the growing 

sessions discourages participation of vulnerable and disadvantaged individuals, and there is less 

participatory decision making and therefore self-determination over food production. Secondly, 

as the produce is sold through ‘the logic of the market’ (McClintock, 2014, p153) for a premium 

price, it is not distributed equitably to either the volunteers who contribute to the production 

process, or to vulnerable peoples most in need of affordable and healthy food. Nonetheless, 

through knowledge building and ecologically sound practices, and through distributing healthy, 

organic produce through a localised food system, Wortley still offers an admirable alternative to 

the contemporary industrialised agri-food model.  

5.4 Constraints and Contradictions 
 

Despite the initiatives’ small-scale contributions to food justice, their impact is limited as in reality, 

few people participate in the growing sessions for attaining their right to self-determination 

(between 3 and 10), and not much affordable food is produced for improving access. While 

Wortley grows enough, it is unaffordable, and the others produce affordable food, but not enough 

to consistently meet the material needs of the participants and users of the community food 

projects. There are several reasons why these problems exist: the internal tribulations of volunteer 

engagement and funding, limited political unification surrounding the food itself, and land 

restrictions. Several of these barriers are exacerbated by the community ethos of the initiatives, 

which is illuminated when making comparisons with Wortley.   
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While the lack of popular interest in urban cultivation contributes to weak volunteer engagement 

(Pearson and Hodgkin, 2010; Block et al.,2012), the prevailing community development ethos 

compounds the problem. The difficulty in encouraging deprived communities to take an interest 

in food growing and participate consistently with the sessions was illuminated by Sheila from the 

Tinsley Community Allotment, who alerted to the fact that apathy and economic precarity within 

Tinsley makes volunteering both undesirable and unworkable. These complications are elucidated 

by Horst et al., (2017, p281), who assert that disadvantaged populations are, ‘Already burdened 

by working extra jobs and the stresses of poverty and are unlikely to have both the time and 

interest to spend gardening’. Therefore, while they are providing opportunities for deprived 

communities to reconnect with food, the “dis-abilities” (Tornaghi, 2017, p788) of time and 

inclination mean that in reality, not many people are empowered with self-determination or with 

the right to access affordable and healthy produce. This ultimately highlights the quandary of 

achieving a more just food system through participation, as opposed to solely addressing 

distributional inequities – which has been the traditional focus within both public and academic 

discourse (Loo, 2014). 

Moreover, the financial model of the community focused initiatives is unsustainable. This is 

problematic as dependency on sporadic and diminishing grants monies limits the frequency of the 

growing sessions to once or twice weekly, hindering the opportunities for peoples to engage in 

cultivation practices, while also limiting the productive and distributive potential more broadly. 

When comparing Wortley’s financially sustainable model with the other initiatives, there is a clear 

predicament. On the one hand, because Wortley generates an income, more growing sessions can 

take place and thus bigger harvests are produced – desirable for realising food justice on a larger 

scale. However, to sustain these practices, it is economically unviable for the produce to be 

affordable, and the commercial ethos means the growing sessions are less emancipatory. 

Conversely, the other initiatives are more contributory to food justice on a small scale, yet, due to 

their limited productivity and charitable ethos, they are financially unsustainable, limiting their 

scope and expansionary potential. 

Most importantly, however, progressing towards a just alternative food system arguably 

necessitates a political movement with the right to food as the common cause (McClintock, 2014; 

Purcell and Tyman, 2015; Tornaghi, 2017; Garcia-Sempere, 2018). While tackling food “dis-

abilities” and equitable distribution are often important, as the CFGIs’ overarching motives diverge 

from food justice, there is little political unification surrounding the right to food. This somewhat 

relates to the dependency on grants, whereby the “funding flavour of the month” determines 

their objectives (McClintock, 2014, p156). For example, with one of the current ‘flavours’ as 
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‘wellbeing’, without depreciating the value of utilising food cultivation as a form of ‘horticultural 

therapy’ (St Clair, 2017, p5), it detracts from tackling food related injustices and from empowering 

peoples with the right to ‘grow food for its own sake’ (Tornaghi, 2017, p784). Drawing upon the 

critical thread of UA literature, the predominant focus on community development, combined 

with the lack of radicality, suggests the initiatives act as a “shadow state” (McClintock, 2014, 

p155), filling gaps in the social safety net created by austerity, particularly within the realm of 

Health and Social Care Services. In doing so they arguably reproduce the neoliberal subjectivity of 

self-help through volunteerism - overt through the Herdings Food Growers’ promotional message 

of ‘Grow Your Own’ (RSS, 2019b, n/p). Therefore, instead of challenging the contemporary 

neoliberal system responsible for producing societal injustices, they unintentionally conceal and 

compensate for them (Barron, 2017). As a secondary note, any successful movement requires a 

strong network of actors, meaning the downfall of ‘Grow Sheffield’ in building a campaign further 

impedes the prospects of realising food justice through community growing.  

Irrespective of these particularities, the reality of land constraints must be acknowledged. While 

Wortley is the exception, the small and abandoned spaces commonly occupied by the initiatives, 

and the funding constraints which impedes their ability to occupy bigger sites more permanently, 

further limits their productive and distributive potential. While the peri-urban agricultural model 

of Wortley seems the most viable future option for achieving distributional justice through UA, 

without systemic change to planning systems to make land more affordably accessible, these 

constraints will perpetually thwart the expansionary potential of CFGIs for realising food justice.  

5.5 Conclusion 
 

Through deliberating the contributions and constraints of CFGIs, the situation is multifaceted and 

complex. On a small scale, while the food is a secondary objective, the community development 

focused initiatives are in many ways contributory. First, they are empowering socially 

disadvantaged peoples with the right to cultivate and have a voice in the management of local 

food systems. Secondly, through capacity building agroecological practices, they address 

knowledge “dis-abilities” (Tornaghi, 2017, p788) which underpins self-determination over food. 

Finally, the harvest is distributed justly to the participants and local food projects which provide 

affordable and healthy meals to disadvantaged people in the community. Heeley City Farm’s 

Wortley site is not insignificant; it utilises agroecological practices to cultivate organic produce 

and provides opportunities for consumers to reconnect with the food system. However, their 

primary commercial motive inadvertently makes their ethos less inclusive and democratic, and 
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the harvest is not intended for either the volunteers or people in need of cheap nutritious 

produce.  

On a broader scale, CFGIs face numerous constraints and contradictions. While UA practices are 

generally interstitial, constrained by weak engagement and land restrictions (Milbourne, 2012; 

Rosol, 2012; Tornaghi, 2017), the initiatives’ particularities compound these challenges. The 

community and charitable ethos which makes the initiatives more contributory on a small-scale, 

inhibits volunteer engagement and creates a reliance on diminishing grant monies, which 

subsequently limits their broader impact. More importantly, as tackling food injustices is not the 

overarching purpose of the initiatives, there is negligible political unification surrounding the right 

to food, which is fundamental for nurturing a movement, and thus realising food justice. 

Given the complexity of progressing toward a more just food system, for community growing to 

be feasible more broadly without jeopardising their small-scale contributions, a balance is needed 

between financial sustainability, like Wortley, while maintaining inclusivity, food democracy, 

productivity and affordability. The prospects of accomplishing all of these is highly dubious and 

requires further exploration into whether and how the plethora of constraints could be overcome. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
 

6.1 Introduction 
 

Having discussed the empirical findings of this research in Chapter 4 and 5, this chapter presents 

a conclusion. Section 6.2 will firstly give a succinct account of the whole paper which will follow in 

section 6.3 with a reaffirmation of the arguments made concerning CFGIs and their current 

potential for realising food justice. A discussion of the limitations to this study ensues in section 

6.3, shortly followed by proposals for future exploration in section 6.4.  

6.2 Overview  
 

Considering first-hand exploration into this research topic within UK cities is absent, through 

exploring the real-world pragmatisms of five CFGIs in Sheffield; Timebuilders, Heeley City Farm 

(encompassing the Kitchen Garden, Meersbrook Park Walled Garden and Wortley Hall Walled 

Garden), Herdings Food Growers, Arbourthorne Community Allotment and Tinsley Community 

Allotment, this study aimed to enrich the academic debate. To effectively explore the intersection 

between CFGIs and food justice, two aims and four research questions were formed: 

Aims: 

1. To gain a deeper understanding of the motivations and internal dynamics of CFGIs. 

2. To use this understanding to assess the potential of CFGIs for realising food justice.  

Questions: 

1. What are the motivations of CFGIs?  

2. What are the internal dynamics of CFGIs?  

3. Do CFGIs contribute toward realising food justice? 

4. Are there any barriers limiting the potential of CFGIs for realising food justice? 

To provide a coherent written account, the paper was divided into six chapters: Chapter 1 

introduced the study, aims and research questions, where a discussion of food injustices and UA 

rationalised why this research is both topical and necessary. Chapter 2 explored the academic 

debate surrounding UA and Food Justice, where the multifaceted interpretations of the notion 

necessitated a re-encapsulation of the term, through a rights-based approach and within the 

context of UA. Chapter 3 ensued by outlining the research design and data collection methods; a 

multi-sited ethnographic approach utilising participant observations, fieldnotes, photographs, 
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interviews and analysis of associated existing documents. Chapter 4 presented the empirical 

findings in relation to aim 1 and corresponding research questions 1 and 2. The material 

concerning the motivations and internal dynamics was then utilised in chapter 5 to assess the 

potential of CFGIs for realising food justice, shortly followed by the present concluding chapter.  

6.5 The Potential of CFGIs for Realising Food Justice 
 

From exploring the motivations and internal dynamics of five CFGIs in Sheffield, their potential for 

realising food justice is evidently complex, often contradictory, and depends on the scale of 

analysis adopted. Although concerns surrounding food justices subordinate their community 

development and commercial motives, they are generally valuable realms for contributing to food 

justice on a small scale. In most cases they facilitate the right to access affordable and healthy 

produce for the participants and people within the local communities, and through knowledge 

building agroecological practices which are generally inclusive and democratic, they facilitate the 

right to self-determination over food. When adopting a broader scale of analysis, however, the 

plethora of intertwining barriers; volunteer engagement, funding, lack of political unification 

surrounding food and land access, inhibits their potential. As it currently stands, they are an 

unviable solution for tackling contemporary food insecurities more widely within the city.  

6.3 Research Limitations 
 

Given the in-depth qualitative nature of this study, time constraints regarding data collection was 

the main limitation. Exploring multiple initiatives within a three-month period inevitably impacted 

depth of engagement and insight into their pragmatisms. As UA practices are socially situational 

(Horst et al., 2017), however, utilising multiple case studies was important for breadth of 

understanding to facilitate discussion and strengthen conclusions, creating a predicament.  

Furthermore, as food cultivation is a highly seasonal practice, gaining momentum between Spring-

Autumn, engaging in participant observation between January and March will have inevitably 

tapered my perceptions of their internal dynamics. Ideally, partaking throughout the whole year 

would have fostered a more comprehensive understanding. Diverging from these practical 

constraints, the ambiguity surrounding the notion ‘food justice’ and its multiple scopes added a 

layer of complexity to analysis, ultimately highlighting the multifaceted reality of progressing 

toward a more just food system.  
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6.4 Future Directions  
 

Having uncovered the constraints of CFGIs, comprehending whether and how they could be 

overcome is an imperative next step. As community growing in Sheffield takes place within the 

niches of urban society and unsupported by the state, enquiry into Sheffield City Council’s policy 

surrounding UA, and the prospects for future investment, for example through preferable land 

tenures, funding opportunities, and investment in education to tackle socially embedded food 

“dis-abilities” (Tornaghi, 2017, p788) would be highly valuable. Drawing upon Tornaghi’s (2014) 

research propositions, this could manifest through ‘action-research’ (p563), for example with 

Sheffield City Council’s Planning and Development teams and through participation with the 

associated Local Agents’ forum (SSC, 2019). Ultimately, bridging the gap between CFGIs and the 

state is fundamental for re-politicising food, advancing UA in mainstream society, and thus helping 

progress toward a more equitable food system.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Participant Observations 

Growing Sessions 
 

Date Duration  

TimeBuilders 15/01/2019 2 hours 

TimeBuilders 24/01/2019 2 hours 

HCF: Meersbrook Park  07/02/2019 3 hours  

HCF: Kitchen Garden 08/02/2019 2 hours 

HCF: Wortley  28/02/2019 6 hours 

HCF: Wortley 07/03/2019 6 hours 

Herdings Food Growers: 17/01/2019 2 hours 

Herdings Food Growers: 31/01/2019 2 hours 

Tinsley Community Allotment 01/02/2019 2 hours 

Tinsley Community Allotment 01/03/2019 2 hours 

Arbourthorne Community 
Allotment  

23/01/2019 1 hour 

Arbourthorne Community 
Allotment 

20/03/2019 1 hour 

 

Appendix 2: Interviews 

 

Participant  Initiative  Date  Length of Interview 

Paul (organiser) TimeBuilders 15/ 01/2019 22 Minutes 

Kieran (Volunteer) TimeBuilders 15/ 01/2019 (not recorded) 

Nick (organiser) HCF: Meersbrook Park  07/02/2019 40 Minutes 

Kate (Volunteer) HCF: Meersbrook Park 07/02/2019 18 Minutes 

Nikki (Volunteer) HCF: Meersbrook Park 07/02/ 2019 8 Minutes 

Saskia (Organiser) HCF: Kitchen Garden  08/ 02/ 2019 11 Minutes 

Johnny (Organiser) HCF: Wortley Hall Walled 
Garden  

28/ 02/ 2019 23 Minutes 

Darrel (Organiser) HCF: Wortley Hall Walled 
Garden  

28/02/2019 11 Minutes 

Kim (Organiser) Herdings Food Growers 17/01/2019 25 Minutes 

Steven (Volunteer) Herdings Food Growers 17/01/2019 15 Minutes 

Richard (Volunteer) Arbourthorne Community 
Allotment  

23/ 01/ 2019 (not recorded) 

Jacqui (Organiser) Tinsley Community 
Allotment  

01/04/2019 45 Minutes 

Jess (Organiser) Tinsley Community 
Allotment  

01/04/2019 33 Minutes 

Sheila (Volunteer) Tinsley Community 
Allotment  

01/04/2019 23 Minutes 
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Appendix 3: Information Sheet and Consent Form  

Title: Exploring Community Food Growing Initiatives (CFGIs) and Food Justice 

You are being invited to take part in a research project. Before you decide whether or not you 

wish to take part it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it 

will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others 

if you wish. Ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information.  

Background:  

• This project is for my dissertation as part of my undergraduate degree in BA Geography 

at the University of Leeds. 

• The aim of this research is to explore the potential of Community Food Growing 

Initiatives (CFGIs) for realising food justice in Sheffield. 

• I aim to find out information on: the origins and purpose of the project, the members 

involved in the projects and their motivations, the internal dynamics of the project; 

governance and the production process etc.  

• My dissertation will be complete by May 2019 and I plan on collecting the primary 

research from January 2019 - March 2019.  

Why you? 

• I came across this initiative through the ‘Grow Sheffield’ Campaign and believe it is 

valuable and highly relevant to the focus of my research. 

• I will also be engaging with four other community food initiatives associated with the 

‘Grow Sheffield’ campaign.  

 Research Methods:  

I intend on collecting qualitative primary data through ethnographic research methods: 

• Visiting the projects and engaging with the sessions.  

• Informal conversations with organisers. 

• Informal conversations with volunteers. 

• Taking photographs when appropriate.  

• Informal Interviews – I would like to be able to conduct a small number of interviews with 

organisers and/or volunteers. The aim of these interviews is to collect more detailed 

information on the project but also to understand individual motivations and experiences 

of food growing. I believe this will provide more detailed information for understanding 

the value of these projects. These interviews will be informal and like a conversation, with 

open ended questions which will hopefully facilitate mutual discussion. I will not be asking 

any questions that are directly of a sensitive nature or that will invade individual privacy.  

These interviews will be tape recorded purely so I can focus on the conversation rather 

than having to take detailed notes. I do not have a planned duration for these interviews 

and they will most likely terminate when the conversation naturally ends. Participates can 

also freely end the interview at any point.  
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Risks of participation: 

• There are no immediate risks of participation. However, if at any point you feel 

uncomfortable with being involved or that your privacy has been invaded then you are by 

no means obliged to continue.  

Benefits of participation: 

• I hope that this work will uncover the contributions and future potential of community 

food growing projects for realising a more just food system in Sheffield.  

• Your participation will be helpful for my progress with this.  

Taking Part and Confidentiality: 

• It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part you will 

be given this information sheet to keep (and be asked to sign a consent form) and you can 

still withdraw at any time. You do not have to give a reason. 

• The data collected from this research is for the purpose of my undergraduate dissertation 

and will not be officially published anywhere.  

• If any personal information is disclosed, it will be kept confidential. 

• If you wish to remain anonymous, please state this and an appropriate pseudonym will be 

used within my data analysis.   

Organiser:  

The University of Leeds - School of Geography.  

Contact Information:  

Name: Eliza Hallard  

Phone: 07743 147629 

Email: gy16eh@leeds.ac.uk 
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Appendix 4 – Consent form 

Consent to take part in: Exploring Community Food Growing Initiatives (CFGIs) and Food 

Justice 

 Add your 
initials next to 

the 
statements 

you agree with  

I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet dated 
[12/01/2019] explaining the above research project and I have had the 
opportunity to ask questions about the project. 

 

I agree for the data collected from me to be stored and used in relevant future 
research in an anonymised form. 

 

I understand that relevant sections of the data collected during the study, may 
be looked at by auditors from the University of Leeds or from regulatory 
authorities where it is relevant to my taking part in this research. I give 
permission for these individuals to have access to my records. 

 

I agree to take part in the above research project and will inform the lead 
researcher should my contact details change during the project and, if 
necessary, afterwards. 

 

 

 

Name of participant  

Participant’s signature  

Date  

Name of lead researcher   

Signature  

Date*  

 

*To be signed and dated in the presence of the participant.  

 

 


