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Introduction 

Gordon Neighborhood House (GNH) is a community hub in the West End of Vancouver, 

BC focused on fostering community connections and development. GNH has been providing 

free and low cost programs, such as community lunches, capacity building workshops and 

neighborhood socials, since 1942. GNH takes a food-centered approach with all of their 

endeavors. They believe that food brings people together, establishing a common ground for 

people to connect. Their philosophy is built from the idea that food not only nourishes a person 

physically, but also has the potential to nourish relationships between people (See Appendix A) 

For GNH, this pedagogical ideology is foundational for enhancing community food security 

(Gordon Neighborhood House, 2017).  

The overarching aim of our project was to assist GNH with their newly acquired rooftop 

garden (Freesia), expanding their urban agriculture networks and increasing produce yield in a 

way that aligns with their food philosophy. More specifically, our objectives were to assist GNH 

in creating a sitemap of the rooftop garden. The sitemap will provide a visual guide of what the 

rooftop garden has to offer in terms of growing space, and will provide the foundations needed 

for complimentary crop planning. The sitemap is also required for a business license application, 

which would allow GNH to sell the produce from the rooftop garden at their Food Hub, and in 

other venues.  

Through this project, we hope to develop a better understanding of food production at a 

community level, the nuances involved in asset based community development, and how urban 

agriculture contributes to building and empowering communities. In order to achieve these goals 

as well as our project objectives, the following questions must be answered: 
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1. What crops are suitable for this growing season at the rooftop garden, and how are these 

crops chosen?  

2. Where does the produce from the rooftop garden go and how does the rooftop garden 

space contribute to the Gordon Neighborhood House food philosophy?  

Methods 

Data Collection: 

We collected quantitative data through research, naturalistic observations and informal 

interviews. For the business license sitemap, we observed the rooftop space, sketched out the site 

layout and took detailed notes.  Observations and informal interviews were our primary use of 

data collection. Each week we took notes, based on discussions with Joey and the volunteers, and 

photographs, documenting the changes taking place at Freesia.  We conducted research for our 

crop plan on individual crops, companion plants, and basic pest management, this research was 

mostly web-based, with input and guidance from Joey. Our weekly presence at the rooftop 

garden allowed us to build our understanding over time, and foster relationships with each other, 

other volunteers and Joey. Informal interviews took place in the form of unplanned conversations 

with while working on the rooftop garden. These conversations were fueled from mutual 

interests and passions, which allowed us to speak freely about the subjects at hand. We did not 

pre-set guidelines or goals for the conversations, they flowed out of the gardening work we were 

doing and reflective notes were taken afterwards.  

Analysis/Synthesis:  

 To synthesize our data for the site map, we used Google Drawings to create a virtual 

representation of the hand-drawn sketches and observations. We analyzed our plant research by 
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cross referencing the companion plant data with our observations of what had been growing at 

the rooftop garden in the past, and what Joey wanted to grow this season using an excel table. 

We reviewed reflective notes and pictures from our weekly visits to the rooftop garden to look 

for key themes and areas of significant growth and change.  

Ethical Considerations:  

We used naturalistic observations in order to limit disruption to the flow of tasks and 

productivity while we were volunteering at Freesia. We operated using the foundations of Asset 

Based Community Development, focusing on what about the space was working, and how we 

could collaborate as a group to enact positive change (Mathie & Cunningham, 2003). All of our 

group members completed the TCPS-2 course on ethical research prior to embarking on this 

project. 

Results 

Our research, naturalistic observations and informal interviews were accumulated to 

create a sitemap to be used for a business license application, a crop plan for the 2017 growing 

season and a better understanding of how the rooftop garden contributes to GNH’s programs and 

food philosophy. We created a crop plan for Freesia through working in collaboration with Joey, 

the head farmer. The sitemap was used as a preliminary document for the crop plan (Figure 1). 

After creating the sitemap Joey provided us with information about what she wanted to plant, 

based on discussions with GNH’s head chef about which produce would best suit GNH’s 

programs and community lunches. We referred to our crop research as a technical guideline for 

the crop plan (Appendix B).  Our crop research, observations and Joey’s input informed the crop 
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plan, which Joey finalized, and is now using at the rooftop garden (Figure 2). 

	  

Figure	  1:	  Sitemap	  of	  the	  rooftop	  garden;	  Freesia	  	  

From informal interviews with Joey, we gathered that the crops from the rooftop garden 

go into the daily “pay what you can” lunches for the soups and salads. In the winter months, 

GNH needs to supplement these crops with other produce. Joey spoke to us about how the 

locally grown produce is a small aspect in GNH’s greater mission of bringing people to the table 

to discuss community issues and foster connection ( Liu, 2017).  
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Figure	  2:	  Crop	  Plan:	  coloured	  outlines	  beside	  the	  raised	  beds	  	  are	  the	  coming	  crops	  with	  their	  companion	  
plants	  that	  will	  be	  going	  in	  the	  next	  couple	  months	  

 
Discussion  

Over the course of the project we successfully developed a sitemap, crop plan, and through 

with this process, answered the following inquiry questions: 

1. What crops are suitable for this growing season at the rooftop garden, and how are these 

crops chosen?  

2. Where does the produce from the rooftop garden go and how does the rooftop garden  
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space contribute to the Gordon Neighborhood House food philosophy? 

Although our process was unorthodox in comparison to other projects of this type, through 

naturalistic observations and informal interviews, we were able situate our findings within the 

broader context of community food security. 

The literature presented on the connection between urban agriculture/community gardens 

(which we will use interchangeably here) and community food security highlights a multitude of 

benefits, ranging from the potential to alleviate barriers to food access, increase community 

development and enhance nutrition outcomes (Alaimo, et al., 2008);(Orsini, et al., 2014);(Wang, 

H., Qiu, F., & Swallow, B., 2014). The results from our project align with findings in the current 

literature. The produce from Freesia is used to nurture community development, enhance access 

to food through the community lunch program and produce market, as well as provide an 

opportunity for the residence of the West End to eat balanced, nutritious meals at an affordable 

price. These findings are significant not only in terms of the importance of urban agriculture in 

the discourse surrounding community food security; but they also allow GNH’s food based 

programming to be an example for other community based organizations. 

In addition to our results, and perhaps of even more importance, this project has brought 

to light the ambiguities of community food security. Through our time with GNH and the 

development of Freesia, we have unearthed some of the underlying complexities that are 

intertwined in the local food system. We may have been naive to assume that community 

gardens and urban agriculture are the all-inclusive answer to community food security. However, 

we have learned that when people are engaged, when they feel welcome, and when that sense of 

belonging involves food, a systemic shift starts to take place. That is the true take home message: 



URBAN FARM HANDS 101  
	  

that connection and community building through food allows us to put aside our differences and 

this principle is the backbone of the GNH’s food philosophy. 

Due to the intimate nature of our project and our limited access to other stakeholders, our 

informal interviews were conducted sporadically and with a small number of people. It would 

have been beneficial to include additional opinions and experiential knowledge from other 

volunteers or members of GNH. In addition, more time would have been beneficial as we spent 

most of our allotted period with Joey on gardening tasks and not formally discussing the 

implications of this project on a broader scale. 

Conclusion 

Our project has shown that urban agriculture, when paired with community based 

organizations has the potential to build community and create a space where the local food 

system is accessible and visible. Through the development of our sitemap and collaboration with 

GNH, this project affirms the pervasive influence of urban agriculture on community 

engagement and food accessibility.  

Looking forward, more research is needed, especially with respect to infrastructure and 

the capacity to support rooftop gardens. Additionally, further advocacy for urban agriculture by 

both academia and local organizations is necessary. There must be increased awareness 

surrounding the importance of growing food in urban areas. We agree that urban agriculture has 

an important role to play in creating a link to the local food system and this connection must be 

further explored through projects that reflect the communities they are situated in.  
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Appendix A- GNH’s Detailed Food Philosophy 

 
Retrieved from: http://gordonhouse.org/about-gordon-neighbourhood-house/right-to-food/ 
 

Appendix B- Companion Crop Data  

Vegetables Companions 

Beets Beans, Onions Garlic, Lettuce, Cabbage 

Brasicas Beets, Dill, Sage, Rosemary, Celery, Garlic, Onions 

Brussel 
Sprouts 

Basil, Beans, Dill, Garlic, Lettuce, Onion, Rosemary, Sage, Thyme 

Carrots Lettuce, Chives, Leeks, Rosemary, Sage, Peas 
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Chives Parsley, Carrots, Tomatoes 

Choi Sum Beets, Bush Beans, Carrots, Chamomile, Chard, Cucumbers, Dill, Kale, 
Lettuce, Mint, Potatoes, Sage, Spinach.  

Garlic Lettuce 

Kale  Beets, Celery, Garlic, Lettuce, Onions, Potatoes, Rosemary, Sage, Swiss 
Chard 

Leeks Onions, Celery, Carrots 

Pac Choi Beets, Bush Beans, Carrots, Chamomile, Chard, Cucumbers, Dill, Kale, 
Lettuce, Mint, Potatoes, Sage, Spinach.  

 

Retrieved from: Companion Planting for Bok Choy, (n.d.); Macdonald, M., 2014; Pak Choi, 
2006. 
 

Appendix C- Critical Reflections 

Student 1: 

Our CBEL project has given me experience working in an urban farm. I have learned the 

routine of setting up of a rooftop garden from the start in the spring. From doing seed inventory, 

research on companion planting and pest management, weeding, and planting, I have learned the 

procedures to a successful garden and the importance of teamwork. I have learned a lot about 

food security and food sovereignty through informal communication with the head farmer and 

the volunteers at the garden. Food really brings people together. One person said that the reason 

he came is because he wanted to hangout with his friends. Food really brought our group 

members and our community partner together. We communicated a lot about food and how it 

shapes our world. Our community partner and our group worked well this semester. In addition 

to this class, e lectures are ok. I enjoyed watching TED videos, and read the materials. They are 

fantastic and helped me to gain more insight about issues of food that's happening around the 
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world. Those materials have helped us in writing our blog as well. Moreover, it is a good 

experience creating and writing about our project on our blog. I feel that we contributed a lot to 

our project by analyzing it through our blog. Overall, our team members and community partners 

worked very well with each other this semester. 

Student 2:  

I have always wanted to have more hands on experience in a farm, and this CBEL project 

really gave me an opportunity to delve into being a part of creating something new for Gordon 

Neighborhood House’s rooftop garden. Being apart of this project got me one step closer to our 

food system and made me realize how precious it is, and what can be done to maintain the 

integrity of the food system. This project gave me new insight on how urban farming could be a 

good supplementation to traditional farming as it can generate more food for our society and can 

create positive communal interactions. Having to work on our blogs at certain milestones of our 

project really got me thinking about our project. I personally enjoyed the blogs because it gave 

us time to reflect and think about what was going to be our next step. Throughout this project, 

the interactions I had with both our community member and my group members were great, and 

I really am appreciative for this opportunity. I truly wish GNH the best and hope that there will 

be a fruitful harvest for the rooftop garden! 

Student 3:  

I am grateful for the opportunity to have been partnered with GNH and Joey the head 

farmer for our CBEL project urban farm hands. I feel as though it gave me the chance to make 

connections with what we learn in class and how we can help and engage with the community 

and explore food security. Despite feelings of uncertainty at times throughout the term, we were 

able remain flexible and adaptive in our learning and contributions to the rooftop garden site. 
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Working with a community partner, and volunteers allowed me to engage and understand diverse 

perspectives on food related issues. After this term and acquiring some take home farming skills, 

I realized that Vancouver has so much unused space that could be potentially turned into urban 

agriculture space for a variety of purposes. Furthermore, our flexible learning weeks allowed us 

to spend more time engaging with our community partner. During one week I went in (during 

normal class time) to help Joey make a flyer to generate interest for new volunteers which she 

then displayed around the GNH area.  The use of blogging as an online-platform also allowed us 

to gain new skills by using wordpress and using less formal writing. It was a fun and easy way to 

track our progress and communicate our finding on a regular basis.  

Student 4:  

After this semester and working on our CBEL project, I finally feel as though I have 

received the experience I crave from academia. Working within the community in a way that 

feels autonomous (albeit uncertain) is exactly what I envisioned. Partnering with GNH and Joey 

and seeing a project through to its final stages has been so rewarding and filled with unexpected 

but important learning curves. There is no better way to learn than through the process of doing. 

And if there is one thing that I will take away from this course, it is that true knowledge cannot 

be acquired unless you are willing to get your hands dirty. 

In terms of the structure of LFS 350, I believe that it is set up fittingly for how the course 

is conducted. Group work is a necessary evil, however, when speaking to this group, I couldn’t 

have been more satisfied. Which in part is the beauty of allowing students to choose their own 

topic. As more often than not, lack of experience is matched by enthusiasm. I also believe that 

the lack of “clarity” with some of our assignments and instructions is also part of the learning 

process. I wonder about a day when our education will be evaluated on more than just GPA, and 
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when curiosity and inquisition will be more important than a grade on a particular assignment. I 

think it is evident that this course is constantly being restructured. However, I also feel as though 

its current layout grants us freedom within necessary bounds. It has been a joy to be a part of this 

project and I deeply appreciate the guidance of Dr. Valley and the rest of the LFS 350 teaching 

team.  

Student 5:  

This experience working with a team on a CBEL project has broadened my horizons in 

regards to our local food system and exposed me to new ways of getting involved while also 

achieving a sense of personal satisfaction and growth. While this is not my first CBEL project, I 

feel that my amazing team and community partner really helped to set this experience apart from 

others. I am amazed by how much i learned, not only about gardening and urban farming, but 

about inclusivity, community engagement and our food system. I appreciated working in the 

context of a course with flexibility, as I feel it works best for working on a term long project, 

especially one with a community partner. The flexible learning periods allowed myself and my 

group to manage our schedules so we could visit the rooftop garden weekly. I believe our weekly 

visits added a lot of value to the experience as a whole, as I got to watch the growth and change 

of the project over time, which fostered a real sense of connection with the space, and the team 

as a whole. I feel incredibly lucky to have been able to learn from and collaborate with Joey, the 

farmer at GNH. Her positive approach to complex and daunting issues, and willingness to 

converse and connect made all the difference to my semester working on this project.  

 

 


