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Abstract 

 

Urban Agriculture in Shrinking American Cities 

 

Chiyuan Zhang, M.S.C.R.P 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor: Sarah Dooling 

 

Historically, community gardens have served to provide food during wartime or 

periods of economic depression. Today, in addition to fresh and healthy produce, 

community gardens provide many other economical, social and environmental benefits. 

Many industrial cities have suffered severe damage to their economic base and lost at 

least 20 percent of their residents since half a century ago. Shrinking cities have become 

an issue that challenges the conventional planning orthodoxies assuming a constant-

growth reality that no longer existed. There is a general understanding of how urban 

agriculture can benefit participants, neighborhoods, and communities. However, there are 

not many studies that particularly focus on urban agriculture and its association with 

stabilizing and revitalizing neighborhoods in shrinking cities. The purpose of this article 

is to understand the motivations and justifications of establishing urban agriculture in 

shrinking cities and how urban agriculture is perceived as economic and social tools for 

revitalizing the neighborhoods and reshaping the cityscapes through comparative case 

studies of Detroit and Cleveland.
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION 

Urban agriculture is the practice of growing, producing and distributing food in an 

urban context, taking the form of backyard, roof-top and balcony gardening, community 

gardening in vacant lots, parks, and other types of open space, and small-scaled 

commercial gardening. Among all these forms, community gardens and small-scaled 

market gardens are the most important two forms of urban agriculture practice 

nationwide. A community garden is a piece of land managed and maintained by a 

collective group of people to grow and harvest food. Most of the produce is for personal 

consumption and donation, but can also be sold at farmers’ market as well. An urban 

market garden is managed and maintained in a very similar way, but the produce is to be 

sold for profit, and usually distinguishable from other types of farming by the diversity of 

crops grown on a small area of land. Historically, urban agriculture has served to provide 

food during wartime or periods of economic depression. Today, in addition to fresh and 

healthy produce, urban agriculture provides many other economical, social and 

environmental benefits. In many cities, urban agriculture is treated as appreciated 

resources because of the multiple connections between gardening and the concept and 

practices of sustainability. 

For most of last century, the manufacture of steel, automobiles, and machine tools 

was the backbone of the nation’s economy and the creator of big cities. Now these once-

proud industries have lost up to one third of their home markets, and outsourced produce 

for foreign markets in foreign factories. This has caused a huge job loss in those 
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industrial cities. Along with the job loss, there has also been a decline of population, an 

increase of vacant properties, and a growing poverty within these cities. The 2010 federal 

census, as well as many other studies, confirmed that shrinking cities have become a 

nationwide issue in United States. In those shrinking cities that lost the most population 

in the past decades, two commonly-shared problems are finding new uses for abandoned 

land and finding better food supplies for poor people. There is empirical evidence 

provided by case studies showing the enormous good of urban agriculture in revitalizing 

neighborhoods and increasing property values. Urban agriculture -- in the form of 

community gardens and small-scaled market gardens -- seems to be one feasible way to 

reuse the abandoned land as well as to feed the financially stressed households in 

shrinking city neighborhoods.  

The purpose of my study is to understand the motivations and justifications for 

establishing urban agriculture in shrinking cities and how urban agriculture is perceived 

and valued in terms of its potential use in the economic and social revitalization of 

neighborhoods, communities, and cities. My study method is comparative case studies of 

Detroit, MI and Cleveland, OH.  
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Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2. 1 SHRINKING CITY PROBLEMS AND OPPORTUNITIES 

Many industrial cities, especially those associated with steel and automobile 

manufacturing, have been suffering severe damage to their economic base for half a 

century, and they will probably suffer additional damage as a result of further decline in 

federal aid to cities during the economic recession. In contrast with other sprawling cities, 

nearly three dozen industrial cities with populations of more than 100,000 in 1950 have 

lost at least 20 percent of their residents since that time. Detroit, Cleveland, St. Louis, 

Pittsburgh and Buffalo lost more than half of their midcentury populations.1 As 

population dwindles, cities are left with infrastructure and built environment out of scale 

to their present populations and are no longer able to afford all the things they have 

customarily paid for. In other words, the costs of maintaining the infrastructure are spread 

over a smaller base. These rising costs per household discourage newcomers from 

settling in the city and push current residents out. Another fact is when a population 

shrinks, the decline is not distributed evenly across the city – some areas lose more 

people than others. This uneven distribution, not only makes the provision of normal 

services extremely expensive in certain neighborhoods, but also breaks down the urban 

                                                 
1 U.S. Census Bureau. 2010 Census. 2010. http://2010.census.gov/2010census/ (accessed April 2, 2012). 



4 

 

life there. There are not enough customers to support neighborhood stores and services, 

or even to provide a sense of community.2 

These industrial cities are labeled as “shrinking”, with more people out of work, a 

shortage of opportunities, and a smaller tax base. The 2010 federal census, as well as 

many other studies, confirmed that shrinking cities have become an issue that challenges 

the conventional planning orthodoxy that assumes a constant-growth reality. Thereby, it 

has been generally acknowledged that there is a need to plan for a “smaller, greener, 

cleaner” city rather than a bigger one for these shrinking cities. As these cities search for 

answers, “Smart Decline” might be the appropriate answer for them to manage shrinkage, 

regenerate and improve urban life during the recession.3 4 On the other hand, despite 

these prospects, shrinking cities have the potential of becoming stronger than before in 

the opportunities and living benefits they offer. They have human and physical resources 

that are used far below their capacity. Existing neighborhoods can accommodate much of 

the growth that communities require through infill development, brownfields 

redevelopment, and the rehabilitation of existing facilities. Full use could be made of a 

city's underutilized human and physical resource in the following seven categories: 

poorly used land, buildings that no longer serve their original purpose but are convertible 

to others, capital, idle infrastructure, civic leadership, pride in identity with a community, 

                                                 
2 Rybczynski, Witold. "Downsizing cities: To Make Cities Work Better, Make Them Smaller." The 

Atlantic Monthly, October 1995: 36-40. 

3 Popper, Deborah E., and Frank J. Popper. "Small Can Be Beautiful: Coming to Terms with Decline." 

Planning 68, no. 7 (July 2002): 20-23. 

4 Weber, Christopher. "The amazing shrinking city: can smart decline improve urban life?" The 

Environmental Magazine, March-April 2011. 
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and the potential labor of the unemployed. In addition, city-strengthening programs 

targeting underutilized land and unemployed people are believed to be the focus of 

shrinking cities’ recovery strategies.5  

2.2 DETROIT AND CLEVELAND AS SHRINKING CITIES 

The City of Detroit has been a shrinking city for decades. The city was hit hard by 

the long-standing problems of the Big Three automakers and a general shift in the 

manufacturing base. Once the nation’s fourth-largest city, Detroit has seen its population 

drop from a high of 1.85 million in 1950 to a low of 950,000 in 2000. From 2000 to 

2010, Detroit's population shrank by more than 25% with 237,500 people leaving the 

city, a loss that exceeds Katrina-ravaged New Orleans’ by more than 100,000.6 While the 

nation is recovering from the economic recession, economic activity and population 

continues to shift away from manufacturing towns. In addition, the devastation caused by 

the modern economy and industrial shift can be more damaging to the city. Car factories 

are increasing production, but they are not creating many jobs. The auto industry and auto 

sales are reviving throughout the nation, but the companies don’t need as many 

employees as they used to. Although General Motors is profitable again and Chrysler's 

operations are improving, in a cruel irony for citizens, Detroit’s auto industry has become 

                                                 
5 Porter, Paul R. "America's Industrial Cities: Jolted but Resilient." Annals of the American Academy of 

Political and Social Science 448 (November 1986): 77-84. 

6 U.S. Census Bureau. 2010 Census. 2010. http://2010.census.gov/2010census/ (accessed April 2, 2012). 
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too efficient to employ much of its own population.7 Furthermore, Detroit is the only 

major American city with credit rated below investment grade. With 11,000 city 

employees and 139 square miles of increasingly vacant land to tend to, the city has 

struggled year by year to pay its bills. Faced with a $300 million budget deficit and a 

dwindling tax base, the city can't continue to pay for police patrols, fire protection and 

other services for all areas. Difficult decisions have to be made to determine which 

neighborhoods can be saved and which cannot.8 In Detroit, the population losses have 

been spread around the city, meaning that vacant, dilapidated homes and empty lots 

speckle Detroit’s neighborhoods, rather than cropping up in consolidated, convenient 

chunks on the city edges, leaving a more vibrant core.9  

The City of Cleveland is another commonly referenced shrinking city. Its 

population has dropped from 910,000 in 1950 to 480,000 in 2000, and it shrank by 

approximate 17% over the last decade.10 The loss of steel and heavy manufacturing jobs 

in the past several decades has drained Cleveland. Some of the population loss came from 

the 42% decline in manufacturing employment between 1992 and 2002, and some can be 

attributed to the suburban sprawl, as people moved out of the city of Cleveland to 

                                                 
7 Gorenstein, Peter. "The Incredible Shrinking City: Detroit Is Becoming a Ghost Town." The Daily 

Ticker, 2011. 

8 Davey, Monica. "Looking Up, Detroit Faces a New Crisis." The New York Times, December 2011. 

9 Gallagher, John. Reimagining Detroit: Opportunities for Redefining an American City. Wayne State 

University Press, 2010. 

10 U.S. Census Bureau. 2010 Census. 2010. http://2010.census.gov/2010census/ (accessed April 2, 2012). 
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surrounding suburbs.11 Greater Cleveland’s population overall grew slightly over the 

period, by one percent. It is a case in point of a shrinking city within a growing region. 

The real issue is not so much one of a place that is shrinking as it is the population 

density is decreasing and moving beyond the city administrative boundaries. When the 

regional population grows one percent but developed land increases 60 percent over a 

few decades, big problems result. All of the growth is happening in the outer rings of the 

city, leaving the city cores hollowed-out. Cleveland's inner ring of neighborhoods 

suffered most in the foreclosure crisis, leaving one in every five houses vacant within the 

city. Other consequences include soaring infrastructure costs, higher tax burdens with 

decreased services, racial inequity, environmental degradation and a diminished sense of 

place.12 In 2010, an academic transformation plan closed 16 schools and shuffled 

students and staff around the district. The Cleveland Metropolitan School District, 

however, still faced a $58 million budget deficit.13 In 2012, with a $36 million city 

budget deficit, the city faces likely layoffs in city government, and cuts in Cleveland’s 

safety forces like police, fire and EMS.14  

In both Detroit and Cleveland, houses have been torn down everywhere and many 

urban areas have been shut down. There are mismatches between the spaces that need to 

                                                 
11 Fulmer, Melinda. America's top 10 shrinking cities. November 6, 2010. 

http://realestate.msn.com/slideshow.aspx?cp-documentid=25991046 (accessed March 21, 2012). 

12 Whitehead, Brad. "The Paradox of Greater Cleveland." The New York Times Room for Debate, March 

2011. 

13 Ideastream. Northeast Ohio. 2010. http://www.ideastream.org/ (accessed March 30, 2012). 

14 News Radio. WTAM 1100. http://www.wtam.com/main.html (accessed April 2, 2012). 
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be filled and where people want to live, and it is hard to see how that gap will be filled 

anytime soon. These cities have to a way to maintain current residents and businesses, 

attract new investment, bring people back and new immigrants in for shrinkage 

management and regeneration, as well as to maintain a sense of community and improve 

urban life. 

2.3 IMPACTS OF URBAN GARDENS ON NEIGHBORHOODS, COMMUNITIES AND THE CITY 

 

There are multiple connections between urban agriculture and the concept and 

practices of urban sustainability. Specifically, the development, maintenance, and 

programming of urban agriculture are closely associated with the social, economic, and 

environmental dimensions of sustainability.15 There are a number of empirical studies 

and case studies suggesting that urban agriculture can have enormous social, economic, 

and environmental benefits for neighborhoods, communities and the city. They are 

discussed below to provide a wide-ranging understanding of urban agriculture.  

Social Benefits 

Community gardens are culture maintenance tools for the community because of 

their melding of food production with social motivations. Community gardening is as 

much about community as it is about gardening. In addition to making vacant land 

agriculturally productive, community gardens play an important role in fostering 

                                                 
15 Hou, Jeffrey, Julie M. Johnson, and Laura J. Lawson. Greening Cities, Growing Communities: 

Learning from Seattle's Urban Community Gardens. University of Washington Press, 2009. 
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community development, neighborhood open space, and civic agriculture.16 17 For new 

immigrants and refugees, community gardens are unique “participatory landscapes” that 

provides a connection between immigrants and their cultural heritage of gardening, 

cooking and socializing.18 Also, urban agriculture, as a unique city lifestyle, influences 

the way people collectively grow, harvest, eat and recycle food. More than growing 

vegetables and plants, a community garden derives its strength from and serves as a 

model for the community around it. It fosters neighborhood interaction and social life, 

grows and cultivates the community, and teaches and celebrates cherished values, 

including cooperation, volunteering, appreciation for diversity and ecological 

awareness.19 For example, in New York City, several community gardens on 

Manhattan’s upper-west side function as lunch-break places for those who work nearby.20 

In shrinking cities in particular, urban gardens function as Eco-Tipping points that 

restore sustainability to an imperiled environment. Eco-Tipping point is a small action 

that becomes a catalyst for major change, reversing a vicious cycle of decay into virtuous 

cycle of restoration.21 In the financial crisis of the 1970s, large sections of New York 

                                                 
16 Johnson, Lorraine. City Farmer: Adventures in Urban Food Growing. Greystone Books, 2010. 

17 Altman, Irwin, and Ervin H. Zube. Public Places and Spaces. Plenum Press, 1989. 

18 Saldivar-Tanaka, Laura, and Marianne E. Krasny. "Culturing Community Development, Neighborhood 

Open Space, and Civic Agriculture: the Case of Latino Community Gardens in New York City." 

Agriculture and Human Values 21 (2004): 399-412. 

19 "Community Greening Review: Urban Green Infrastructure." American Community Gardening 

Association 12 (2003). 

20 Site observation of the West 111th St. People’s Garden and the West Side Community Garden in 

Manhattan, New York City in 2011 fall. 

21 Suutari, Amanda, and Marten, Gerald. "Eco Tipping Points: How a vicious cycle can become virtuous." 

Earth Island Journal, Summer 2007: 26-31. 
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City were abandoned by landlords. This was especially so for the Bowery, an iconic 

historical area in the lower east side of Manhattan. The failure of industry precipitated the 

negative tipping point: a reduction in public services from city government. A system of 

interconnected and mutually reinforcing vicious cycles was set off by the cascade of 

effects that followed: fewer people, more depressed neighborhood, less income for local 

businesses and less tax revenue for city government. All contributed to further 

neighborhood deterioration. 

 

Figure 1:  Negative Tip (Adapted from http://www.ecotippingpoints.org, by the The 

Ecotipping Points Project, 2006) 

 

 The positive tipping point began when community gardens were established in 

the neighborhood. The gardens transformed the vicious cycles described above into 

virtuous cycles. The improvement in neighborhood quality attracted more residents and 

reduced the number of vacant properties, and thus brought more business income and tax 

revenue, leading to investment in neighborhood restoration and further contributing to 

neighborhood quality. 
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Figure 2:  Positive Tip (Adapted from http://www.ecotippingpoints.org, by the The 

Ecotipping Points Project, 2006)  

 Yellow: Vicious cycles reversed by positive tip from virtuous cycle 

 Blue: New virtuous cycles directly connected to positive tipping point 

 

Urban agriculture practices foster neighborhood and urban sustainability as an 

“eco-tipping point”-- a catalytic action reverses the decline in shrinking neighborhoods 

and the system picks up momentum on a course of restoration and sustainability. 

Economic Benefits 

Urban agriculture can have positive economic impacts on surrounding 

neighborhoods, and such impacts have been quantified by a number of scholars through 

their studies. Agricultural land is believed to be similar to commercial and industrial land 

uses for helping balance local budgets. Farmland generates a fiscal surplus to help offset 

the shortfall created by residential demand for public services.22 Moreover, community 

gardens had, on average, significantly positive effects on surrounding property values. A 

                                                 
22 Kotchen, Matthew J., and Stacey L. Schulte. "A Meta-Analysis of Cost of Community Service Studies." 

International Regional Science Review, 2009. 
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community garden could raise neighboring property values by up to 9.4% within five 

years of its opening.23 In a broader sense, greening activities such as tree-plantings have 

positive impact on local property values. Vacant-land improvements can boost 

surrounding home values by as much as 30 percent, and fixing up vacant lots pays off 

almost immediately as neighbors begin to make additional investment in their own 

properties.24 

For urban agriculture participants, gardening can serve as economic development 

tools. Take the Latino community gardens in New York City, for example. Since 

gardening is an activity that does not require many formal skills, it can allow refugees 

and immigrants to be economically productive in a time of transition.25 In low-income 

communities, families growing fresh vegetables and fruits in urban gardens are able to 

spend less on food.26 Although for urban gardens to scale up to entirely profit-making 

businesses is much harder, urban agriculture can empower people and city to become 

more self-dependant and can create work opportunities.27 Vancouver is a very successful 

case of profit-making urban agriculture. In 2010, the local organization transformed a 

downtown parking lot into an urban farm with the aim of growing food while also giving 

                                                 
23 Voicu, Ioan, and Vicki Been. "The Effect of Community Gardens on Neighboring Property Values." 

New York University Law and Economics Working Papers Paper 46 (2006). 

24 Wachter, Susan M., and Grace Wong Bucchianeri. "What is a Tree Worth? Green-City Strategies, 

Signaling and Housing Prices." Real Estate Economics 36, no. 2 (Summer 2008): 213-239. 

25 Saldivar-Tanaka, Laura, and Marianne E. Krasny. "Culturing Community Development, Neighborhood 

Open Space, and Civic Agriculture: the Case of Latino Community Gardens in New York City." 

Agriculture and Human Values 21 (2004): 399-412. 

26 Anderson, Molly D. Making Healthy Food More Accessible for Low-Income People. Farm and Food 

Policy Project. 2008. http://www.farmandfoodproject.org/ (accessed April 2, 2012). 

27 Grewal, Sharanbir S., and Parwinder S. Grewal. "Can cities become self-reliant in food?" Cities 29 

(2012). 
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low- or no-income people in downtown Vancouver job skills. This farm used paid 

coordinators and part-time hired help from the neighborhood and sales from the produce 

paid their wages.28 

Environmental Benefits 

 

A healthy living environment contributes a lot to the city’s sustainability and the 

emotional and physical well being of its residences.29 Community gardens can improve 

urban ecosystems in various ways, with positive effects on the environment. The soil of 

the community garden forms an ideal habitat for massive amounts of microorganisms as 

well as other fauna. The soil, plants, and microorganisms filter the sewage and rainwater 

as they percolate through the soil and help keep lakes, rivers, and groundwater clean.
30

 

Also, gardening is an inexpensive and organic approach to the mitigation of contaminated 

soils. Over time, the method of using symbiosis of microorganisms and plants proposes 

enormous cost savings when compared to other remediation methods.
31

 Moreover, in a 

modernized city covered with mostly impervious surfaces such as roads, building roofs, 

and parking lots that prevent water from sinking, the plants in the garden help control 

rainwater runoff problems. Plants and unpaved soils can absorb water during a rain and 

                                                 
28 Tracey, David. Urban Agriculture: Ideas and Designs for the New Food Revolution. New Society 

Publishers, 2011. 

29 Chiesura, Anna. "The role of parks and greenspace in urban redevelopment." Landscape and Urban 

Planning 68 (2004): 129-138. 

30 Kołwzan, Barbara, Waldemar Adamiak, and Kazimirrz Graba. Introduction to Environmental 

Microbiology. Poland: Wroclaw University of Technology, 2006. 

31 Bremer, A., K. Jenkins, and D. Kanter. Community Gardens in Milwaukee: Procedures for their long-

term stability & their import to the city – Milwaukee. University of Wisconsin, Department of Urban 

Planning, 2003. 
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slow the rate at which the water reaches stormwater retention facilities, which lessens the 

risk of flooding and saves the cost of increasing stormwater retention facilities’ 

capacity.32 33 Community gardens help reducing air pollution by restoring oxygen 

through the carbon dioxide exchanging systems of leaves and soils, and help to reduce 

the heat island effect through evapotranspiration. If the community garden is located on a 

rooftop, it can insulate the buildings and lessen the needs for air conditioning.
34 35

  

2.4 CONCLUSION 

 

There are large number of studies documenting how urban agriculture has 

benefited participants, neighborhoods, communities, and cities. However, there are not 

many case studies that particularly focus on gardening practice and its association with 

stabilizing and revitalizing neighborhoods and communities in shrinking cities. Thereby, 

the purpose of my study is to understand the motivations and justifications for 

establishing urban agriculture in shrinking cities and how urban agriculture is perceived 

and valued in terms of its potential use in the economic and social revitalization of 

neighborhoods, communities and cities among different stakeholders through a 

comparative case study of two shrinking cities – Detroit and Cleveland.  

                                                 
32 American Forests. "The State of the Urban Forest: Assessing Tree Cover and Developing Goals." The 

Economic Benefits of Parks and Open Space, September 1997: 42. 

33 Sherer, P.M. The benefits of parks: Why America needs more city parks and open space. 2006. 

http://www.tpl.org (accessed April 6, 2012). 

34 Kurland, Joseph. "Cities Adopt Green Tops." PERC Reports 24, no. 2 (June 2006). 

35 Dow, C. "Benefits and Barriers to Implementing and Managing Well Rooted Community Gardens in 

Waterloo Region, Ontario." City Farmer. 2003. 

http://homepage.mac.com/cityfarmer/CHERYLFINAL.pdf (accessed April 6 2012). 
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Chapter 3: RESEARCH PROJECT DESIGN 

3.1 RESEARCH METHODS 

My research design relies on the comparison of two shrinking cities, using case 

study method. A case study is an intensive analysis of an individual unit (e.g., a person, 

group, or event) stressing developmental factors in relation to context.36 It provides a 

systematic way of looking at events, collecting data, analyzing information, and reporting 

the results. A comparative case study is a specific case study method when a researcher 

examines two or more cases that are similar in some respects but different in others. The 

final goal is to understand what it reveals about the phenomenon, particularly on the 

points of contrast between the cases, and, under certain conditions, to generalize the 

findings to the entire group where the cases came from.37 The benefits of doing a case 

study include its nature of being particularistic, descriptive and heuristic, as well as its 

reliance on multiple data sources for a comprehensive understanding of the case in its real 

life context.38  

The rationale for selecting Detroit and Cleveland for comparison is their 

similarities and differentials. The two cities have been commonly referred as shrinking 

cities and they are facing the similar situation of employment and population decline, 

dwindling tax base, and government budget deficit. On the other hand, they are different 

                                                 
36 Flyvbjerg, Bent. "Case Study" in Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, eds. The Sage Handbook 

of Qualitative Research, 4th Edition. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2011. 

37 Creswell, John W. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage., 2007. 

38 Merriam, S. B. Qualitative research and case study applications in education (Rev. ed.). San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1998. 
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in terms of urban scale, demographic characteristics, economic base and opportunities, 

and legal protection of urban agriculture. All these are believed to affect the city’s 

success and perception of urban agriculture. The purpose of doing a comparative case 

study of Detroit and Cleveland is to understand some key concepts towards urban 

agriculture in its real urban context. To build a comparative case study, six steps were 

used: determine and define the research questions, select the cases and determine data 

gathering and analysis techniques, prepare to collect the data, collect data in the field, 

evaluate and analyze the data, and prepare the report. Data were collected through 

investigating documentary materials and conducting semi-structured interviews. The 

purpose of conducting interviews with people from various backgrounds is to understand 

how urban agriculture is perceived similarly and differently by different stakeholders. As 

a result of investigating comparative cases within their real life context, I expected to 

gain not only a sharpened understanding of my research questions, but also what is 

important to look at more extensively in future research.  

3.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

My research questions are:  

1. In shrinking cities, what are the motivations and justifications for starting and 

developing urban agriculture? 

2. How is urban agriculture perceived and valued in terms of its potential use in the 

economic and social revitalization of neighborhoods, communities and the city 

among different stakeholders?  
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3.3 CASE SELECTION 

 

Detroit and Cleveland were chosen because they are representative of shrinking 

cities in US in terms of their continuous economic and population decline. They are big 

cities driven by industry, but have encountered enormous decline since 1950s and lost 

more than half of the population during the past half century. By various counts, they are 

among America’s weakest markets, cities of highest unemployment, and cities of highest 

poverty level. At the same time, both of them have the tradition of doing agribusiness 

during the history, and have experience of feeding their people with community gardens 

during the Great Depression and World War II. Today, both of them are in the leading 

position of urban agriculture development nationwide. They embrace urban agriculture 

not only as a means to combat urban woes—abandoned properties and hunger, but also as 

a cornerstone to make themselves healthier, more sustainable and more economically 

vibrant. Both Detroit and Cleveland treat urban agriculture as a response to economic 

difficulties, and see it as an opportunity for the city. 

On the other hand, they also contrast in ways that may affect the success of urban 

agriculture. Despite their very similar urban density, Detroit is twice as big as Cleveland, 

and the population of Detroit is double that of Cleveland as well. The 2010 census 

showed that African American population in Detroit was 83% of the total population, 

while the number in Cleveland was 53%.39 In addition, Detroit has a higher poverty and 

unemployment than Cleveland, as well as a more severe food security issue. All these 

                                                 
39 U.S. Census Bureau. 2010 Census. 2010. http://2010.census.gov/2010census/ (accessed April 2, 2012). 
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suggest that Detroit has almost a double number of vacant lots to be filled and people to 

be fed than Cleveland. In addition, the backbone industry of the two cities is different. 

Detroit is the traditional power house city in US based on its predominant automobile 

manufactory. Cleveland, in comparison, is a city supported by various manufactory goods 

like steel and shipping. Given the differentials in economic base and financial constrains, 

the two cities have identified themselves and envisioned their future differently. All these 

can affect the way in which urban agriculture and agribusiness can fit into the city’s 

future. Also, the legal protection of urban agriculture is very different between Detroit 

and Cleveland. In Cleveland, community gardens are legitimate land use in all zoning 

classification and “urban garden districts” were established to protect small-scaled market 

gardens, while in Detroit, gardening is not permitted in any land use category. Comparing 

the two commonly referenced shrinking cities with very different urban scales, 

demographic characteristics, economic bases and opportunities, and legal protection on 

urban agriculture can help understand the success and perception of urban agriculture in a 

real urban context. 

3.4 RESEARCH RESOURCES 

 

For a better understanding of my research questions, data from multiple sources 

were collected which included documentary materials -- city reports, comprehensive 

plans, zoning ordinances, ongoing projects and programs, and studies done by local 
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researchers -- and semi-structured interviews with individuals working with urban 

agriculture in Detroit and Cleveland from the following institutes and organizations. 

 Detroit, MI Cleveland, OH 

Planning 

Commission 

Detroit City Planning Commission Cleveland City Planning Commission 

Non-Profit 

Organizations 

Earthworks Urban Farm of the 

Capuchin Soup Kitchen 

Ohio State University (OSU) 

Extension  

Farmers’ 

Markets 

Eastern Market Corporation North Union Farmers Market 

Local Research 

Institutes 

Michigan State University Ohio State University 

Table 1: Research Resources  

 

Interviewees in Detroit: 

 Kathryn Underwood, Senior City Planner at City of Detroit City Planning 

Commission. She is leading the working group to develop coordinated zoning 

codes for urban agriculture. 

 Shane Bernardo, Outreach Coordinator of Earthworks Urban Farm. Earthworks is 

the only certified organic farm in Detroit, donating fresh and healthy food to Soup 

Kitchen and food bank to feed people in need. Shane is advocating for urban 

agriculture as a way of creating models of self-reliance. 

 Daniel Carmody, President of the Eastern Market Corporation. The market has 

been providing fresh and nutritious food for people in Detroit since 1891. It also 

helps develop business opportunities for local farmers and food retailers. Daniel is 

leading the corporation to facilitate the metropolitan food system. 
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Interviewees in Cleveland: 

 Robert Brown, the Director of Cleveland Planning Commission. Robert and his 

25-menber staff work on planning, zoning and development projects for 

improving the quality of life in Cleveland. 

 Jim Thompson, Summer Sprout Program Assistant OSU Cuyahoga County 

Extension. Summer Sprout is a community gardening program funded by the City 

of Cleveland, consisting of 180 community gardens located in all corners of the 

City. Jim is facilitating community outreach and applications for new community 

gardens. 

 Parwinder Grewal, Professor of Entomology and Director of the Center for Urban 

Environment and Economic Development (CUEED) at Ohio State University. 

CUEED aims to develop and deliver solutions that address key regulatory, 

environmental and health concerns facing urban landscape. Parwinder is 

advocating for a sustainable local food system and researching on technical 

innovations to support urban agriculture. 

 

I ended up interviewing six people overall, three of each city, from six of the 

above organizations. Interviews were all conducted over the telephone. For each 

interview, I talked to the interviewee for 30-40 minutes, having them answer all the 

structured questions (see Appendix) with details and examples provided, and asking 

additional input they considered important for the topic of urban agriculture. I took notes 
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when conducting the interviews and typed all their responses into a single spreadsheet 

afterwards. To analyze the interview data, I first sorted the data according to cities. For 

each interview question, I looked through the responses provided by interviewees within 

the same city and generalized their similarities and differences, focusing on how the 

responses were similar or different across stakeholders. Then I categorized the 

summarized data into six key concepts towards urban agriculture: Motivations, 

justifications for and perceived benefits of urban agriculture; Current land use policy and 

urban agriculture; Impact of the recession on urban agriculture; Other city level 

challenges to urban agriculture; Strategies for better supporting urban agriculture; and 

Urban agriculture as economic and social revitalization, lessons learned. During the next 

step, to compare Detroit and Cleveland according to interview data, I looked through the 

six key concepts towards urban agriculture of the two cities and generalized their 

similarities and differences, focusing on how responses to one key concept were different 

between Detroit and Cleveland, and finally came up with a table of comparative analysis 

of urban agriculture in Detroit and Cleveland. 
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Chapter 4: DETROIT, MI 

4.1 DEMOGRAPHICS 

Home to America's “Big Three” automobile companies -- General Motors, Ford, 

and Chrysler, and the world's traditional automotive center, Detroit was once celebrated 

by the nickname “the Motor City”. Given a post-World War II auto industry boom now 

gone, the city has encountered a continued population decline since the 1950s, losing 

more than half of its citizens in the past half century. In contrast, the metropolitan area 

grew from 500,000 people to over 4.8 million people during the 20th century. Yet while 

the region was growing, people migrated from the city of Detroit to the outlying counties 

and suburbs. Today, over 80% of Detroit’s population is African American, and the only 

part of the city that is not predominately African American is the largely Latino 

southwestern triangle. 
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 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 

Population 

(Million) 

0.29 0.47 0.99 1.57 1.62 1.85 

Percentage Change  63% 113% 58% 4% 14% 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

Population 

(Million) 

1.67 1.51 1.20 1.03 0.95 0.71 

Percentage Change -10% -9% -21% -15% -8% -25% 

Table 2: Historical Population Change in Detroit (Adapted from 

http://www.census.gov/, by US Census Bureau, 2010) 
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Figure 3:  Historical Population Change in the Metropolitan Area, 1900-2000. 

(Adapted from http://www.somacon.com/p469.php, by Shailesh N. 

Humbad, 2007) 

 

As a result of this employment and population loss, there are a growing number of 

vacant buildings in downtown and vacant homes in almost every neighborhood. In 2010, 

the total land area of vacant parcels has reached 4,848 acres, and housing vacancy has 

reached 22.8%.40 41 Vacancy in downtown Detroit is very severe. The Detroit News 

identified 48 major structures with no signs of life in the Central Business District, which 

covered about 127 blocks. Others have only one or two remaining tenants.42 However, 

                                                 
40 Colasanti, Kathryn, Charlotte Litjens, and Michael Hamm. "Growing Food in the City: The Production 

Potential for Detroit’s Vacant Land." The C.S. mott group. June 2010. 

http://mottgroup.msu.edu/uploads/files/59/Growing%20Food%20in%20the%20City%20-

%20Colasanti%20Litjens%20Hamm.pdf (accessed April 6, 2012). 

41 U.S. Census Bureau. 2010 Census. 2010. http://2010.census.gov/2010census/ (accessed April 2, 2012). 

42 Endangered Awareness. 48 Vacant Buildings in the Detroit CBD. August 18, 2009. 

http://criticaldetroit.org/48-vacant-buildings-in-the-detroit-cbd/ (accessed April 6, 2012). 
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vacancies in downtown are only a small part of the story. According to the U.S. Postal 

Service, there are 62,000 uninhabited buildings and vacant lots throughout Detroit.43 

Entire blocks of commercial and residential property are deserted.  

Furthermore, poverty has been a continuing problem in the city. According to the 

2010 American Community Survey, the median household income in the city of Detroit 

was $25,787, and 37.6% of families had income at or below the federally defined poverty 

level44. Detroit has the highest poverty rate among cities with 200,000 people or more, 

and thereby is labeled “America’s poorest big city”.45 In addition, Detroit has been 

designated as a “food desert” by Mari Gallagher Research & Consulting Group in 2007.46 

There is not a single grocery chain store within the city limits, and with the lack of access 

to fresh and healthy produce, the city has lots of problem with obesity and other diet-

controlled diseases. 

4.2 VISION FOR THE CITY 

 

In a sprawling metropolis whose 139-square-mile footprint is easily bigger than 

San Francisco, Boston, and Manhattan combined, the city's enormous amount of 

abandoned land covers nearly the same space as the city of San Francisco. The city’s 

development is thereby largely constrained by the problem of what to do with its vacant 

                                                 
43 DETROIT NEWS. 48 Vacant Buildings Blight Downtown Detroit. August 19, 2009. 

http://mjperry.blogspot.com/2009/08/48-vacant-buildings-blight-downtown.html (accessed April 6, 2012). 

44 $22,113 for a family of four with two children 

45 U.S. Census Bureau. 2010 Census. 2010. http://2010.census.gov/2010census/ (accessed April 2, 2012). 

46 A food desert is a place where residents have to travel twice as far to get to a major grocer as they do to 

get to a fringe food location. More information is available at: http://www.marigallagher.com/ 
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land. If it reverts to its natural state, all hope of profit-making use is abandoned. If it is 

turned over to parks and recreation, costs are added to an overburdened city government. 

Detroit is at a crossroads, one path to collapse, and the other to renewal.  

 

 

Figure 4:  Distribution of Vacant Parcels across Detroit (Adapted from “Growing Food 

in the City: The Production Potential for Detroit’s Vacant Land”, by 

Kathryn Colasanti, Charlotte Litjens, and Michael Hamm, 2010) 

 

In 1992, Detroit adopted its current Master Plan of Policies and recognized 

vacant land, redevelopment and relocation as priorities for the city’s physical 

development goals. Specific strategies include promoting optimal reuse of vacant land by 

reducing land costs and using incentives, transferring ownership of vacant lots to 
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community organizations that are willing to improve them under a contractual 

arrangement with the City, demolishing blighted structures and assembling land for 

redevelopment, and relocating residents and businesses to areas with more suitable 

community resources.47 Since that time the document has been amended periodically to 

accommodate changing development and land use priorities. The most recently revised 

Master Plan of Policies was approved by City Council in 2009. It is organized into 17 

elements, with policy recommendations for each element.48 The main goals and 

priorities, however, remain as revitalizing neighborhood, redeveloping residential areas, 

and promoting mixed land uses.  

In 2008, the American Institute of Architects (AIA) Center for Communities by 

Design produced a study -- Leaner, Greener Detroit -- that called for Detroit to shrink 

back to its urban core and a selection of urban villages, surrounded by greenbelts and 

banked land. The AIA assessment team believed neither conventional redevelopment nor 

affordable housing represented a feasible or appropriate response to Detroit’s vacant land 

inventory. With population still shrinking, there is little or no market demand for homes 

or commercial space. Thereby, in order to become a smarter city, it is necessary to 

acknowledge the reality and begin to look for positive ways of reconfiguring Detroit 

through land reutilization. Four key strategies of land reconfiguration were identified: 

                                                 
47 City of Detroit Planning Department. City of Detroit Current Master Plan of Policies. 2009. 

http://www.detroitmi.gov/DepartmentsandAgencies/PlanningDevelopmentDepartment/Planning/LongRang

eandCommunityPlanning/CurrentMasterPlan/tabid/2055/Default.aspx (accessed April 6, 2012). 

48 —. Current Comprehensive Plan - Executive Summary. July 2009. 

http://www.detroitmi.gov/Portals/0/docs/planning/planning/MPlan/MPlan_%202009/Executive%20Summa

ry.pdf (accessed April 6, 2012). 
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clean contaminated sites with bioremediation techniques, use urban forests to improve air 

quality and stormwater management, use open space for green infrastructure, and create 

opportunities for urban agriculture.49 In its conclusion, the report notes that although 

Detroit is at a critical point in its history, and its problems and difficulties are real and 

intense, the city’s opportunities are substantial and achievable as long as Detroit 

recognizes its reality as a far smaller city than it once was and begins to forge a new 

identity and a new economic and urban vitality for a more sustainable future. 

 

Figure 5: Schematic Representation of Future Urban Form Concept for Detroit 

(Adapted from “leaner, greener Detroit”, by The American Institute of 

Architects, 2008) 

 

                                                 
49 The American Institute of Architects Center for Communities by Design. "Leaner, Greener Detroit." 

2008. http://www.aia.org/aiaucmp/groups/aia/documents/pdf/aiab080216.pdf (accessed April 6, 2012). 
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In 2010, the “star urban planner”, Toni L. Griffin, accepted a unique and daunting 

job: to reshape Detroit. Later, she helped Mayor Dave Bing’s administration launch the 

Detroit Works Project to map the city’s future. It began with a series of widely attended 

public forums. One scenario was a radical renewal plan that calls for turning blighted 

land back into the fields and farmland that existed before the automobile. The idea was 

first raised by city officials in 1990s, when blight was spreading. With the economic 

recession plunging the city deeper into ruin, the decision to downsize is approaching and 

seems inevitable. The plan would demolish about 10,000 houses and empty buildings in 

three years and pump new investment into stronger neighborhoods. In the neighborhoods 

that would be cleared, the city would offer to relocate residents or buy them out through 

tax foreclosure and eminent domain. The city tried to give people choices to live in parts 

of the city that can best provide access to the services and amenities they need, rather 

than a forced relocation strategy. Near downtown, fruit trees and vegetable farms would 

replace abandoned neighborhoods of empty buildings and vacant lots. Surviving 

neighborhoods would become pockets in expanses of green. This would transform 

roughly a quarter of the city from urban to semi-rural.50 51 52 

                                                 
50 Bernstein, Fred A. "Can This Planner Save Detroit?" Architect, October 2010. 

51 New Urban News. The shrinking city: Detroit considers concentrating growth, letting vacant areas go 

rural. October-November 2010. http://bettercities.net/article/shrinking-city-detroit-considers-concentrating-

growth-letting-vacant-areas-go-rural-13419 (accessed April 6, 2012). 

52 Runk, David. Detroit Wants To Save Itself - By Shrinking. March 8, 2010. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/03/08/detroit-wants-to-save-its_n_490680.html# (accessed April 6, 

2012). 
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4.3 VISION FOR URBAN AGRICULTURE 

 

Farming was a big part of Detroit from the 1700s until the early 20th century, 

when the industrial boom pushed most agriculture outside the city limits. The renaissance 

of modern community gardening in Detroit began during the mid 1990s. It is associated 

with the decline of the industrial paradigm, high unemployment, and the establishment of 

activist organizations.53 Today, with nearly 900 urban gardens within the city limits, 

Detroit could once again be a model for the world as residents transform vacant blighted 

land into a source of fresh food. Detroit has become a national leader in the development 

of small scale, inner city food production. Community gardens are seen as an important 

component of rebuilding and reconfiguring Detroit with a sustainable urban ethic.  

The city’s distressed past makes it ideal for urban farming: cheap land, empty 

lots, and residents desperate for jobs. Many young people are streaming into the city 

because of the possibility they see with the abandoned structures to repurpose and with 

the open space to do something different -- a new kind of living. Residents, non-profits, 

businesses and the local government all think that food production within the city could 

contribute to its upswing. Currently, there is a growing urban agriculture movement that 

community groups are using to reclaim the city. Within another 5-10 years, Detroit is 

                                                 
53 Rhea, Shawn. Detroit Renaissance. May 20, 2004. http://www.yesmagazine.org/issues/finding-

courage/detroit-renaissance (accessed April 6, 2012). 
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very likely to have its own mosaics of small urban agriculture business.54 In addition, 

Detroit is believed to have the opportunity to become a pioneer in growing and 

processing food locally at a commercial scale that can provide a major potential green 

industry for the community. The city already has hundreds of community gardens, and a 

growing number of small commercial agricultural operations. The operators of these 

farms and gardens have formed organized networks to support and promote their 

activities. Also, the Eastern Market gives Detroit a food-related infrastructure well 

beyond that which exists in most cities, helping link locally-grown food to the market.55 

 

Figure 6: Potential Benefits of Urban Agriculture in Detroit (Adapted from “leaner, 

greener Detroit”, by The American Institute of Architects, 2008) 

                                                 
54 Democracy Now. Detroit Urban Agriculture Movement Looks to Reclaim Motor City. July 24, 2010. 

http://www.democracynow.org/2010/6/24/detroit_urban_agriculture_movement_looks_to (accessed April 

6, 2012). 

55 The American Institute of Architects Center for Communities by Design. "Leaner, Greener Detroit." 

2008. http://www.aia.org/aiaucmp/groups/aia/documents/pdf/aiab080216.pdf (accessed April 6, 2012). 
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The city is even quite ready to think about large-scale urban agriculture. John 

Hantz planned to commit $30 million to his Hantz Farm -- a large-scale for-profit 

agricultural enterprise entirely contained within the city limits. He thought farming could 

do the city a lot of good: restore urban blight to pastoral productivity; provide decent 

jobs; supply local markets and restaurants; attract tourists; and stimulate development 

around the edges. Hantz's operation will bear little resemblance to a traditional farm. 

What he proposed in the business plan is advanced farm technology, from compost-

heated greenhouses to hydroponic and aeroponic growing systems designed to maximize 

productivity in cramped settings. Some of Hantz's biggest skeptics are the same people 

who've been working to transform Detroit into a laboratory for urban farming for years, 

albeit on a much smaller scale. They are concerned that Hantz is using his money and 

connections to capitalize on their pioneering work. They are also concerned that when a 

corporation takes over the urban agriculture movement in Detroit, the key players will be 

all white men in a city that is almost 85% black.56  

Currently, whether community gardening can be ratcheted up to a scale where it 

significantly alters the urban form remains to be seen. The city has not officially 

indicated what role urban agriculture can play, and as an entity, it has not adopted any 

specific plan for a citywide urban agriculture.57  

                                                 
56 Whitford, David. Can Farming Save Detroit. December 29, 2009. 

http://money.cnn.com/2009/12/29/news/economy/farming_detroit.fortune/ (accessed April 6, 2012). 
57 Telephone interview with Kathryn Underwood, April 2012. 
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4.4 PLANNING POLICIES AND REGULATIONS 

 

Detroit has a history of government intervention in community gardens and urban 

agriculture. The Farm-a-Lot program, which was supported by Mayor Coleman Young in 

1970s and is still administered by the Detroit Recreation Department, is an example of 

local governmental activism.58 In the 2009 revised Master Plan of Policies, urban 

agriculture has been included for its noticeable potential to turn vacant lands into 

productive farms that produce fresh, nutritious food for local residents. For example, 

under the Health and Social Services category, the new plan aims to improve health, 

nutritional diets in order to resolve the issues on Detroit residents’ health problems. 

Specific policies suggest Detroit should “encourage and facilitate community gardens to 

increase availability of fresh produce” and “develop a plan to insure access to quality and 

variety of nutritious food.”
59

 The city has recognized community gardens and farmers’ 

markets as important tools for enhancing food access and quality. Moreover, under the 

Parks, Recreation and Open Space category, the new plan aims to make use of the city’s 

abundant vacant land for the creation of economic and cultural benefits. Specific policies 

suggest the city should “work with urban agriculture organizations and non-profits to 

develop an urban agriculture policy plan for the city”, “explore the possibilities of 

developing urban agri-business and agri-tourism”, and “strengthen programs that promote 

                                                 
58 Detroit Food Policy Council. City of Detroit Policy on Food Security. March 15, 2008. 

http://www.detroitfoodpolicycouncil.net/Page_2.html (accessed April 8, 2012). 

59 City of Detroit Planning Department. City of Detroit Current Master Plan of Policies. 2009. 

http://www.detroitmi.gov/DepartmentsandAgencies/PlanningDevelopmentDepartment/Planning/LongRang

eandCommunityPlanning/CurrentMasterPlan/tabid/2055/Default.aspx (accessed April 6, 2012). 
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use of vacant land for urban agriculture”.60 All these policies provide direct support for 

promoting the reuse of vacant land for urban agriculture.  

On the other hand, despite the presence of nearly 900 urban gardens operating 

currently and most on publicly-owned vacant lots, Detroit’s zoning code does not allow 

agriculture in any land use category. For now, the city has chosen not to enforce its 

existing zoning ordinance because it recognizes these “illegitimated gardens and farms” 

are a “good and beneficial use”. This approach is, however, risky. If the city knows a 

landowner is engaging in unpermitted farming activity but does nothing, it can run afoul 

of the legal doctrine of “Laches” -- which essentially says that an unreasonable delay in 

pursuing a right or a claim constitutes a waiver.61 A landowner can then assert the right 

to farm in the city, and the Michigan Right to Farm Act would apply and render the farm 

exempt from local zoning codes. This means the city will lose the ability to regulate these 

agricultural activities.62 The critical issue is the Act did not anticipate farming growing in 

the city, so what is regulated as appropriate for a traditional rural farm may not be 

appropriate for a community or commercial garden within the city, with houses right 

                                                 
60 City of Detroit Planning Department. City of Detroit Current Master Plan of Policies. 2009. 

http://www.detroitmi.gov/DepartmentsandAgencies/PlanningDevelopmentDepartment/Planning/LongRang

eandCommunityPlanning/CurrentMasterPlan/tabid/2055/Default.aspx (accessed April 6, 2012). 

61 Choo, Kristin. Plowing Over: Can Urban Farming Save Detroit and Other Declining Cities? Will the 

Law Allow It? August 1, 2011. 

http://www.abajournal.com/magazine/article/plowing_over_can_urban_farming_save_detroit_and_other_d

eclining_cities_will/ (accessed April 8, 2012). 

62 The Michigan Right to Farm Act was passed in 1981 and it renders commercial farms immune to 

nuisance lawsuits and exempt from local zoning codes as long as they comply with standards set by the 

Michigan Agricultural Commission. Retrieved from: http://legislature.mi.gov/documents/mcl/pdf/mcl-Act-

93-of-1981.pdf 
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across the street.63 Thereby, Detroit’s regulations on urban agriculture are lagging behind 

the fast-growing phenomenon. Fortunately, this began to change because the city started 

to develop an urban agriculture policy in 2011. The urban agriculture work group 

reviewed policies in other cities, discussed potential impacts of agricultural activities on 

neighborhoods, and brainstormed policies appropriate for Detroit.64 Also, legislators 

from Detroit have teamed up to work on a bill that would exempt Detroit from the State 

farming law and allow stricter regulation of urban agriculture within the city.65 Local 

urban food growers and agri-business operators are waiting for the law to catch up. 

4.5 NON-GOVERNMENT ORGANIZATIONS 

The creation of the Garden Resource Program Collaborative brings together non-

profit and academic organizations “to support urban gardening and farming initiatives in 

Detroit, Hamtramck, and Highland Park.”66 Organizations like Detroit Agricultural 

Network, Greening of Detroit, Michigan State University (MSU) Extension, and 

Earthworks Urban Farm, banded together as the Detroit Garden Network, and the 

                                                 
63 Cantrell, Patty. Michigan cities tangle with state’s Right to Farm Act. January 2012. 

http://regionalfoodsolutions.com/2012/01/15/michigan-cities-tangle-with-states-right-to-farm-act/ 

(accessed April 8, 2012). 

64 Ka Pothukuchi, Kami. "To support sustainable urban agriculture, Detroit needs exemption from 

Michigan’s Right to Farm Law." The Michigan Citizen. 2012. http://michigancitizen.com/to-support-

sustainable-urban-agriculture-detroit-needs-exemption-from-mic-p9230-77.htm (accessed April 8, 2012). 

65 Zhang, Yang. Bill would exempt Detroit from Right to Farm Act, allow stricter regulation of urban 

agriculture. October 28, 2010. http://greatlakesecho.org/2010/10/28/bill-would-exempt-detroit-from-right-

to-farm-act-allow-stricter-regulation-of-urban-agriculture/ (accessed April 8, 2012). 

66 Michigan State University. Side by side in Michigan. 2010. http://sidebyside.msu.edu/seMI/ (accessed 

April 10, 2012). 
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partnership was formalized by the Food Security Grant in 2004.67 Each group plays a 

different role and brings its urban gardening partners one piece of the puzzle needed to 

get started and keep going, for example, MSU Extension provides educational resources 

like hosting trainings and courses, and Earthworks provides gardeners with seeds and 

transplants. They also work with community based organizations like Community 

Development Corporations (CDC) to promote gardening and food safety. 

The Greening of Detroit was established in 1989 to guide and inspire the 

reforestation of Detroit. In 2006, guided by a new vision, the organization expanded its 

mission to work together with federal, state and local agencies, corporations and 

foundations to assist local communities in their efforts to improve the ecosystem in 

Detroit through tree planting projects, urban agriculture, open space reclamation, and 

workforce development programs. Its urban gardening and agriculture programs play a 

key role for enhancing green infrastructure for the city. Its garden resource program now 

provides farming resources and educational opportunities to over 15,000 urban gardeners, 

and supports over 1,000 gardens in Detroit and the metropolitan area.68 In 2010, the 

organization acquired 2.5 acres of land for $55,000 from the city for its Detroit Market 

Garden -- Detroit’s first production-focused market garden and a pilot urban farm project 

to help train residents who are interested in starting their own urban farms within the city. 

The produce is sold at the Eastern Market and commercial and institutional users as well. 

                                                 
67 Kavanaugh, Kelli B. How Detroit's Gardens Grow. September 5, 2006. 

http://www.modeldmedia.com/features/sustain60.aspx (accessed April 10, 2012). 

68 Green of Detroit. Green of Detroit. 2012. http://greeningofdetroit.com/ (accessed April 10, 2012). 
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This new attempt to create a production-focused market garden in local communities 

marks the new role that community gardens play sustaining the local economy.69 70 

MSU Extension was originally created in 1855 to bring knowledge resources of 

MSU directly to communities and businesses in order to help speed up economic 

development in Michigan.71 Although the economic environment is very different today, 

the institution stills sees Michigan’s tremendous natural resources like water, variety of 

soils and means of transportation as the opportunity to grow food during the economic 

downturn. The institution has captured four key economic opportunities in Michigan in 

the 21 century, among which the first and foremost is to innovate and grow commercial 

agriculture and agribusiness. The state’s food and agriculture industry sector has a total 

economic impact of 71 billion dollars per year; thereby it is very strong economic 

powerhouse that is growing jobs and wealth. Another priority of the institution is to build 

on opportunities in the new “Green” economy which includes helping communities, 

enterprises, for-profit and not for-profit organizations to come together to produce fresh 

food and vegetables in their communities and provide them to communities where those 

are difficult to find, both in urban core communities and in sparsely populated rural 

communities.72 MSU Extension’s Greening Michigan Institute, in partnership with local 

                                                 
69 Welch, Sherri. Greening of Detroit buys land for Market Garden project. March 23, 2010. 

http://www.crainsdetroit.com/article/20100323/EMAIL01/303239998/greening-of-detroit-buys-land-for-

market-garden-project (accessed April 10, 2012). 

70 Detroit Eastern Market. Detroit Eastern Market. 2007. http://www.detroiteasternmarket.com/ (accessed 

April 10, 2012). 

71 Michigan State University Extension. About Michigan State University Extension. 2012. 

msue.anr.msu.edu (accessed April 10, 2012). 

72 By Thomas G. Coon, Director of MSU Extension 
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governments and community groups, oversees the program of Community Food Systems 

and Community Prosperity. It promotes local food systems through developing 

Community Supported Agriculture and Farmers’ Markets, and supports communities 

through providing citizens with the knowledge and skills to create change at local level 

and enhancing neighborhood capacity that results in community revitalization.  

Earthworks Urban Farm is a program of the Capuchin Soup Kitchen, a human 

service organization that cares for and feeds people. It consists of approximately 7 

gardens spread over 20 city lots within a 2 block radius. It is the only certified organic 

farm in Detroit by USDA and it was just named one of the Top 10 urban farms by 

Natural Home magazine.
73

 Eighty percent of its produce is used by the Soup Kitchen, 

and the farm supplies local food banks and sells extra produce at farmers’ markets as 

well. It seeks to restore the connection between environment and community and 

promote sustainable agricultural practices as well as community-based food systems. 

Contrary to the popular belief about large-scale agriculture in Detroit, it hopes that small 

scale community based farms can seamlessly fit into the urban landscape, create jobs in 

the community, and improve access to food for all residents.74  

In Detroit, more and more organizations are starting to value the social and 

economic benefits that local produce can bring to their residents. Thereby, they promote 

urban agriculture and farmers’ markets in various ways to retain their sanitary and 

                                                 
73 Earthworks Urban Farm. In the News. 2008. http://cskdetroit.org/EWG/about_us/in_the_news/ 

(accessed April 10, 2012). 

74 Earthworks Urban Farm. The Farm. 2008. http://cskdetroit.org/EWG/markets_programs/the_farm/ 

(accessed April 10, 2012). 
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economic benefits within their communities. For example, Eastern Market Corporation 

was founded under the mission to enhance the operations of the existing public market, 

develop business opportunities for local farmers and food retailers, and provide fresh and 

nutritious food for the Eastern Market District and the city of Detroit. Each week as many 

as 40,000 people come to visit Eastern Market for its Saturday Market -- a six-block 

public market that has been feeding Detroit since 1891. The market and the adjacent 

district have more than 250 independent local vendors and merchants processing, 

wholesaling, and retailing food.75 The Grandmont Rosedale Development Corporation is 

a non-profit, community based organization dedicated to preserving and revitalizing the 

Grandmont Rosedale communities of northwest Detroit. From May to October each year, 

it organizes the Northwest Detroit Farmers' Market with fresh fruits, vegetables, meats, 

eggs, dairy products, and baked goods grown or produced in Southeast Michigan.
76

 

Detroit Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) is working on several projects to 

revitalize five neighborhoods of the city. With the goal to provide Detroit residents with 

easy access to healthy food, LISC supports a variety of healthy food initiatives including 

farmers’ markets, urban gardening and agriculture, and the development of a grocery 

store attraction fund to encourage local and national retailers to locate in Detroit. Through 

the Detroit Vacant Property Campaign, it helps communities affected by vacant 

                                                 
75 Detroit Eastern Market. Detroit Eastern Market. 2007. http://www.detroiteasternmarket.com/ (accessed 

April 10, 2012). 

76 Grandmont Rosedale. About Grandmont Rosedale. 2012. http://www.grandmontrosedale.com (accessed 

April 10, 2012). 
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and foreclosed properties develop and implement strategies to encourage reuse by turning 

vacant lots into community gardens.77  

4.6 INTERVIEW DATA 

Motivations, justifications for and perceived benefits of urban agriculture 

My interviews revealed common motivations and justifications for initiating and 

developing urban agriculture and also common views regarding the ways that urban 

agriculture has benefited neighborhoods, communities, and the city overall. The two 

motivations for establishing urban agriculture are: the huge amount of vacant and 

abandoned land within the city, and people’s eagerness to do something on the land. 

Urban agriculture initiatives are community-driven as opposed to top-down. The 

justifications are the outcome and benefits of urban agriculture. Specific factors cited by 

respondents include: to make viable and productive use of land, to produce fresh and 

healthy food, to increase the safety and ownership of neighborhoods, to bring out people 

of all ages to build the community, to eliminate urban blight, produce environmental and 

aesthetic benefits, educate people – especially children and youth, and, very importantly, 

to increase incomes for participating households and the city’s tax base.  

Current land use policy and urban agriculture 

 

                                                 
77 Detroit Local Initiatives Support Corporation. About. 2012. http://www.detroit-lisc.org/index.html 

(accessed April 10, 2012). 
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Interviewees reported that the lack of legal protection was a restriction on urban 

agriculture. However, restrictions depend on the scale of farming: for example, one can 

always grow in his/her backyard, and code variance may apply on a case-by-case basis. 

Most community gardeners are gardening on city-owned properties and are vulnerable 

when competing with developers in reclaiming the land because the tax revenue 

community gardens can bring to the city is still limited. In addition, while all 

interviewees consider there is a fundamental need for developing codes to preserve and 

facilitate urban agriculture, one interviewee pointed out that developing codes and 

policies is also complaint-driven because many gardens are within neighborhoods with 

residents around. There is a need for neighbors to understand how community gardens 

can be regulated so that they will not be a nuisance for the community. 

Impact of the recession on urban agriculture 

 

 There is no straightforward way to measure the impact of the economic recession 

on urban agriculture because most urban agriculture practices are community-based. For 

the Eastern Market, the recent economic recession has not influenced a lot because 

Detroit has already encountered a 30-year economic decline. In addition, the corporation 

has not been much affected by the recession also because the “metropolitan food system” 

it is operating and promoting is on a regional base, rather than simply the City of Detroit. 

The recession seems to have had a stronger negative impact on individual organizations 

working with communities. Take Earthworks for example. Federal grants and funding 
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have been cut, fewer people are donating money and time, while at the same time more 

people are seeking services. The organization is faced with increasing needs but has 

fewer resources.  

Other city level challenges to urban agriculture  

 

When discussing challenges posed by city policies, respondents cited the need for 

changes to codes and policies to legalize urban gardening. Many residents still don’t 

embrace urban agriculture and don't consider it an appropriate activity for the city, or 

they just don't want gardens in their neighborhoods. For urban gardeners it remains a 

major challenge to inform and make people understand what urban agriculture means, 

where it might be located and under what circumstances. Also, many young people 

interested in urban agriculture see Detroit’s possibilities with a lot of open spaces. They 

streamed into the city with an intention of doing urban agriculture and living in a new 

type of style, which was described as "Christopher Columbus" in terms of their intention 

of exploring and discovering opportunities. However, there is some tension between the 

new immigrants and the existing community. The community wanted something that was 

initiated from inside the community, rather than something that was brought in and put 

on by new settlers.78 Moreover, quality of soil and access to water are two major 

concerns and challenges for almost all gardens. In addition, the concept of farming is not 

well understood among all the people, and there are wide differences between 

                                                 
78 Telephone interview with Kathryn Underwood, April 2012. 
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generations in their perception of it. While the old generation and their families have 

some knowledge and experience of gardening because it was commonly practiced when 

they were young, the young generation almost have no idea where food comes from.  

Strategies for better supporting urban agriculture 

 

At city level, zoning was the most often mentioned first step for supporting urban 

agriculture. Other strategies include working with multi stakeholders like university and 

resident groups to inventory abandoned properties for reuse, facilitating financial 

assistance like small grants, loans, and waiver of water fee to make community gardens 

economically and environmentally sustainable, carrying out pilot programs and 

experiments to test farming in an urban context, facilitating studies of what impact urban 

agriculture has on neighborhoods, providing easements or exemptions for small-scaled 

market gardens, increasing the flexibility to change policy, and working with existing 

communities and organizations to create a strong local food system.  

At community and neighborhood level, given that many people are still against 

community gardens, the efforts would be propagating the benefits of growing and 

distributing food locally and how urban agriculture has helped facilitate a more 

sustainable local food system. Some other strategies include helping people understand 

how urban agriculture can be appropriately regulated to minimize the impact on 

neighborhood like odors, getting more residents involved and volunteer, and 

collaborating across communities and entities. 
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Urban agriculture as economic and social revitalization, lessons learned 

 

Respondents’ views of the economic and social benefits of urban agriculture 

varied widely. Regarding economic benefits, respondents cited benefits to households, 

such as selling extra produce at farmers’ market or starting a business to sell the produce. 

In addition, those who grow food themselves can use the money they would have spent 

on vegetables and fruit to meet other needs. At the city level, agriculture can create 

employment opportunities and build the tax base. Detroit has a long history of agriculture 

and it was actually the first industry in Detroit, before manufacturing. The broader sense 

of urban agriculture as a comprehensive process of growing, producing and distributing 

food, in other word, a “metropolitan food system” is a huge opportunity for the city. If 

local produce can have more market share, hundreds of million dollars could be retained 

locally, one respondent believed.79  

Regarding the social impact, Shane perceives urban agriculture as much more 

than simply growing food or as merely a way in which Detroit can sustain itself 

economically. Instead, he sees the process of growing food as both a literal and figurative 

metaphor for self-reliance. As he explains, Detroit went into economic decline because it 

depended on a singular industry for so long, and when the bottom fell out of the auto 

industry so did the city. Thereby, promoting urban agriculture is creating models of self-

reliance rather than (re)creating systems of dependence. In the same way, agriculture 

allows participants to meet their basic needs. People can use it as a model for creating 

                                                 
79 Telephone interview with Daniel Carmody, March 2012. 
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forms of economy, governance, transportation and energy in which they can meet other 

human needs and thus can create sustainable, healthy and vibrant communities. Anything 

that people need for survival can benefit them as a shared community resource for 

healing themselves. In conclusion, he argues that urban agriculture provides physical, 

emotional, mental and spiritual sustenance that go beyond the scope of economic 

benefits, and it is important to look at the whole context of growing food from a 

comprehensive perspective.80  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
80 Telephone interview with Shane Bernardo, March 2012. 
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Chapter 5: CLEVELAND, OH 

5.1 DEMOGRAPHICS 

Cleveland's geographic location and rail links helped establish the city as an 

important business center for steel and many other manufactured goods. Today, 

Cleveland is still home to the corporate headquarters of many large companies, both 

industrial and non-industrial. The city, however, has also encountered a continued 

population decline since 1950s, losing more than half of its citizens. Also, very similar to 

the situation of Detroit, the story of the metropolitan area in the past ten years is a story 

about growth and intra-region migration. 
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 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 

Population 

(Million) 

0.38 0.56 0.80 0.90 0.88 0.91 

Percentage Change  47% 42% 13% -2.5% 4% 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

Population 

(Million) 

0.88 0.75 0.57 0.51 0.48 0.40 

Percentage Change -4% -14% -24% -12% -5% -17% 

Table 3: Historical Population Change in Cleveland (Adapted from 

http://www.census.gov/, by US Census Bureau, 2012) 
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Figure 7: Population Loss in Cleveland (Adapted from http://www. city-data.com/, by 

City-Data.Com, 2012) 

 

Up until 2008, there were approximately 3,300 acres of vacant land within the 

city limits, and an estimated 15,000 vacant buildings. The city demolished about 1,000 

vacant homes in 2011 and planed to demolish 20,000 more. Private demolitions and fires 

also reduced the number of derelict structures in the city.81 According to the 2010 

American Community Survey, the median household income in Cleveland was $25,977, 

                                                 
81 Adopted by the Cleveland City Planning Commission. Re-imagining a More Sustainable Cleveland: 

Citywide Strategies for Reuse of Vacant Land. December 19, 2008.  

http://reimaginingcleveland.org/about/links-and-resources/ (accessed April 10, 2012). 
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and 34.0% of families had income at or below the federally defined poverty level. 

Cleveland ranks third in America’s poorest cities with a population of 200,000 people or 

more.82 

5.2 VISION FOR THE CITY  

 

Cleveland has accepted its downsizing, with both a budget deficit and a dwindling 

tax base. Cleveland also adopted its new comprehensive plan -- Connecting Cleveland 

2020 Citywide Plan and two initiatives -- Re-imagining a More Sustainable Cleveland 

and Sustainable Cleveland 2019.  

The Connecting Cleveland 2020 Citywide Plan envisions Cleveland as a national 

center for biomedical and information technology in the 21st century – no longer a 

national industrial center as it was. The new plan is a plan about connections between 

people and places and opportunities, where a connection is defined as a shared space that 

connects people in a way that creates a sense of place and belonging -- community. The 

new comprehensive plan focused on reimagining and recreating community through 

building connections, providing choices, celebrating diversity and promoting 

sustainability.83 Although the city aimed to maintain an urban characteristic rather than 

going suburban, it promoted lower, not traditional higher density development, because 

the population dwindled and the market did not bear more density. 

                                                 
82 U.S. Census Bureau. 2010 Census. 2010. http://2010.census.gov/2010census/ (accessed April 2, 2012). 

83 City of Cleveland City Planning Commission. Citywide plan. 2004. 

http://planning.city.cleveland.oh.us/cwp/cpc.html (accessed April 10, 2012). 
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In 2008, the nonprofit community developer--Neighborhood Progress Inc. (NPI) 

led community stakeholders, the City of Cleveland (Cleveland City Planning 

Commission in particular), the Kent State Urban Design Center (UDC) and 30 other 

partner organizations in a study on vacant land strategies for sustainable reuse, and then 

initiated Re-imagining a More Sustainable Cleveland that includes a plan, policy 

recommendations, zoning changes and demonstration projects for sustainable land reuse 

in Cleveland. This initiative addresses vacancy issues by introducing non-traditional 

urban land uses to city neighborhoods. Two non-traditional land use strategies were 

identified as: 1) introducing green infrastructure to expand and connect parks and green 

spaces, and 2) creating productive landscapes that bring economic benefits, including 

agricultural uses and the generation of alternative energy. The program provided grants to 

grassroots neighborhood groups, churches, schools and individuals to carry out vacant 

land reclamation projects ranging from single lot side yard expansions to agriculture 

projects such as community gardens, orchards, vineyards and multi-acre market gardens. 

The pilot project has built up 13 community gardens, 10 market gardens, 2 orchards, 3 

vineyards, 2 side yard expansions, 8 native plant pocket parks, 2 rain gardens, 3 

neighborhood pathways, and 7 other gardens, and planned to repurpose 15 acres of 

vacant land in Cleveland. The ongoing initiative was selected to receive the American 

Planning Association’s 2012 National Planning Excellence Award for Innovation in Best 

Practices for Sustaining Places.84 The initiative’s far-reaching impact has been 

                                                 
84 Adopted by the Cleveland City Planning Commission. Re-imagining a More Sustainable Cleveland: 
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recognized as it can be replicated by other cities across the nation. It has influenced a 

planning effort in Detroit as well as policy initiatives and funding programs developed by 

the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency.85 

Another 10-year initiative Sustainable Cleveland 2019 aimed to build an 

economic engine to empower “a green city on a blue lake” through embracing a culture 

of sustainability.86 The leaders, thinkers and doers link Cleveland's future prosperity to 

sustainable practices in three aspects: local food, local purchasing and neighborhood 

revitalization. A sustainable local food system is consistent with the conceptual idea of a 

community -- job creation and food access, and it consists of the shift from local food 

being a movement among a group of educated people to something that is part of 

everyday life. Cleveland must change the way it does business in order to thrive and stay 

competitive, one of which is to direct some of its purchasing to local businesses. The 

Mayor’s Office of Sustainability has adopted the city’s local and sustainable purchasing 

ordinance for creating a “self-help” regional economy by providing incentives for local 

businesses, for example, bid discounts on competitively bid contracts and evaluation 

credits on professional service contracts. Finally, neighborhood revitalization is about 

engaging local residents in local solutions. It encourages people to participate in the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Citywide Strategies for Reuse of Vacant Land. December 19, 2008.  

http://reimaginingcleveland.org/about/links-and-resources/ (accessed April 10, 2012). 

85 Ibid. 

86 City of Cleveland. Sustainable Cleveland 2019. 2009. 

http://www.city.cleveland.oh.us/CityofCleveland/Home/Community/ThingsToDo/AISummit (accessed 

April 10, 2012). 
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process of maintaining, stabilizing and revitalizing their neighborhoods through 

community strengthen programs, for example, community gardens.87 

5.3 VISION FOR URBAN AGRICULTURE 

 

People see the potential for a self-sustaining industry in Cleveland, urban 

landscape reinvigorated with life in the form of urban farms and market gardens. 

Although the industry is still in its infancy and it may be a long way off, advocates like 

farmers, entrepreneurs and public officials saw the chance to capitalize on blight by 

reusing vacant land and parking lots for urban agricultural initiatives. There is the big 

picture: residents within the 16-county Northeast Ohio region consume about $8 billion 

in food each year -- Clevelanders accounting for about $1 billion of that, but less than 2% 

of that consumption is of local food. Most is shipped from farm to plate on an average 

trip of 1,300 miles. Consequently, billions of dollars flow out of the local economy and 

into the pockets of farmers and industrial conglomerates far away. If Northeast Ohio 

could grow its local food-production industry enough to recapture just a few percent 

more of that, perhaps like 10%, hundreds of millions of dollars could be captured and 

returned to the local economy.88 On a micro level, local researchers estimated that urban 

farmers could gross up to $90,000 per acre by selecting the right crops and growing 

                                                 
87 LESS Productions. Video captures current energy of Sustainable Cleveland 2019. January 11, 2011. 

http://www.gcbl.org/2019/blog/marc-lefkowitz/video-captures-current-energy-sustainable-cleveland-2019 

(accessed April 15, 2012). 

88 Bobbi Reichtell, senior vice president for programs, Neighborhood Progress Inc. 

Bradley Whitehead, President at The Fund for Our Economic Future 
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techniques. Fresh food like vegetables, fruits, eggs, and honey could be produced within 

the city. Cleveland is fertile for economic growth.89 90 

The City of Cleveland was recently ranked first out of the nation’s fifty largest 

cities for access to healthy locally grown food. This success is primarily driven by a 

dedicated group of urban agricultural producers operating throughout the city. By various 

counts, more than 200 community gardens have sprung up on empty lots in Cleveland. 

Scores of community-gardening enthusiasts are graduating to tending "market gardens" -- 

for-profit enterprises trying to make a go of it as side businesses. About a dozen 

entrepreneurs have made it a full-time job. Besides selling produce at farmers’ market, 

market gardens in Cleveland run their business under other two major programs. 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) Programs are one very common way. 

Members pay part or all of the annual costs early in the year, sharing the risks of farming 

with farmers, with the return of a weekly bag or "share" of food from the CSA farm.91 

The City Fresh program was another one created to help farmers get their produce to 

market to meet the growing demands of fresh and healthy food.92 Cleveland’s for-profit 

urban gardens are growing; the urban agriculture industry is gaining ground, although it 

                                                 
89 Grewal, Sharanbir S., and Parwinder S. Grewal. "Can cities become self-reliant in food?" Cities 29 

(2012). 

90 Sterpka, Marty. Cleveland's for-profit urban gardens are growing. July 6, 2009. 

http://blog.cleveland.com/metro/2009/07/clevelands_forprofit_urban_gar.html (accessed April 15, 2012). 

91 Palmer, Kim. Community supported agriculture programs (CSAs). March 23, 2011. 

http://www.gcbl.org/food/organic-food/community-sustained-agriculture-and-buying-clubs (accessed April 

15, 2012). 

92 —. City Fresh: Growing and selling food in the city. March 11, 2008. http://www.gcbl.org/food/local-

foods-and-markets/whats-fresh-today (accessed April 15, 2012). 
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likely won’t be a significant income generator for years because most money earned is re-

invested into business development. The driving force of urban agriculture development 

is that entrepreneurial people see this as an opportunity to create a core business that will 

create opportunities and bring different revenue streams in the future.  

 

Figure 8: Reimagine 2.0 Coyahoga County Urban Agriculture Sites (Adapted from 

http://www.gcbl.org/image/reimagine-20-cuyahoga-county-urban-

agriculture-sites/, by Green City Blue Lake, 2008) 
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5.4 PLANNING POLICIES AND REGULATIONS 

 

Land development constitutes an integral component of Cleveland's overall 

economic development strategy. To meet this demand, the city’s Department of 

Economic Development manages a Brownfield Redevelopment Program to return 

abandoned sites to productive re-use, maintain green space, redevelop vacant properties 

based on existing infrastructure, and encourage more sustainable regional development.93 

The program consists of an Industrial-Commercial Land Bank, established in 2005 by the 

city as a proactive approach to reuse properties with serious real estate obstacles. The 

City identifies and selects properties for the Land Bank, and then pursues redevelopment 

activities including assessments, acquisition, demolition and environmental clean-up. The 

results are ready-to-build land for expanding and for attracting new businesses and long-

term investments.94 Furthermore, the city designed the Vacant Properties Initiative (VPI) 

to provide funding for projects of full re-use of abandoned, idled or underutilized 

commercial and industrial properties within the city limits of Cleveland.95 

While urban agriculture maintains an uncertain legal footing in Detroit, Cleveland 

is embracing it. In 2007, the city of Cleveland adopted chapter 336 in its zoning code to 

                                                 
93 City of Cleveland. Economic Development. 2012. 

http://www.city.cleveland.oh.us/CityofCleveland/Home/Government/CityAgencies/EconomicDevelopment 

(accessed April 15, 2012). 

94 —. Industrial-Commercial Land Bank. 2012. 

http://www.city.cleveland.oh.us/portal/page/portal/CityofCleveland/Home/Government/CityAgencies/Econ

omicDevelopment/Brownfield/Industrial-Commercial-Landbank (accessed April 15, 2012). 

95 —. Vacant Property Initiative Fund. 2012. 

http://www.city.cleveland.oh.us/CityofCleveland/Home/Government/CityAgencies/EconomicDevelopment

/Brownfield/Vacant%20Property%20Initiative%20Fund (accessed April 15, 2012). 
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provide a new level of stability for urban agriculture. An “Urban Garden District” was 

created as zoning category to ensure that urban garden areas were appropriately located 

and protected to meet needs for local food production, community health, community 

education, garden-related job training, environmental enhancement, preservation of green 

space, and community enjoyment on sites for which urban gardens represent the highest 

and best use for the community. The definition of “Urban Garden District” included both 

“community garden” and “market garden”, as well as other types of gardens and 

structures like “greenhouse”, “hoophouse” and “coldframe”.96 Under the zoning 

ordinance, land designated as an urban garden district may not be rezoned for another 

purpose without a process that includes public notice and hearings. At the same time, 

community gardening has been recognized as a legitimate land use category in all zoning 

classifications including residential areas, which is a huge leap forward for the city 

because most community gardens in Cleveland are currently operating in residential 

areas. 

5.5 NON-GOVERNMENT ORGANIZATIONS 

 

With around 200 gardens and 4,500 gardeners, Cleveland has an extraordinary 

community of gardeners. The support from local communities constitutes a crucial part of 

establishing and developing urban agriculture in Cleveland. The Ohio State University 

(OSU) Extension, local greening organizations, food banks, farmers’ markets and a 

                                                 
96 Mayors Innovation Project. "PART THREE — ZONING CODE, Title VII — Zoning Code." 

CHAPTER 336 — URBAN GARDEN DISTRICT, 2007. 
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number of CDCs work in collaboration on joint programs, with a shared belief in the 

good of gardening. 

The OSU Extension aims to improve the lives of Ohioans through research-based 

education programs in the areas of agriculture, nutrition and family and consumer 

sciences. It works with farmers from both community gardens and market gardens in 

Ohio’s urban and metropolitan areas to adopt new technology, improve efficiency, and 

strengthen businesses.
97

 The OSU extension oversees two major community gardening 

programs in Cleveland -- Summer Sprout Program and Suburban Community Gardening 

Program. They provide seeds, starter plants, soil, fertilizer, and educational resources to 

gardeners. Up till 2009, a total of 188 community gardens in Cleveland and first-ring 

suburbs were in these two programs. The gardens’ produce was valued at $1 million and 

provided fresh vegetables for local communities, with the surplus shared at local food 

banks.98 

The GreenCityBlueLake Institute, the sustainability center of The Cleveland 

Museum of Natural History, was formed out of the 2007 merger of the Museum and 

EcoCity Cleveland – one of Northeast Ohio’s leading environmental organizations with a 

15-year history. The institute promotes the vision of Cleveland as a “green city on a blue 

lake” through carrying on the work of EcoCity Cleveland in sustainability while creating 

new initiatives that leverage the scientific expertise and educational resources of the 

                                                 
97 Ohio State University Extension. Who We Are. January 14, 2011. http://urbanprograms.osu.edu/who-

we-are/ (accessed April 15, 2012). 

98 Ohio State University Extension. Community Gardens Reap Rewards. April 30, 2008. 

http://urbanprograms.osu.edu/urban-impacts/gardening/community-gardens-reap-rewards (accessed April 

15, 2012). 
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Museum. Also, the institute created its website as a community service to engage the 

public in ongoing projects in Cleveland and the region.99  

The Cleveland Foodbank seeks methods to confront the critical issue of hunger in 

the local community. Currently, approximately 400 local organizations donate food to the 

Foodbank each year. About 84% of the food served at local pantries is provided by the 

Cleveland Foodbank. In 2001, the Foodbank implemented the Adopt-A-Garden Program 

to plant on several community gardens for its feeding programs. Using community 

gardens to augment food security and provide healthy and fresh food to fight hunger 

makes use of the resources of the local community and meets local needs.
100

  

North Union Farmers Market is a nonprofit organization that operates certified, 

producer-only farmers markets. North Union focuses on supporting local farmers’ 

business and benefiting residents with healthy and fresh produce. Since its opening day in 

1995, North Union has helped incubate over 300 local businesses, kept millions of dollars 

in the local economy, and saved many farms from destruction. In addition, it offers 

communities a central location for neighbors to meet, musicians to perform, and 

consumers to support locally-grown food producers.101 

                                                 
99 Ianderso. About GreenCityBlueLake. April 12, 2009. http://www.gcbl.org/about (accessed April 15, 

2012). 

100 Cleveland Foodbank. About Us. 2007. http://www.clevelandfoodbank.org/site/PageServer (accessed 

April 15, 2012). 

101 North Union Farmers Market . About. 2011. http://www.northunionfarmersmarket.org (accessed April 

15, 2012). 
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CDCs are often known as grassroots organization that helps improve the life 

quality of life in neighborhoods by guiding their physical, economic and social 

development and working in collaboration with nonprofit organizations, city council, 

developers, and neighborhood residents. Detroit Shoreway Community Development 

Organization (DSCDO) is one of these CDCs in Cleveland, focusing on neighborhood 

revitalization in the Detroit Shoreway area.102 DSCDO initiated the project of EcoVillage 

as an attempt to create a way of living that sustains healthy ecological relationships. Over 

the past ten years, the EcoVillage has become a model for urban sustainability best 

practices because of its greening projects of which community agriculture constitutes a 

very important part. The EcoVillage is home to one of the most productive urban 

community gardens in the city -- the Ithaca Community Garden, as well as the for-profit 

garden -- EcoVillage Produce LLC Market Garden.103  

5.6 INTERVIEW DATA 

Motivations, justifications for and perceived benefits of urban agriculture 

My interviews revealed common motivations and justifications for initiating and 

developing urban agriculture and also common views regarding the ways that urban 

agriculture has benefited neighborhoods, communities, and the city overall. Their 

answers were similar to those received for Detroit. The most important motivation is the 

                                                 
102 Detroit Shoreway. About DSCDO. 2012. http://www.dscdo.org/default.aspx (accessed April 15, 2012). 

103 Detroit Shoreway. Ecovillage. 2012. http://detroitshoreway.org/ecovillage.aspx (accessed April 15, 

2012). 
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large amount of vacant land within the city. Some other motivations are, at city level, to 

make productive use of land as a way to maintain abandoned properties, to help people 

live healthier when many don't have easy access to fresh food, and to promote 

sustainability through growing locally. At the community and neighborhood level, 

residents have concerns about the safety of empty spaces and want to do something 

productive to build community themselves and create "viable community spaces".  

Justifications include the benefits of urban agriculture. The benefits are: economic 

benefits for example preventing the "economic leakage"104, social benefits such as 

reducing crime in empty spaces and strengthening sense of community, psychological 

and physical benefits for participants, aesthetics and beautification, and environmental 

benefits for example reducing transportation cost in delivering food, reducing cost in 

storm water management as well as reducing local energy and heat. 

Current land use policy and urban agriculture 

My interviews revealed common views regarding to the impact of current land 

use policies on urban agriculture. As opposed to Detroit, Cleveland has recognized 

community garden as legitimate land use in all zoning categories and adopted specific 

zoning codes to protect small-scaled commercial gardens as well. The city sees gardening 

a productive way of reuse vacant lands, and thereby updated zoning ordinance to ensure 

its long-term sustainability, making it easier for urban gardens to be carried out and for 

                                                 
104 “Economic leakage” happens when people purchase food grown outside the city limits, by Parwinder 

Grewal. 
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people to keep their gardens. Most community gardens are operating on vacant lots in 

residential areas, therefore recognizing community gardens as permitted land use in 

residential area is especially important for garden participants.  

Impact of the recession on urban agriculture 

 

My interviews revealed common views regarding to the impact of the recession 

on urban agriculture. All interviewees believe the recession has actually played “a 

positive impact” on urban agriculture. Foreclosed houses and abandoned buildings 

provide a lot of vacant land and more vacant land boost interests in gardening. Also, with 

increasing job loss, more people are relying on food grown by themselves to feed their 

families.  

Other city level challenges to urban agriculture  

 

Interviewees considered city level challenges to urban agriculture in a very 

comprehensive way. Institutionally, getting legal access to land remains a major 

challenge. City can use tax foreclosure and/or land bank to acquire abandoned properties, 

but it takes months to go through the process. In addition, since most community gardens 

are maintained by neighbors and volunteers, gardens might easily fail into disuse when 

active people move out, pass away, or simply no longer volunteer. Technically, the cost 

of infrastructure, especially water lines, and turning contaminated soil into productive use 

are major challenges. Economically, selling extra produce is a major challenge for most 
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community gardens. Farmers' markets require intensive time and labor, so not every 

garden has the capacity to run its own farmers’ market. What prevents local buyers from 

purchasing community garden produce is the seasonal nature of growing produce in 

Cleveland. Local grocery stores and restaurants must find other food suppliers out of the 

growing seasons.  

Strategies for better supporting urban agriculture 

 

Strategies provided by interviewees target the existing challenges. Institutionally, 

an expedited administrative process for community gardeners and agri-business operators 

to reclaim abandoned properties would also encourage the establishment of new gardens. 

Technically, given the limited growing seasons in Cleveland, season-extension 

technology like greenhouses has to be intensively applied, and more technical assistance 

as well as training programs need to be provided for gardeners to grow food easier and 

more efficiently, especially for those small-scaled urban gardens that rely heavily on 

human labor. Economically, small business grants, low-interest loans, and waiver of fees 

were believed to be effective strategies to make both community gardens and small-

scaled market gardeners easier to get started. Educationally, the concept of farming is not 

well propagated among all citizens, especially the young generation. One strategy would 

be encouraging school systems to participate in gardening programs in order to educate 

the children at a young age. Educating local buyers also helps community and small-

scaled market gardens find economic ways to success. 
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Urban agriculture as economic and social revitalization, lessons learned 

 

The views of urban agriculture in terms of its potential use in the economic and 

social revitalization of neighborhoods, communities and the city are inconsistent across 

interviewees. According to Robert, urban agriculture helps the city revitalize and 

provides some employment opportunities. Although there was an initial public resistance 

to the idea of farms in the city, there has not been a single complaint since the zoning 

code was amended. On the other hand, the role of urban agriculture is limited. Even 

though Cleveland is following a non-traditional approach to development by promoting 

lower density through “sustainable reuse of land”105, urban agriculture will not be the 

future of the city. It cannot serve as the driving force of local economic development 

which is believed to be job, research and industry related. Also, most community gardens 

are growing food for self consumption and donation, and market gardens in the city are 

usually small-scaled and thus hard to generate a large economic profit or convert to 

successful market production.106 According to Jim, community gardens can vary greatly 

according to their purpose and managing organization, for example, church gardens and 

school gardens. Also, urban agriculture can be a "viable economic opportunity" for the 

city, given that gardens are currently all over the city, the number of gardens increases 

every single year and there is growing knowledge of how gardening could be linked to 

                                                 
105 “Sustainable reuse of land” means land use that is both productive and environmentally responsible, as 

opposed to traditional development like building. By Robert Brown. 

106 Telephone interview with Robert Brown, March, 2012. 
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the market.107 According to Parwinder, Cleveland has waited 25 years for industry to 

locate but it has not happened. Under current circumstances, urban agriculture can help 

revitalize the local economy as long as existing difficulties are removed and challenges 

are overcome, which is achievable. The economic potential is huge. For individuals and 

households, when people consume food grown by themselves, they actually subsidize the 

money they spend on purchasing food. People can also work in gardens part-time to earn 

extra money. For the city as a whole, if fresh food (vegetables, fruit, eggs, and honey) can 

be produced within the city, it can increase local tax revenues by hundreds of millions 

dollars.108 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
107 Telephone interview with Jim Thompson, March, 2012. 

108 Telephone interview with Parwinder Grewal, March, 2012. 
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Chapter 6: COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

6.1 GENERAL FINDINGS 

 Detroit Cleveland 

Land Area 138.8 sq mi 77.6 sq mi 

Population 713,777 396,815 

Density 5,142/sq mi 5,113/sq mi 

African American 82.7% 53.3% 

Population Change (1950-2010) -62% -56% 

Population Change (2000-2010) -25% -17% 

Regional Population Change (2000-2010) +5.3% +1% 

Vacant Land 4,848 acres 3,300 acres 

Housing Vacancy 22.8% 19.3% 

Median Household Income $25,787 $25,977 

Poverty 37.6% 34.0% 

Unemployment Rate 32.5% 20.7% 

Number of community gardens 400 200 

Number of market gardens 500 30 

Table 4: Demographic Data (Adapted from http://www.census.gov/, by US Census 

Bureau, 2010) 

 

Detroit and Cleveland are two industrial cities that have encountered enormous 

decline since 1950s. Both of them have lost more than half of their population in the past 

half century, while their regions have grown. By various counts, they are among 

America’s weakest markets, cities of highest unemployment, and cities of highest 

poverty. Within the city limits, vacant land is everywhere, especially downtown and 
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inner-ring neighborhoods. Local governments of Detroit and Cleveland are also facing 

huge budget deficit. Human and physical resources were used far below the capacity. In 

addition, Detroit has a much severer problem of food safety than Cleveland. There is no 

chain grocery store within the city limits and thereby Detroit was designated as a “Food 

Desert” in 2007. 

On the other hand, Although Cleveland has already updated its zoning ordinance 

to recognize urban agriculture as a legitimate land use while Detroit has no planning 

protections for it; the number of urban gardens of Detroit far exceeds that of Cleveland. 

The number of community gardens of Detroit is double that of Cleveland because the city 

is twice as big as Cleveland. However, the number of market gardens of Detroit far 

exceeds that of Cleveland. According to census data, Detroit has more vacant land, higher 

poverty and a much higher unemployment than Cleveland, and most important, no chain 

grocery store within the city limits. It means getting access to fresh and healthy food is 

harder in Detroit and more people have to rely on food grown locally. In addition, the 

Eastern Market Cooperation has been feeding people in Detroit with a history of more 

than one century; and it helps market gardens link their produce to the market. This also 

stimulates the growth of market gardens in Detroit. All these might explain the huge 

number of market gardens in Detroit and also create space for future research.  

6.2 INTERVIEW FINDINGS 

 

The motivations and justifications for initiating and developing urban agriculture 

are very similar in Detroit and Cleveland. Both cities are motivated by the large supply of 
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vacant land and by the strong interest coming from community-based organizations 

working to develop urban agriculture. The justifications in both cities are the multiple 

benefits urban agriculture has brought to the neighborhoods, communities and the city 

overall. 

Some shared challenges to urban agriculture in Detroit and Cleveland are 

technically driven, for example, access to water line, soil contamination, and growing 

season extension. Also, facilitating urban agriculture, getting more people involved and 

maintaining their active involvement is another challenge for both Detroit and Cleveland. 

In addition, linking produce to the market is a challenge for small-scaled urban gardens in 

both of the two cities. Other challenges at the institutional and community level are 

different between the two cities. In Detroit, the biggest challenge is the lack of zoning, 

and in Cleveland, it is getting access to land. Moreover, a specific challenge for Detroit is 

the tension between new immigrants and existing neighborhoods in terms of defining the 

community. 

Perspectives on urban agriculture as a revitalizing tool differ across stakeholders 

groups, rather than between cities. City planners, NPO staff and local researchers have 

similar perspectives on urban agriculture as a social revitalization tool, especially in the 

way of stabilizing and building communities, however, they have very different 

perspectives on urban agriculture as a tool for economic revitalization. While planners 

seem to be more conservative and uncertain about the role of urban agriculture for the 

city, others stakeholders believe in the potential of urban agriculture as a full-fledged 
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industry that could help revitalize the local economy. Although stakeholder groups have 

different opinions on its potential use in the economic revitalization, there is a shared 

opinion across all the interviewees that urban agriculture shall be continued and moved 

forward based on the enormous good it has brought to the neighborhoods, communities, 

and the city, while at the same time, coordinated policies shall be developed and 

formulated to regulate urban agriculture practices.  

Finally, with regard to the lessons learned from urban agriculture, interviewees 

acknowledged that urban agriculture is a comprehensive process of “growing, producing 

and distributing food”. It consists of economic, social and technical aspects, and thereby 

it should be perceived and understood integrally within all these aspects. It has also been 

recognized that success in urban agriculture would mean bringing in multiple 

organizations, partners and stakeholders, although such cross-section collaboration will 

not happen overnight. 
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 Detroit Cleveland 

Motivations Vacant land 

Community-based interest 

Justifications Reuse land 

Produce food 

Increase safety 

Eliminate blight 

Beautify neighborhood 

Build community 

Promote environmental sustainability 

Educate people 

Increase income and tax base 

Current land 

use policy 

Lack of codes Supportive codes 

Impact of the 

recession 

Hard to measure Boost urban agriculture 

Challenges Access to water line 

Soil contamination 

Growing season extension 

Active Involvement 

Link produce to market 

 Lack of codes 

Tension between new immigrants 

and existing community 

Legal access to land 

Continuous involvement 

Strategies for 

better 

supporting 

Carry out pilot programs 

Providing easements for garden 

Promote local food system and educate local buyers 

Bring in multi stakeholders 

Propagate urban agriculture and get more people involved 

 Put zoning in place 

Inventory abandoned properties 

for reuse 

Expedited administrative process to 

reclaim land 

Technical assistance 

Perceptions as 

a revitalizing 

tool and 

lessons learned 

Huge economic opportunity for growing and distributing food locally 

 Remain to see 

Metaphor for self-reliance 

Limited role for the city’s future 

“viable economic opportunity” 

 

Table 5: Comparative analysis of urban agriculture in Detroit and Cleveland 



70 

 

Chapter 7: CONCLUSION 

 

Detroit and Cleveland are shrinking cities as reflected in their high unemployment 

rates, population loss, deteriorating infrastructure, and property abandonment, and they 

are facing multiple challenges, including dwindling tax bases, large amount of vacant 

land, home foreclosure, unsustainable municipal service infrastructure and inadequate 

food accessibility. On the other hand, all these negative aspects make people question 

traditional development and rethink a way toward regeneration and revitalization. Both 

Detroit and Cleveland see urban agriculture as an opportunity not only to make 

productive use of vacant land, but also to stabilize and build community. Even though 

perspectives on urban agriculture as a tool for economic revitalization differ across 

stakeholders, there is a general acknowledgement of the economic, social and 

environmental benefits that urban agriculture can bring to the neighborhood, community 

and city. 

Given that urban agriculture is still in the early stage of development in both 

Detroit and Cleveland, it remains to be seen what role it can play for the city. Also, it is 

not possible to generalize the findings from these two cases to the broader set of 

shrinking cities. Future study will be necessary in order to observe and evaluate urban 

agriculture in the long run. For a broader and deeper understanding of the topic, future 

research would need to look at more shrinking cities and bring in a broader range of 

stakeholders, for example, community-based organizations like Community 

Development Corporations, food banks, school systems, and individual urban gardeners. 
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In addition, the presence of a large number of market gardens in Detroit, despite of the 

city’s lack of any planning protections for urban agriculture, raises questions about the 

impact of zoning on urban agriculture, especially on urban market gardens. Three 

important questions for future research will be: 

1. How is urban agriculture being practiced in other shrinking cities and how it is 

tailored to fit into the urban context of individual cities? 

2. How have different perspectives on urban agriculture, from particular stakeholder 

groups, influenced and shaped its development in shrinking cities?  

3. What impact does zoning have on the number, distribution, and success of 

community and market gardens in shrinking cities? 
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Appendix: Interview Questions 

 

To understand Research Question 1: In shrinking cities, what are the motivations and 

justifications for starting and developing urban agriculture?  

For planning officials, NPO staff and local 

researchers 

For farmers’ market staff 

 

What are the motivations and justifications of initiating and developing urban agriculture 

in your city? 

What are some difficulties and challenges in starting and maintaining community gardens 

and market gardens/farmers’ market? 

What impact did the economic recession have on urban agriculture/farmers’ market? 

What impact does the current land use 

policy have on urban agriculture? 

Who participate in Farmers’ Market? 

How many community/market gardens and 

local gardeners/farmers participate in 

Farmers’ Market? 

How is Farmers’ Market associated with 

urban agriculture? 

 

To understand Research Question 2: How is urban agriculture perceived and valued as 

economic and social revitalizing tools for the neighborhood, community and city among 

different stakeholders? 

For planning officials, NPO staff and local 

researchers 

For farmers’ market staff 

 

What is your perception of urban agriculture? 

How has urban agriculture/farmers’ market benefited the neighborhoods, communities, 

and city? 

What do you think of urban agriculture as economic and social revitalizing tools for the 

neighborhoods, communities, and city? 

What are some suggestions for urban 

agriculture development in your city and 

how it can be better supported? 

What are some suggestions for local food 

system in your city and how it can be better 

supported? 

What lessons have you learned about the 

role of urban agriculture in your city? 

What lessons have you learned about the 

role of local food distribution in your city? 
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