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Abstract 
 
The local food sector has been gaining strong momentum in the province of Alberta but 
inclusiveness, social equity, and affordability remain issues of concern. Lady Flower Gardens 
(LFG) is a community-based initiative that is working to address these issues. Established in 
2012 on private land in the northeast edge of Edmonton, Alberta, LFG provides opportunities for 
marginalized and disadvantaged individuals to develop skills in growing food for their own 
consumption, contribute a share of the harvest to the Edmonton Food Bank, as well as develop 
relationships and build community in a healthy and safe environment. LFG collaborates with a 
number of social service agencies and two universities in the development of this land-based, 
experiential learning model. In this case study we examine LFG’s evolving governance structure, 
from a small informal grassroots initiative to a self-governed Part 9 non-profit company, 
registered with the provincial government. We gathered data from in-depth semi-structured 
interviews, site visits and documentary research. Our analysis uses a food justice lens and the 
Policy Arrangement Approach as adapted by Van der Jagt et al. (2017) to examine LFG’s actors, 
partnerships and participation, resources, discourse, and rules. Investigating these dimensions of 
LFG provides insights into the complexity of factors, both internal and external, that have 
influenced the development and governance of this local food initiative and its ability to 
contribute to inclusiveness, social equity, and food justice.  
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Our research reveals that LFG aligns strongly with FLEdGE’s good food principles of food 
access and ecological resilience, while also intersecting with the principle of farmer livelihoods 
through the creation of new training opportunities. 
 
Keywords: Local food initiative; urban agriculture; food justice; governance; Policy Arrangement 
Approach 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Edmonton, Alberta’s provincial capital, is one of Canada’s fastest growing cities (pop. 972,223) 
and the northernmost metropolis (pop. 1,461,182) in North America (City of Edmonton, 2019). 
Growth has been linked to high employment and income opportunities that, until recently, have 
been primarily driven by the province’s oil and gas industry. Yet, despite decades of prosperity 
and what has been coined the “Alberta Advantage” (Precht, 2019), Alberta has “the largest gap 
between the rich and the poor of all provinces, with the richest 1% earning 46 times the poorest 
10% of the provincial population” (Abt & Ngo, 2018, p. 2). The current historic low in the price 
of oil has further exacerbated this situation; Edmonton has the highest unemployment rate (8.1%) 
of any major city in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2020). As employment and income has gone 
down, food insecurity and demand for food assistance has spiked.  
 Edmonton was the first city in Canada to establish a food bank as a temporary relief 
program during the recession of the 1980s (Tarasuk, 2001). Nearly forty years later, demand for 
food assistance has not gone away. From 2015 to 2018 there was a 50% increase in demand 
(Edmonton Food Bank, 2018). The Food Bank also works with over 250 service agencies in the 
city to deliver approximately 500,000 meals and snacks monthly (Edmonton Food Bank, 2018). 
Those experiencing food insecurity are members of vulnerable or marginalized groups, such as 
low income and unemployed individuals, as well as people experiencing homelessness. 
Edmonton and other Canadian cities’ increasing reliance on the emergency food sector run by 
non-profit organizations and volunteers is, in part, linked to government cuts to social assistance 
programs (Abt & Ngo, 2018). But it is also tied to inequalities and disparities associated with the 
dominant, globalized food system, a system where transnational corporations, productivity, and 
profits rule (Clapp, 2014). 
 In response to these and other problems associated with the conventional agri-food 
system, a local food movement has arisen that is being driven by a different set of values 
including re-embedding food in place, rebuilding local capacity, improving food quality and 
nutrition, and developing more socially just and ecologically sustainable food systems (Albrecht 
& Smithers, 2018). A wide array of local food initiatives (LFIs) have emerged, such as farmers 
markets, community supported agriculture, collective kitchens and community gardens. 
However, there are questions as to how far the local food movement has come in creating a more 
sustainable, inclusive, and socially just food system (Allen, 2010).  
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Finding ways to increase local food access, as well as inclusivity and democratic decision 
making in the governance of local food systems are topics of increasing interest to both scholars 
and practitioners. 

Lady Flower Gardens (LFG), a community-based initiative located on the northeast edge 
of Edmonton, is working to address these issues. Established in 2012 on private land (15 acres 
cultivated, 75 acres old growth forest) by a retired market gardener and his partner (LFG co-
directors), LFG provides opportunities for disadvantaged individuals to develop skills in growing 
food for their own consumption, contribute a share of the harvest to the Edmonton Food Bank, 
develop relationships, and build community in a healthy and safe environment (Lady Flower 
Gardens, n.d.). LFG partners with several Edmonton-based social service agencies who bring 
their community members to the garden, as well as academics and students from two universities 
in the ongoing development of this land-based, experiential learning model. The highly 
productive land, its location along the North Saskatchewan River, and market gardening 
expertise and resources of the landowners are critical assets for the success of the garden. Each 
year, LFG gardeners harvest approximately 50,000 lbs of vegetables for the Edmonton Food 
Bank and 20,000 lbs for themselves and their agencies. 

As researchers affiliated with the Food Locally Embedded, Globally Engaged (FLEdGE) 
community-engaged research partnership, our interest in LFG focused initially on the 
contribution of this unique private land-based model to food justice. To further our analysis, we 
integrated a food justice lens with the Policy Arrangement Approach (PAA) adapted by Van der 
Jagt et al. (2017) to examine LFG’s evolving governance structure, from a small informal 
grassroots initiative to a self-governed, Alberta registered Part 9 Company. This evolution in 
governance reflects LFG’s goal to become more democratic and inclusive, so that participating 
agencies, institutions, and disadvantaged community members can contribute to decision 
making. However, being located on private land has generated barriers to fully achieving this. 
External municipal and provincial land development pressures have also impacted LFG. Using 
PAA enabled us to identify and understand the different dimensions of LFG’s dynamic 
governance and their interconnections, which provided insight into the complexity of factors, 
both internal and external, that impact this LFI’s ability to contribute to food justice. Our 
analysis of LFG also examined the alignment of this initiative with FLEdGE’s good food 
principles of food access, ecological resilience, and farmer livelihoods. 
 
 
Literature review 
 
Food systems are dynamic socio-ecological systems that are, by definition, designed to meet 
human needs (Eakin et al., 2017).  
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While the dominant globalized and industrialized food system has prevailed due to its various 
strengths and far-reaching influence (Hendrickson & Heffernan, 2002), there is growing 
recognition of a number of associated and overlapping socio-economic, environmental, and 
health related problems (e.g., Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2019; Qualman et al., 
2018). As part of the neoliberal economy, the globalized food system has “transformed people 
into individual, me-first consumers, as opposed to engaged citizens working to address food 
security needs for all” (Beischer & Corbett, 2016, p. 4). In response to the problems and 
vulnerabilities associated with this dominant model, an alternative food movement is calling for 
a re-localization and re-socialization of agri-food systems (Renting et al., 2003) that are 
“conditioned by local community norms, values, [and] culture” (Lyson et al., 1995, p. 108). The 
context-specific nature of these re-localized food systems has shaped the emergence of a variety 
of LFIs that are attempting to re-establish relationships between production and consumption, 
build local capacity through collaboration, and achieve broader sustainable development goals 
such as environmental protection, and social and economic equity (Albrecht & Smithers, 2018; 
Pisano et al., 2011). 

Situated within Edmonton’s urban boundaries, LFG can be categorized as a community 
garden, which are an important part of cities’ physical and cultural landscapes (Mougeot, 2006) 
and can play an important role in protecting land for food production in and around cities (Van 
der Jagt et al., 2017). Although critics of community gardens label them as reformist for failing 
to significantly challenge the dominant food system, others see their transformative potential 
through the lens of the “politics of hope and possibility” (Larder et al., 2014, p. 57). In addition 
to providing a space for food production and physical health, community gardens have been 
associated with social and related mental health benefits, including relaxation, recreation, 
community networking, relationship building, and generating a sense of place and belonging 
(Beckie & Bogdan, 2010; Birky & Strom, 2013), all of which contribute to social resilience (Van 
der Jagt et al., 2017). Community gardens can be a training ground for self-sufficiency, by 
teaching context specific food growing knowledge and skills (Beckie & Bogdan, 2010; 
Wakefield et al., 2012), and for generating positive environmental values through learning about 
and actively engaging with local ecosystems (Bendt et al., 2013; Stocker & Barnett, 1998). Some 
community gardens involve or donate to social service organizations serving low-income, 
disadvantaged, and food-insecure populations (Furness & Gallaher, 2018). Engagement of all 
actors and the establishment of clear roles and guidelines have been shown to be critical to the 
use, effectiveness, and maintenance of a community garden (Bendt et al., 2013; Van der Jagt et 
al., 2017). Furthermore, Van der Jagt et al. (2017) found that having “a degree of hierarchical 
organization with an elected board of representatives responsible for administrative tasks, 
decision-making and regular meetings to discuss and plan activities” aids good governance of 
gardens (p. 271). These authors also identified the importance of garden managers’ being open-
minded and having a receptive management style that is approachable and responsive. 
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Although community gardens and other LFIs aim, in principle, to promote a new set of 
values and practices that advance participatory and equitable food systems, in practice “they do 
not automatically move us in the direction of greater social justice” (Allen, 2010, p. 306). Food 
justice is a critical concept and dimension of the local food movement that calls attention to 
issues of inclusiveness and equity through greater control over food production and consumption 
by those who have been marginalized by the mainstream agri-food system (Eakin et al., 2017; 
Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010). Cadieux and Slocum (2015) identify food justice as an opportunity for 
transformative change in four key areas: equity, exchange, land, and labour. Conceptualizing 
food as a right under a food justice lens offers a framework to ensure that vulnerable groups have 
a “central and fundamental role in tackling food injustice, from the ground up” (Kneafsey et al., 
2017, p. 621). Allen (2010) links food equity not only to access to resources but also to decision 
making processes (p. 295). Equitable and democratic food governance requires the inclusion of a 
broad range of actors, dialogue, social learning, collective action, and collaboration (e.g., Hospes 
& Brons, 2016; Sonnino, 2019), and needs to be understood within the broader socio-political 
context (Kirwan et al., 2017). Identifying and analyzing food governance models that promote 
food justice values has become a growing area of research among food scholars. 

Governance has various definitions depending on the context, but in general includes the 
ways initiatives are organized and operate, the norms, rules, instruments, and institutions used in 
decision making, and the interactions of diverse actors to make decisions to achieve certain goals 
(Arts et al., 2006; Hospes & Brons, 2016). ‘Good governance’ is characterized by transparency, 
accountability, and inclusiveness (Lawrence et al., 2013). While a variety of governance models 
exist to promote these qualities, some are more effective than others. Various analytical 
frameworks have been developed to describe and understand governance structures and 
processes. Andrée et al. (2019), writing about food system governance and civil society 
organizations, place the main categories of governance arrangements —multistakeholder, co-
governance, self-governance — along a continuum of engagement and examine specific cases 
with respect to power, reflecting on the ways power is enacted, “from influencing, to sharing, 
claiming, and exerting power within their own contexts and within broader social, economic and 
ecological systems” (p. 19). In this book, one of the chapters focuses on the case study of YYC 
Growers and Distributors Cooperative in Calgary, Alberta. This case study illustrates how a 
group of urban and rural growers created a discursive space in order to educate the public and 
government about the value of local food, provide increased access, support food justice 
initiatives, and influence policy changes (Beckie & Bacon, 2019). To do so, the growers 
leveraged both discursive and structural power (p. 94). Power, as Andrée et al. contend, is 
inextricably linked to governance and is part of its dynamic process of change and evolution. 

In analyzing the governance arrangements of communal gardens in Europe and their 
ability to foster social resilience, Van der Jagt et al. (2017) adapted the Policy Arrangement 
Approach (PAA) (Arts et al., 2006; van Tatenhove et al., 2000).  
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PAA has its roots in the field of environmental policy and was designed for understanding 
stability and change in decision making processes (Arts et al., 2006); the use of PAA in 
analyzing agriculture and food governance has been limited to date (see also Contesse et al., 
2018; Liefferink, 2006). Van der Jagt et al. (2017) utilized this approach to understand 
governance of communal gardens through the four dimensions distinguished in PAA — actors, 
rules, resources, discourse — as well as the additional dimension of partnerships and 
participation (Lawrence et al., 2013). In PAA, actors refers to both individuals and organizations 
directly involved with or influencing governance, their roles, motivations, and relationships 
among them. Discourse refers to the norms and values of the individuals and organizations 
involved, as well as definition of problems, objectives, approaches to solutions, and success in 
achieving these. Rules provide the structure under which social cooperation takes place, and 
encompass both formal and informal rules. Resources refer to knowledge, skills, and material 
elements. It should be noted that all dimensions distinguished by PAA are identified as 
overlapping and interrelated; changes to one dimension will impact other dimensions. 

Changes to governance arrangements can come about through reflexive processes, which 
create opportunities for actors to reflect on assumptions, structures, and processes, “scrutinize” 
current patterns, learn together, and make collective decisions for positive change (Hendriks & 
Grin 2007, p. 333). Hence, reflexivity can promote experimentation, relational learning, and the 
development of tailor-made governance solutions (Duncan, 2015; Sonnino, 2019). Reflexivity 
has been an important process resulting in changes to LFG’s governance, as the initiative works 
towards greater inclusiveness in its governance structures and processes as part of its mandate for 
food justice. 

 
 

Methods 
 
In this qualitative case study (Yin, 2017), we gathered data from in-depth semi-structured 
interviews (n=18), site visits to the garden and observations during LFG governance meetings, as 
well as documentary research. Interviews were conducted using purposeful sampling with 
agency representatives and community members, volunteers, post-secondary representatives, 
interns, LFG directors, and landowners. Site visits to the garden and observations during fall and 
spring semi-annual governance meetings with participating organizations occurred from 2016 to 
2019. These activities helped us to gain an understanding of the way in which the garden 
functioned on a daily basis, as well as the roles of and relationships among different actors. 
Documentary research included a literature review of scholarship on LFIs, community gardens, 
food justice and governance, as well as an examination of LFG’s website (values, mission, 
participating agencies), and online and printed documents and resources (rules, scheduling, 
reports) prepared by LFG and university researchers.  
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Our analysis integrated a food justice lens with the PAA adapted by Van der Jagt et al. (2017) to 
identify and examine the different dimensions of LFG’s dynamic governance including actors, 
partnerships and participation, resources, discourse, and rules. In our analysis, we grouped 
actors, partnerships and participation together, as certain actors (social service agencies, 
academic institutions) are involved with LFG through formal partnerships. 
 
 
Findings 
 
Actors, partnerships and participation 

 

There is a wide range of actors and organizations participating in LFG, including the directors 
(Kelly and Doug), summer interns, social service agencies and their community members, the 
Edmonton Food Bank, and post-secondary institutions. Each actor and organization brings a 
different set of relationships, skills, knowledge, needs, and resources to the garden. 
Understanding the social relations between actors provides insight into how decisions are made 
and implemented and what factors facilitate or hinder these processes. Figure 1 identifies the 
different types of actors involved with LFG and the relationships among them. 
 

Figure 1: Lady Flower Gardens Actors and Relationships 
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Directors 
 
In addition to jointly initiating and overseeing the development of LFG, each co-director has 
additional roles, which some interviewees described as “complementary” and critical to the 
success of LFG. Doug, as a retired market gardener, has extensive farming experience and 
instructs and assists the gardeners with planting, weeding, and harvesting. Kelly has no previous 
gardening experience, but has worked with people with mental health and addiction issues; these 
experiences led her to envision a place where vulnerable and marginalized individuals could 
participate in collective food growing and the natural environment. In LFG, Kelly focuses on 
building connections, communicating, and coordinating with participating agencies and 
institutions, and the summer interns. Kelly has also been the key driver of changes to the 
governance structure of LFG. 
 
Social service agencies and community members 
 
Fourteen social service agencies1, providing a variety of resources and services to disadvantaged 
populations in Edmonton, participated in LFG in 2019, but this number varies somewhat from 
year to year. These agencies are responsible for insuring and transporting their community 
members and staff to the garden. Partnerships are formalized between LFG and individual social 
service agencies through yearly land-use agreements (see Rules). Between 150 and 200 
community members affiliated with the different agencies participate in LFG on a weekly basis. 
They come to the garden for a variety of reasons, including the opportunity to enjoy fresh air, 
meet new people, receive fresh vegetables, and learn new gardening skills. One community 
member stated: 

 
I feel like [I am] eating more veggies and doing more exercise and 
breathing better air... slowly you feel more energy and healthier, and then 
you know in that time you go there and get some vegetables and then ... 
you don’t have to go shopping that much. So, it’s all [a] benefit... 
Healthier mentally and physically. 

 
Social service agency staff members added: “the most common experience I’ve heard is... once 
you leave the city you feel the sort of wash of relief over you,” and coming regularly gives 
community members “a place where people feel a sense of belonging or a sense of value or 
contribution… It’s a [place for] positive social interaction.”  

 
1 The Mustard Seed; Bissell Centre; Boyle Street Community Services; Stan Daniel's Indigenous Healing Centre, 
Corrections Canada; Alberta Health Services Mental Health and Addictions Youth and Adults; Recovery Acres; 
John Howard Society; Multicultural Health Brokers Cooperative; EXCEL Society; Emmanuel Home; Ambrose 
Place; Capital Care; Winnifred Steward Society; Edmonton Food Bank 
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Being involved in LFG and contributing to others in need has also had broader impacts on 
participants, as observed by an agency staff member: “I do think that it may have motivated 
some of them to get more involved in their communities and in volunteering, through 
participation, that element of giving back and donating, as opposed to being someone who 
receives.” 
 

Summer interns 

 
Summer interns (one or two university students or recent graduates) are hired to assist with on-
the-ground, day-to-day management of the garden, as well as organize special events (e.g., 
fundraise, forest and medicinal plant tours) and develop resources. One summer intern who 
participated in LFG for two years described her motivation for taking part in LFG: 

 
It is working with people, especially people from marginalized or 
disadvantaged communities, but in a way that’s not just charity… what 
drew me back is the relationships that I’ve built with people and seeing 
the difference that it makes. I think the vision of it is really cool and 
moving forward [includes] more education and more empowerment. 

 
Summer interns and the directors work closely to align the daily activities with the overall 
direction and goals of LFG, discuss what works well, what challenges arise, and how to address 
these. The interns also communicate information and concerns from the directors to the member 
agencies and vice versa. The interns have up to date information about garden activities (i.e. 
where to weed and what to harvest) that they share with partner agencies, whereas agency staff 
have experience working with their community members and are trained in counselling, de-
escalation, first aid, and other necessary skills that are crucial to working with their community 
members. 
 
Post-secondary institutions 

 
LFG has also partnered with The King’s University and the University of Alberta (faculties of: 
Extension, Arts, Agriculture, Land and Environmental Sciences (ALES), Medicine and 
Dentistry). Students and academics are involved in research, evaluation, and knowledge 
mobilization for LFG, as well as in gardening activities. For example, undergraduate students 
from The King’s University developed communication materials for LFG as part of a class 
project, and students from the Faculty of Medicine and Dentistry are developing information 
about traditional medicines found in the old growth forest.  
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These connections with post-secondary institutions are also key to future plans for expanding 
educational opportunities at LFG to a wider range of participants, using food as a platform for 
transformative learning. 
 

External agencies 

 

Municipal and provincial governments do not play a role in the governance of LFG but have 
exerted significant influence as a result of development plans for the area. LFG is located in 
Edmonton’s Urban Growth Area, which has been designated for future residential and 
commercial growth (Beckie et al, 2013). There are also plans for a major provincial highway to 
be built in the area, which was initially slated to run through the middle of LFG; however, 
significant lobbying by community members and supportive organizations, such as the Greater 
Edmonton Alliance (GEA)2, resulted in revised plans to divert the highway elsewhere. To protect 
the garden and forest from future development, LFG directors went through a long and costly 
process of securing conservation easements on the property (New Jubilee, Evelyn’s Acres), 
registered through the Edmonton Area Land Trust (EALT)3 (Delitala, 2019). 
 

Resources 

 

Resources essential to the development and ongoing success of LFG include the land and 
equipment, gardening expertise, private donations and grant funding, as well as skills in 
community organizing and networking. LFG consists of 15 acres of cultivated land, a yurt for 
community gatherings and events, and 75 acres of old growth forest along the North 
Saskatchewan River. In addition to LFG’s location along the river, which makes irrigation 
possible, it also benefits from having some of the most productive soils in Canada (Classes 1, 2, 
3) and a unique microclimate that creates a growing season similar to that of southern parts of 
the province (HB Lanarc Consultants, 2012). This combination of assets, along with the 
vegetable production expertise, machinery and equipment of the land owner and co-director of 
LFG and the number of volunteers, enables a high level of production. The majority of this 
produce is donated to the Edmonton Food Bank and the rest is given to community gardeners 
and their agencies. 

 
2	The Greater Edmonton Alliance (GEA) is an alliance of faith, labor, health education and community 
organizations dedicated to building a base of civic leaders to effectively stand for change they want to see in their 
communities. (www.greateredmontonalliance.org) 
	
3	The Edmonton and Area Land Trust works to protect natural areas and conserve biodiversity. (www.ealt.ca)	
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The 75 acres of old growth forest, one of the largest remaining tracts within the city 
limits, is home to a wide range of flora and fauna and is also an important wildlife corridor. 
Gardeners have supervised access to the forest where they can enjoy and learn about the natural 
environment, including identification and use of traditional Indigenous medicinal plants, which 
are abundant in the forest.  
Until recently, First Nations ceremonies were allowed to be conducted in the forest, but safety 
regulations and the need for costly insurance have curtailed these activities. 

Doug’s market garden expertise has been a critical resource. LFG is part of a farm that 
has been in Doug’s family since 1958. The largest proportion of the farm continues to be 
operated as a market garden by Doug’s daughter and family, who have helped with LFG land 
preparation and seeding, and provided access to farming equipment and irrigation infrastructure. 
Kelly’s ability to build connections and partner with other organizations in developing LFG have 
also been essential to the success of the initiative. Her training in leadership and democratic 
governance was initiated during a week-long Industrial Areas Foundation workshop in Seattle. 
She also seeks ongoing advice and facilitation support from provincial government community 
development practitioners, who provide this service free of charge, and from members of GEA. 
LFG operates entirely on government and foundation grants, and private donations. The directors 
and summer students spend a significant amount of time securing funding every year. 
Fundraisers have included musical events and silent auctions held in the yurt during the summer. 
In order to increase access to funding, a decision was made to register LFG as a Part 9 Company, 
which is described in more detail in Discourse. 
 
 
Discourse 
 
In the Policy Arrangement Approach, discourse refers to “the views and narratives of the actors 
involved, in terms of norms and values, definitions of problems and approaches to solutions” 
(Arts et al., 2006, p. 99), as well as the organization’s objectives and how or if it is 
accomplishing these (Van der Jagt et al., 2017). Food justice values are central to the 
establishment and ongoing development of LFG, and the involvement of different actors and 
organizations. The primary objective of LFG is to improve the well-being of disadvantaged 
people living in Edmonton by providing them with opportunities for experiential learning and to 
grow their own fresh produce, contribute food to others in need, and build community through 
“learning to live sustainably with the land and each other” (Lady Flower Garden, n.d.). A food 
bank employee commented on the LFG model: 
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I quite enjoy their model because it really is about people taking 
responsibility for their own food. They’re not waiting for somebody else 
to give it to them. They’re not dependent on purchasing it from the food 
industry. They’re actively engaged in the food production piece. And it’s 
people that normally couldn’t have a garden or participate, so the 
building of this community is really important. 

 
A future goal is to provide more opportunities for community members to build capacity in other 
ways, such as decision-making. As a short-term initiative, some community members are being 
trained to give tours of the garden and forest to members of the public. In addition to enabling 
the community members to develop skills and gain confidence in communicating with the 
public, it is also hoped that this contributes to their sense of belonging at LFG and could lead to 
their involvement in decision making. 

The LFG website defines their approach as a “specialized collaboration” that involves 
organizations and individuals that actively practice social and environmental justice and place 
“the vulnerable in the center of our community” (Lady Flower Garden, n.d.).  This alignment 
was confirmed by an agency staff member: “our mission is building community, growing hope 
and supporting change. And through all those three mantras, Lady Flower Gardens fits 
perfectly.” Similarly, a faculty member of The King’s University stated: 

 
[LFG is] very focused on social justice. [Including] the idea of bringing 
renewal to relationships, so there’s lots of things that connect in terms of 
work with Aboriginal, First Nations groups, and also renewal and 
reconciliation with… the environment… it’s quite an excellent 
connection to what we’re trying to do with our student body. 

 
Inclusivity and democratic decision making are identified by the directors as important values 
and goals for LFG and over the past eight years, changes in governance processes reflect a move 
in this direction. During the establishment and growth phase of LFG (2012 - 2015), Kelly and 
Doug made all decisions and there were no formal structures or processes in place for 
participating organizations to provide input. In 2016, partnerships with agencies were formalized 
through land-use agreements and a list of rules for participation was developed (see Rules). 
During 2016 and 2017, students from The King’s University were asked by the directors to 
conduct interviews with member agencies’ staff, identifying what was working well and what 
improvements could be made. This evolved into the establishment of spring and fall meetings 
which enabled representatives of partnering organizations to participate in examining the 
successes and challenges they encountered, and collectively identify goals and strategies for the 
upcoming season. Despite having these processes in place, there was growing recognition by the 
directors and partnering organizations that LFG needed to move to a more formalized 
governance structure that could also increase their eligibility for grants.  
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To that end, in January 2018 LFG became a self-governed Part 9 Company4 registered under the 
government of Alberta’s Companies Act. This is a classification unique to Alberta that confers 
non-profit status and requires that profits or dividends are not distributed to members. What 
distinguishes Part 9 companies from other non-profits are significant holdings, which, in the case 
of LFG, is the highly valued land it is situated on. This type of entity does not require an elected 
board; instead, a seven-member advisory committee has been established consisting of agency 
and institutional representatives and others with specialized expertise, with Kelly and Doug 
remaining as directors. 
 
 
Rules 
 
There are specific rules and structures that frame and guide LFG activities. LFG only operates 
during the growing season (April to September), with participating agencies attending the garden 
during weekdays. Each spring, individual agencies negotiate a “land-use agreement” with the 
directors that guide the activities and use of the land (Lady Flower Garden, n.d.). Each 
agreement is unique to agencies’ needs; however, all agreements must fulfill at least one of 
LFG’s objectives — experiential/hands-on learning, collaboration, community building — and 
contribute to LFG’s main goal of “learning to live with the land and each other” (Lady Flower 
Gardens, n.d.). A complex weekly schedule (mornings and afternoons, five days a week) is then 
developed in consultation with the agencies and posted on the website. The community 
gardeners are under the guidance of the agencies’ team leaders, who must undergo a garden 
orientation at the beginning of the season to ensure rules and codes of conduct are understood. 
This includes ensuring that community members respect each other and all staff, as well as the 
equipment, the garden, and the forest. Figure 2 provides an illustration of LFG’s guiding rules, 
which are posted at the garden. Despite having these rules, some interviewees commented that 
LFG still operates quite informally on a day-to-day basis, encouraging participants to understand 
and follow the guiding rules, but giving room to the agencies and community members to take 
ownership of their work as valued garden participants. LFG emphasizes the importance of equal 
participation and collaboration in maintaining and harvesting the garden by all involved. Social 
service agency staff appreciate that LFG strives for this sense of equality: “it’s just really great to 
interact with people in a way that’s not so much… service provider and client… It’s just 
gardeners… we’re all doing the same thing.” During each session, participants first partake in 
weeding, then harvesting vegetables for the Edmonton Food Bank or other emergency food 
providers, and finally harvesting for themselves. 

 
4	“Part 9 companies are formed to promote art, science, religion, charity or other similar endeavours, or they may be 
formed solely to promote recreation for their members. Part 9 companies are regulated by the Companies Act.” 
(Municipal Affairs, Government of Alberta, n.d) 
http://www.municipalaffairs.gov.ab.ca/documents/Governance%20Options%20Final.pdf	
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Figure 2: Lady Flower Gardens Rules and Guidelines for Participants 
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Discussion 
 
PAA provides a structured framework for examining governance, which can be simply defined 
as the way in which actors work together to address problems and achieve goals (Arts et al., 
2006; Hospes & Brons, 2016). This approach distinguishes four key dimensions of governance, 
to which Van der Jagt et al. (2017) add partnership and participation. In our analysis of LFG, we 
identified discourse (why) as central and pivotal to the initiative’s establishment and ongoing 
development. Discourse is also influential in shaping the other dimensions: actors (who) 
involved, their motivation for participating and the relations among them; resources (what) 
needed to carry out the activities; and rules (how) which provide a structure for social 
cooperation. Although PAA is useful as a tool for understanding and describing these 
dimensions, PAA also emphasizes the interconnectedness of these dimensions and how they 
affect stability and change. In the discussion that follows, we compare our analysis of LFG to 
other findings in the literature. 

LFG’s discourse, the “norms and values, definitions of problems and approaches to 
solutions" (Arts et al., 2006, p. 99), revolves around food justice for Edmonton’s marginalized 
and disadvantaged community members. While the local food movement has been criticized for 
the extent of its effort to provide equitable opportunities and benefits to those experiencing 
social, economic, and geographic disparities (e.g., Allen, 2010), community members  are core to 
LFG’s mandate and operation. Consistent with other examples in the literature (e.g., Beckie & 
Bogdan, 2010; Beischer & Corbett, 2016; Eakin et al., 2017), the growing and harvesting of food 
at LFG provides opportunities to improve physical and mental well-being for disadvantaged 
community members through experiential learning, access to fresh produce, collaboration and 
sharing resources with others. In this way, LFG aligns with FLEdGE’s good food principles of 
food access and farmer livelihoods, as diverse communities are provided with access to healthy 
and nutritious food, while also learning about food production and engaging in the process of 
food growing. 
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Figure 3: Participants Gardening at Lady Flower Gardens 

 

 
 
Also similar to other community gardens, a significant portion of the produce harvested 

at LFG is donated to a social service agency (Furness & Gallaher, 2018). What distinguishes 
LFG from many other donation-model community gardens is that the gardeners harvest produce 
for others (Food Bank recipients) before harvesting for themselves, which creates a space for 
those that receive food donations to provide for others in need. Typically, those most likely to 
volunteer for food security initiatives are members of privileged classes (Beischer & Corbett, 
2016). By contributing to the food security of others, LFG community members gain a sense of 
pride and develop active citizenship, which also influences their involvement in other 
community activities. LFG emphasizes collaboration and solidarity among all those involved in 
the garden, as work is done together, side-by-side. Some interviewees commented that treating 
everyone as “equals” helps build trust and respect. Such collaborative community involvement 
and capacity building helps to forge new exchanges between diverse community members, 
which is crucial in promoting a food justice approach (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015). 

LFG connects community members to the land through hands-on learning in the garden 
and old growth forest, which is an effective way to engage participants in understanding natural 
processes (Bendt et al., 2013) and to promote positive values such as ecological well-being and 
sustainability (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015; Stocker & Barnett, 1998). Furthermore, by establishing 
conservation easements on the land, LFG is protecting prime agricultural land and a biodiverse 
forest; hence, this initiative also aligns strongly with the FLEdGE good food principle of 
ecological resilience. This, combined with improving food access, moves LFG beyond a food 
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security initiative to a more transformational model of food and ecological justice (Cadieux & 
Slocum, 2015). 

LFG’s discourse influences which organizations are involved in the initiative. LFG only 
partners with organizations that align with its social and environmental justice values, goals, and 
objectives (LFG, n.d.). Shared principles are key to strong partnerships and collaborative 
governance in LFIs (Lockwood et al., 2010; Van der Jagt et al., 2017). Formal agreements with 
social service agencies and post-secondary institutions also aid in structuring and strengthening 
these partnerships. Furthermore, strategically building alliances with other external organizations 
and institutions has enabled LFG to create greater agency and momentum for change. For 
example, LFG is a member organization of GEA, which organized citizens to advocate for the 
protection of agricultural land in northeast Edmonton (Beckie et al., 2013). LFG also has a 
formal and collaborative relationship with the EALT which guarantees the protection of 
agricultural land and the forest. Through these relationships, LFG has claimed and created spaces 
(Andrée et al., 2019, p. 29) for strategically and actively pursuing its values and mission, similar 
to the work of YYC Growers and Distributors Cooperative in Calgary (Beckie & Bacon, 2019). 
Although municipal and provincial governments are not involved in the governance of LFG, they 
have exerted an influence on the development of the initiative. Hence, examination of the 
governance of LFIs also needs to take into account the broader socio-political context (Kirwan et 
al., 2017). 

A diversity of actors is crucial to the operation of LFG, which is similar to other 
community gardens and is an important component of the PAA (Van der Jagt et al., 2017). LFG 
directors aim to increase equality and inclusivity for all actors; however power imbalances do 
exist, since some actors have greater decision making power over others (Gaarde, 2017). While 
opportunities for partnering agencies and institutions to contribute to LFG’s decision making 
have increased through reflexive processes (Hendriks & Grin, 2007), final decisions still rest 
with the directors. The transition of LFG from an informal grass-roots initiative to a government 
registered and self-governed Part 9 Company allows LFG to function like a non-profit 
organization in some ways (ie. profits or dividends are not distributed to members, expanded 
eligibility for funding), but it does not require an elected voting board. Instead, a board of 
advisors provides input on decisions, which the directors ultimately make. This power imbalance 
was acknowledged by the participating agencies but was not viewed negatively, as the 
governance arrangement is seen to be effective in meeting objectives and the values they 
support. LFG directors are fully aware of the power and hierarchical dynamics in the 
organization, and the disconnect between these and the values of food justice, which extend 
beyond improved access to nutritious food to inclusive and democratic decision making 
processes (Allen, 2010). In practicing food justice, however, LFG directors continually examine 
how power is distributed within the organization and try to find ways to promote equality and 
bring such elements into conversations with all LFG partners (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015). For the 
time being, however, it remains a self-governing entity that may not fully realize a collaborative 
governance model until the boundaries imposed by the directors are removed. 
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Actors such as Kelly and Doug are often characterized as leaders or champions who 

identify and address food system issues by generating “solutions that respond to the local 
situation and the interests and values of the communities involved” (Seyfang & Smith, 2007, p. 
585; see also Moragues-Faus & Morgan, 2015). These actors build connections and relationships 
with organizations and community members, which allow for an initiative to have a broader 
reach and influence (Nelson et al., 2013). Kelly, in particular, can be described as having a 
convergent personality, someone capable of bringing people together. Paradoxically, she 
describes herself as a “control freak” who wants to make sure that LFG stays true to its values 
and objectives. Without Doug and Kelly as the champions of LFG, and their ability and 
determination to access resources and engage others in this initiative, LFG would not have 
gained the traction it has in addressing issues of food justice, social resilience, and community 
building. 

While their time and dedication has been essential to the establishment and ongoing 
success of LFG, Kelly and Doug have also purposely maintained a degree of control that enables 
them to achieve a work-life balance they are comfortable with. As with other champions who 
play a crucial and demanding role in LFIs, the sustainability of the organization and work could 
be at risk due to their burnout and/or their desire to no longer be involved. For these reasons, 
Kelly and Doug are taking steps to secure a future for LFG beyond their involvement, by 
establishing conservation easements on the land and by developing a succession plan that may 
involve an educational institution taking over and expanding LFG as a land-and food-based 
experiential learning and living centre. The intent is to continue to prioritize the needs and 
involvement of disadvantaged people. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
LFG is a local food initiative situated on private land in the northeast edge of Edmonton, Alberta, 
that provides opportunities for marginalized and disadvantaged individuals to develop skills in 
growing food and build relationships and community in a healthy and biodiverse environment. 
Through LFG, community members become engaged citizens by also working collectively to 
address food security for others through their contributions to the Edmonton Food Bank. 
Participants also have opportunities to access and learn about the old growth forest, which is part 
of LFG and an important resource for biodiversity within Edmonton. Hence, LFG plays a vital 
and valuable role in re-connecting vulnerable communities with food, community, and place. In 
this way, LFG aligns strongly with FLEdGE’s good food principles of food access and 
ecological resilience, while also intersecting with the principle of farmer livelihoods through 
creating training opportunities and building capacity. 
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In this qualitative case study, we integrated a food justice lens with PAA as adapted by 
Van der Jagt et al. (2017) to investigate LFG’s evolving governance through an examination of 
the dimensions distinguished in this approach: actors, partnership, and participation (who), 
discourse (why), resources (what) and rules (how). In addition to providing a structural 
framework for analyzing these individual components of governance, PAA’s emphasis on their 
interrelatedness led us to also examine how stability and change occurs. We identified food 
justice values and practices, LFG’s ‘discourse’, as central to the establishment of the initiative 
and its ongoing development, and to shaping the other governance dimensions. LFG implements 
a reflexive governance approach in evaluating the alignment of current practices and policies 
with their values and goals, and in stimulating changes in governance structures and processes. 

The establishment and vision for LFG by two individuals, its location on privately owned 
land, and its current structure as a Part 9 Company has thus far limited the decision making 
power of partnering agencies and institutions, which has prevented a transition towards true 
collaborative governance. All actors acknowledge this power imbalance, but this governance 
arrangement is seen as effective, as it meets the values and objectives that all participants 
support. Even though final decisions still rest with the directors, the succession plan they are in 
the process of creating would transition the stewardship of LFG to a public institution, which 
would enable the development of a more inclusive and democratic governance arrangement. 
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