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The goals of gardens in faith-based settings vary widely, from providing education about 
gardening and nutrition to providing access to land for gardening to disenfranchised and 

isolated populations such as recent immigrants and refugees.(1,2) Compared to “traditional” 
community gardens located in neighborhood vacant lots or parks (in which individuals have 
plots or beds for their own use), many gardens in faith-based settings are farmed communally 
and seek to donate at least a portion of the garden harvest to food pantries, food banks, meal 

programs, homeless shelters, and/or senior centers 
to ensure that those in need have access to healthy, 
fresh and affordable fruits and vegetables.

As part of the USDA-funded Champions for Change 
programa, the Los Angeles County Department of 
Public Health partnered with 4 agencies to build 
gardens at more than 30 churches in low-income 
neighborhoods in Los Angeles County. Staff from 
the partner agencies worked with church members 
to build the gardens, trained church members 
on gardening skills, provided ongoing technical 

assistance to the church members managing the 
gardens, and assisted at times with day-to-day maintenance of the gardens. While the 
partner agencies were funded to build the garden infrastructure and provide classes, the 
churches often contributed volunteer time and in-kind donations such as cash or supplies 
to support the gardens. The gardens, combined with nutrition education and cooking 
classes, were designed to reach church 
congregation members and local 
community residents to promote access 
to and consumption of healthy food. At 
least 25 (86%) of the Los Angeles faith-
based garden projects gave away their 
produce (or a portion of their produce) 
to food pantries and meal programs.b

a  The USDA-funded Champions for Change program seeks to reach low-income individuals and families who may be 
eligible for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly known as food stamps. The four partner agencies 
engaged SNAP-Ed eligible individuals through volunteering in the gardens, learning to cook with fresh garden produce, and 
consuming fruits and vegetables from the gardens. “SNAP-Ed” is the nutrition education and obesity prevention component 
of SNAP.
b  Observational assessments and interviews completed by Ad Lucem Consulting in Summer 2016.

Gardens in Faith-Based Settings Case Story Series  
A Source for Fresh Produce in Communities?

INTRODUCTION

“It’s powerful when people come 
to a food pantry to get food to 
know that some of that food was 
actually grown on the property.”

~ Partner Agency Staff
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This case story synthesizes information from 
multiple sources, including: a literature review, 
analysis of 2016 RE-AIMc evaluation data from 29 
gardens self-reported by the partner agencies, 
observational assessments conducted at one 
garden from each of the four partner agencies in 
Summer 2016d, and 27 interviews with community 
garden experts, partner agency staff and gardeners 
from the congregations and local communities 
conducted in Summer 2016. While churches were 
the only type of faith-based organization that 
collaborated with the partner agencies to establish 
gardens, the case story findings and lessons learned 
may be applied to gardens in other types of faith-
based organizations because they share common 
organizational structures and missions.

OPPORTUNITIES
Gardens in faith-based settings can facilitate 
access to free or low cost fruits and vegetables to 
individuals in need by increasing the amount or 
variety of fresh produce available in food pantries 
and meal programs. Gardens in faith-based settings 
can also promote a number of other community 
benefits as follows.

Connecting gardening with a desire to serve 
others
The desire for gardeners in faith-based settings 
to donate their produce to food pantries or meal 
programs often has a direct connection to their 
faith, or their calling to serve and care for others. 
For example, the goals that drive Arrive Ministries’ 
“church refugee gardens” in Minnesota include: 
"feed the hungry", "be good stewards of the land 
and share its produce", and "care for the most 
vulnerable".(3) Similar goals are guiding the Los 
Angeles faith-based garden projects; according 
to one partner agency staff person, “For most of 
the churches the reason why they’re sustaining the 
garden is because they have a food pantry. We’re 
reaching out to low-income families, that’s what the 
ministries do as well. There are reasons for them to 

c RE-AIM is an evaluation framework that stands for “Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, Implementation and Maintenance”.
d A total of four gardens were observed; the four partner agencies each chose one exemplary garden for observation by Ad Lucem Consulting.

commit to producing for their food ministry. That’s 
their end goal!”

A pastor and garden coordinator involved in a Los 
Angeles faith-based garden project spoke about 
the pride his church feels knowing that the produce 
from their garden goes to those in need, “Nothing 
in the garden beds goes to us. We make sure it all 
goes into the salads served every other week [in 
the church meal program]…What we’re doing is 
helping improve the food that we’re serving. That’s 
really important for us." The pastor explained that 
the garden beds have signs stating that the produce 
is given to their meal program and he believes 
this has increased awareness of the importance of 
offering healthy, fresh produce to people in need. 

Gardening as food justice
Many of the interviewees spoke of gardening as 
a way to promote local food justice movements. 
In the words of a priest interviewed for the case 
story, “It’s hard for people in urban centers who 
don’t have access to vehicles or enough cash to get 
healthy food…So the community garden is a perfect 
place to bring food to them, to help the community 
come around a shared interest and need.” 
Interviewees identified the opportunity to not only 
give the fresh produce to individuals who come 
to the food pantries and meal programs, but to 
take it a step farther and invite the recipients of the 
programs to participate in the garden themselves 
and learn about where fruits and vegetables come 
from and how to grow their own food. 

Not only food pantry or meal program participants, 
but any individual can learn important lessons about 
the food system through gardening. According to 
another priest interviewed for the case story, “When 
you’re involved in growing food you don’t just take 
it for granted that food magically appears on a store 
shelf…Thinking about how food is grown makes 
you think about how people are doing it and at that 
price what kind of footprint it is leaving. It starts a 
conversation about justice, health.”
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Meeting the demand for fresh produce in 
food pantries
A large proportion of food pantries are operated by 
faith-based organizations(4) suggesting that faith-
based organizations may efficiently meet both the 
supply and demand for fresh fruits and vegetables 
by co-locating gardens and food pantries on their 
premises. For example, a recent statewide survey 
of emergency food providers, faith communities, 
and gardening groups in Michigane found that 
89% of food pantries were faith-based, and that 
93% of the pantries distributed at least some fresh 
produce. The study also found that 90% of pantries 
are interested in accepting more donated produce 
from local gardeners.(4)

Establishing “production gardens” for food 
pantries
In the Los Angeles faith-based garden projects, the 
amount of produce and the number of varieties of 
produce grown varied greatly, with some gardens far 
more productive than others (Table 1). Differences 

e  http://miproduceforpantries.com/background/ 

in production may be due to the garden maturity, 
the space available for the garden, the produce 
varieties grown (e.g., zucchini plants tend to yield 
large volumes of produce), as well as the gardeners’ 
skill level. A study in South Carolina demonstrated 
that gardens managed by skilled garden staff can 
produce large amounts of fruits and vegetables 
for distribution to the community.(5) However, 
such highly productive gardens require skilled, 
often paid managers and cannot rely entirely on 
volunteers with limited gardening expertise. A 
community garden expert interviewed for the case 
story stated that gardens and food pantries must have 
a clear plan regarding the harvest and distribution of 
the food, emphasizing, “You need someone there who 
really knows how to grow food efficiently.” 

Garden Size Number of gardens reporting the overall size of the garden 29 (100%)

Range of size of gardens 16 ft2 to ¼ acre

Number of gardens reporting number of garden raised beds or 
plots 26 (90%)

Range of number of garden raised beds or plots 1 to 20 

Range of size of garden raised beds or plots 4 ft2 bed to 1000 ft2 
plot

Garden 
Production

Number of gardens reporting the quantity of produce grown 20 (69%)

Range of pounds produced by each garden per calendar quarter Less than 5 to 
greater than 200 lbs

Number of gardens growing at least 3-5 varieties of produce 29 (100%)
Range of number of varieties produced by each garden per 
calendar quarter

From 3-5 to 15-20 
varieties

Table 1: Size and Production of Los Angeles Gardens in Faith-Based Settings (For All Uses)

* RE-AIM data reported by partner agencies for 29 gardens in 2016. 

http://miproduceforpantries.com/background/
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CHALLENGES
While many gardens in faith-based settings want 
to supply food pantries and meal programs with 
fresh fruits and vegetables, there are a number 
of challenges to producing an adequate and 
consistent harvest for meeting food donation goals.

Unrealistic expectations of the amount of 
food that can be produced
According to the community garden experts and 
faith-based garden coordinators interviewed for the 
case story, the most common barrier to donating 
garden produce to food pantries is the lack of a 
sufficient and/or consistent yield.f Gardens in faith-
based settings are volunteer-driven, resulting in 
inconsistencies regarding skill level and the amount 
of time devoted to the garden. According to one 
garden expert interviewed for the case story, “It’s 
about managing expectations and if we’re talking 
about providing food for a food pantry or a church 
meal program there has to be…someone very 
knowledgeable who says, ‘Based upon this plot 
size, this is what we can expect’.” Another garden 
expert that was interviewed for the case story 
agreed, “People have these highly idealistic ideas 
that they can have a 10 ft2 piece of land and they’ll 
have enough produce to harvest to have something 
fresh for the food pantry or farmer’s market...It’s 
very difficult to have something harvestable every 
week, takes a lot of work…You must think about the 
garden as supplemental, not the primary produce 
source.” 

None of the four gardens visited for the case story 
consistently donated produce to a food pantry 
or meal program; most of the produce was taken 
home by the gardeners themselves or given away 
to congregation and community members. The 
most productive garden sold its produce through 
an onsite produce stand to community and 
congregation members. Gardeners at a garden 
aiming to donate produce to their onsite food 
pantry expressed disappointment with the irregular 
and inadequate yield. 

f  This finding was corroborated by Justin Fast, Social Initiatives Specialist at Michigan Fitness Foundation who studies faith-based gardens and 
food pantries. Telephone communication Sept 9th 2016.

Insufficient transportation and cold storage 
infrastructure
Another common technical challenge is the lack 
of storage and transportation infrastructure for the 
produce. If the food pantry or meal program is not 
located on the same property as the garden, or if 
the pantry does not have a refrigerator or cooler 
to store the fresh produce, then gardeners and 
food pantries can quickly run up against logistical 
problems around storing and transporting the 
produce. In the Michigan Produce for Pantries project, 
while 90% of pantries were interested in accepting 
donated produce from local gardeners, only 27% 
actually requested produce (probably because they 
had inadequate storage facilities).(4) While one of the 
community garden experts interviewed for the case 
story clarified that produce that is donated to a food 
pantry or meal program does not need to meet the 
rigorous USDA food safety standards of produce 
that is sold to consumers, adequate produce 
transportation and storage infrastructure is an 
important component of ensuring that gardens in 
faith-based settings are promoting the consumption 
of clean and safe produce. 

Gardeners do not want to donate the produce 
they have worked hard to grow
The church’s mission to feed the hungry may not 
necessarily be the gardeners’ mission. Several 
interviewees commented that individual gardeners 
are very proud of the produce they have grown and 
often want to take it home for their personal use. If 
the production is low, gardeners may be even less 
likely to donate a portion of the produce to a food 
pantry. A garden expert interviewed for the case 
story stated, “It’s going to be really hard unless you 
pay people – it’s hard to ask people to volunteer 
their time to grow food for other folks.” The 
interviewee added that if the goal of the garden is 
to donate produce to a food pantry it is likely that 
only church members will participate in the garden 
(because the activity is tied to their faith and sense 
of service) as opposed to community members 
getting involved in the garden.



ad lucem
consulting

Fall 2016  |   5

Crops planted don’t meet cultural and taste 
preferences
A few gardeners interviewed for the case story 
described situations when the garden produced a 
large quantity of a produce that nobody wanted. 
“You can only eat so much squash”, commented 
one gardener. Fruits, vegetables and herbs can 
unfortunately end up going to waste because 
individuals are unfamiliar with the produce, do 
not know if they like it, and/or may not know how 
to prepare it. One gardener reflected on her 
experience, “We planted stuff that nobody seemed 
to use. So plant items that…people will want to use! 
How to do that? Through a survey of some sort…
Ask people, don’t just assume that you know!”

LESSONS LEARNED
Gardens in faith-based settings may not be 
productive enough to be the sole suppliers of fresh 
fruits and vegetables for a particular food pantry 
or meal program. This is due to varying levels of 
gardening expertise and commitment among 
garden volunteers, as well as wide variation in the 
amount of garden space available – leading to very 
sporadic yields. For most gardens in faith-based 
settings, a focus on cultivating small gardens that 
promote educational opportunities and community 
building for congregation and community members 
is most successful. 

However, for faith-based organizations that have the 
resources (e.g., skilled staff or volunteers, adequate 
garden space) to maintain a large, productive 
garden it is possible to at least supplement – or in 
unique cases be the sole provider of fresh fruits and 
vegetables to – food pantries and meal programs, 
as well as improve the variety of fresh produce 
provided to individuals in need. All faith-based 
organizations should establish a clear sense of 
purpose for their garden, assess their financial, land, 
and personnel/volunteer resources, and establish 
clear expectations before deciding how to use the 
produce from their garden.
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The following recommendations emerged from the experience of the Los Angeles faith-
based garden projects and are aimed at organizations wishing to establish gardens in faith-
based settings with the goal of supplying fresh produce for food pantries or meal programs:

❖❖ Identify clear goals and guidelines for how the garden produce will be 
distributed, e.g., to the gardeners themselves, to congregation members, 
to community members that visit the church, or through food pantry and 
meal programs. 

❖❖ Establish realistic expectations for the amount of fresh fruits and 
vegetables that can be produced in a volunteer-run garden. Reframe the 
produce from the garden as a supplement to the food pantry as opposed 
to the sole source of produce.

❖❖ When donating produce to a food pantry or meal program is the priority:

o Clearly define whether all or a portion of the produce will be donated.

o Survey food pantry or meal program recipients regarding the types of 
fruits and vegetables they would like to receive.

o Calculate the amount of garden space needed to grow the desired 
produce.

o Hire skilled gardeners to manage the garden and improve yields.

o Invest in produce crates, cold storage and transportation infrastructure 
to create a safe and efficient produce distribution system. 

❖❖ Invite food pantry and meals program recipients to participate in the 
garden in order to inspire them to learn how to grow their own produce.

❖❖ Funders and garden experts should develop guidelines for meaningful 
and feasible metrics and measures of success for different types of garden 
programs in faith-based settings, i.e., gardens designed with the purpose 
of teaching participants to garden versus producing large amounts of 
produce for a food pantry or meal program.

o Metrics may include: number of garden participants, number of food 
pantry/meal program recipients, amount of produce grown, impact 
on participants’ knowledge of varieties of fruits and vegetables, and 
impact on participants’ produce consumption, among others.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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