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Building a garden is a first step, but what happens next? How can a productive garden in 
the faith-based setting be sustained over time? Faith-based organizations provide a level 

of structure and oversight for gardens that other community gardens sometimes lack.(1–3) 
Faith-based organizations often have their own staff, buildings, land, access to water, and 

infrastructure such as bathrooms. However, gardens in 
faith-based settings do not simply run themselves, and 
a significant amount of planning and management is 
required to ensure ongoing success.(4–6)

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. 

This case story synthesizes information from multiple sources, including: a literature review, 
analysis of 2016 RE-AIMb evaluation data from 29 gardens reported by the partner agencies, 
observational assessments conducted at one garden from each of the four partner agencies 
in Summer 2016c, 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.

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 produce grown in the gardens, 
and consuming fruits and vegetables from the gardens. “SNAP-Ed” is the nutrition education and obesity prevention component 
of SNAP.
b RE-AIM is an evaluation framework that stands for “Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, Implementation and Maintenance”.
c A total of four gardens were observed; the four partner agencies each chose one exemplary garden for observation by Ad 
Lucem Consulting.
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OPPORTUNITIES 
Several key opportunities exist for faith- and 
community-based organizations and other 
institutions to support thriving gardens in the 
faith-based setting in the near- and long-term. The 
sustainability of a garden in a faith-based setting is 
based on a number of factors including: planning, 
the level of volunteer and church leadership 
engagement, and access to technical assistance.

Devote time up front to garden planning and 
community engagement

The garden experts interviewed for the case 
story unanimously agreed that at least one year 
of planning is required before ground is broken 
for the garden. A planning process that engages 
congregation and community members from the 
outset ensures that stakeholders’ needs and goals 
are met and creates church and community buy-in 
and ownership of the garden.(2) A key piece of the 
planning process is drafting a garden agreement 
that clearly identifies the rules and guidelines for 
participating in the garden.d About half (52%) of the 
Los Angeles faith-based garden projects adopted 

d See the Los Angeles Community Garden Council’s resource, “Community Garden Rules” (10)
e RE-AIM data self-reported by the partner agencies in 2016.
f See the Los Angeles Community Garden Council’s resource, “Community Garden Leaders Roles and Responsibilities” (17)
g  See the Los Angeles Community Garden Council’s resource, “Community Garden Budget Template” (18)
h  Observational assessments and interviews completed by Ad Lucem Consulting in Summer 2016.

a formal, written garden agreement.e Churches 
may also create a garden sustainability plan that 
identifies the specific activities the church will 
implement for 2-3 years beyond garden launch and 
initial funding.(4) 

Establish church leadership support and 
organizational structure to manage the garden

Church leadership support is critical for the success 
and sustainability of the garden.(2,4,11–16) Almost 
all of the interviewees highlighted the need to have 
a consistent, committed message from the pastor 
regarding the value of the garden. 

Along with leadership support, a garden committee 
– often under the purview of the church’s health 
and wellness ministry and made up of at least 5 
committed volunteers – can effectively oversee the 
maintenance of the garden and serve as the point of 
communication between the garden participants and 
the church leadership.f According to a garden expert 
interviewed for the case story, “When you have a 
church as the anchor organization it’s more feasible 
to [manage the garden] with just volunteers. Church 
people are used to that…working in committees, 
doing most of the work for the church.”

Develop a financial plan for garden 
sustainability

Creating a garden budget is crucial to clearly 
identify start-up costs and plan appropriately for 
ongoing maintenance costs.g According to one 
garden expert interviewed for the case story, 
“Budgeting is a vital part of the planning process for 
a [church]. What can we afford?…How much money 
can we raise realistically and what type of garden 
do we want?” While costs such as plants and soil can 
be minimal (or even donated), other expenses often 
exceed expectations and may undermine the garden’s 
survival. The biggest garden budget items include 
the initial infrastructure build-out (e.g., raised beds), 
followed by the irrigation system.h 

“The faith-based organization has 
to be fully committed to creating 
and managing the garden.”

~ Garden Expert

“Spend a lot of time planning 
and getting your group organized 
before you even stick one shovel in 
the ground!” 

~ Garden Expert
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Many interviewees commented that while funds 
to establish a new garden are relatively easy to 
secure, churches must continually generate revenue 
to meet the ongoing garden maintenance costs 
(Table 1). Indeed, almost all of Los Angeles faith-
based garden projects (97%) have relied on church 
or community resources in addition to initial grant 
funding available from the SNAP-Ed program.i 
Such resources included cash to purchase garden 
supplies, donated materials (e.g., seeds, soil), 
amenities (e.g., beds, irrigation, fencing), and 
volunteer time. A benefit of gardens in a faith-based 
setting is that the church can receive donations as a 
501c3. The partner agencies involved in the project 
also reported assisting the churches in identifying 
and obtaining funding through non-SNAP-Ed grant 
opportunities and CBO partnerships. 

Table 1: Interviewee Suggested Strategies 
to Support Ongoing Maintenance Costs of 

Gardens in Faith-Based Settings* 

* Compiled from stakeholder interviews conducted by Ad 
Lucem Consulting (Summer 2016).

** Charging a small monthly fee is a common fundraising 
strategy for many community gardens, however it may not be 
feasible within low-income communities.

i  RE-AIM data self-reported by the partner agencies in 2016.

Practice environmentally sustainable 
gardening methods
Many of the interviewees highlighted the 
responsibility gardeners in faith-based settings 
have for the health of their communities as well 
as the future of the earth and “God’s Creation”. 
Organic gardening methods, composting, and 
efficient irrigation systems are environmentally 
sustainable gardening techniques that also cut 
costs.(6) Most of the gardens observed for the case 
story implemented a variety of environmentally 
sustainable garden management strategies such 
as composting, saving seeds, organic pest and 
disease management, and water-saving irrigation 
systems (e.g., drip irrigation, rain catchment). The 
partner agencies emphasized building long lasting 
infrastructure, such as garden beds and compost 
bins, from recycled materials. There was also an 
emphasis on planting fruit trees, which require 
minimal care and will continue to produce fruit for 
years beyond the initial grant funding. 

Conduct ongoing marketing and recruitment 
for the garden
Many interviewees pointed to the importance 
of ongoing marketing for the garden as well as 
outreach to congregation and community members 
to ensure a steady stream of garden participants 
from year to year. Recruitment strategies that have 
been successful in faith-based settings include: 
pastors incorporating the garden in their sermons, 
including the garden in the church bulletin, and 
promoting the garden during other church activities 
and meetings.(15,19–21)

“The church needs to know up 
front that they’re going to have 
to put money into [the garden]… 
You’re gonna have to buy tools, 
replace things.”

~ Garden Expert

Invite donations of gardening inputs and supplies (e.g., 
soil, tools, seeds, etc.) from local businesses.

Hold garden fundraising events such as barbecues, 
potlucks, and music events.

Sell garden produce at a farmer’s market or produce 
stand to generate revenue. 

Sell seedlings produced from the garden at 
congregation or community events. 

Charge a small monthly fee (e.g., $5) for participating 
in the garden to help cover the cost of basic garden 
maintenance. **

Seek sponsorships from the congregation and 
the community to enable low-income families to 
participate in the garden.



ad lucem
consulting

Fall 2016  |   4

Incorporate the garden into church activities
If the garden is woven into usual church activities, 
it is less likely to be seen as an “extra” activity or 
burden for the church leadership and congregation. 
The interviewees highlighted examples such as 
hosting prayer groups or other church meetings in 
the garden and incorporating the garden into the 
activities of the onsite religious school. According 
to a priest who served as a garden coordinator in 
a Los Angeles faith-based garden project, “The 
garden is always a part of our conversation about 
who we’re going to be, how we’re going to serve 
the community, what ministries are we going to 
be about. The garden comes up in teaching and 
preaching. The overall consciousness continues to 
be raised around the garden as this thing you can 
touch and walk in and experience as you talk about 
healthy food.” 

Access technical assistance and community 
resources
A number of resources are available to support 
churches in sustaining gardens and addressing 
technical challenges.(12,22,23) Interviewees 
recommended connecting churches with 
organizations such as the Los Angeles Community 
Garden Council and the UC Cooperative Extension 
Master Gardener program that provide a variety 
of resources for starting and maintaining gardens.
(5,6,24) Other interviewees suggested establishing 
a faith-based garden collaborative that brings 
together churches from all over Los Angeles 
County to discuss the challenges of running garden 
programs and share lessons learned, expertise and 
resources. Ensuring faith-based organizations are 
always included in the Los Angeles Food Policy 
Council Urban Agriculture Work Group was also 
suggested. 

CHALLENGES
Faith-based organizations face a number of 
challenges to ensuring the sustainability of their 
gardens.

Competing priorities and lack of 
organizational structure

Pastors and church leaders are often very busy 
with numerous responsibilities and activities or 
“ministries”, meaning that garden and health 
promotion programs may simply not be prioritized 
if they are not considered one of the primary 
missions of the church.(3,11,12,19,22) Additionally, 
garden implementation often entails much more 
planning and management than anticipated and if 
there is not an organizational structure in place to 
oversee the garden (such as a garden committee), 
participation in the garden will likely decline over 
time. Several interviewees described that the high 
rate of church staff turnover leads to difficulty 
building church institutional garden management 
capacity.

Ambiguous roles, responsibilities, and rules
Several garden experts interviewed for the case 
study explained that not having a clear garden 
plan that includes garden committee roles, 
responsibilities and ground rules for garden 
participants can set the stage for future challenges 
and threaten the sustainability of the garden 
program. Churches may enthusiastically break 
ground and build a garden with very little upfront 
planning, only to see interpersonal conflicts and 
garden management issues arise over time. In the 
words of a Catholic nun and garden coordinator 
active in one of the Los Angeles faith-based garden 
projects, “We’re all buying into this great idea of 
community gardens without thinking through all 
that comes with it: the conflicts, the rules…You need 
to develop a team of leaders that will work with 
gardeners [setting] expectations from the beginning 
that don’t change every three months.” A garden 
expert interviewee echoed the need for leadership 
and garden management, “If you want to be 
completely hands-off then expect that you will have 
only 3-4 active gardeners every year and your water 
bill won’t get paid. You must be really, really involved.”
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Insufficient budgeting and resources

While grants often fund the initial garden build-
out, churches may have insufficient monetary and 
material resources to maintain the garden after 
the original funding period ends. Unexpected 
maintenance costs can impede garden activities 
and sustainability.(22) According to a garden expert 
interviewed for the case story, “The water issue is 
just so big in terms of maintenance costs. [Churches] 
have no clue how much the water [bill] is going to 
be [and they need help] to estimate what it will be in 
the coming years depending upon how large their 
garden is. Water prices are just going to increase.”

Gardener recruitment and retention
Participation in the garden is voluntary, and 
congregation or community members may consider 
gardening too difficult, not value gardening or 
see its benefits, or may already be busy with other 
church and community activities.(3,7,8,11,12,25)
Many of the partner agency staff interviewed for 
the case story commented on the high attrition of 
garden participants from the beginning to the end 
of the growing season. Garden building events 
create excitement and enjoy high turnout, but these 
attendees often do not continue with the day-to-
day management of the garden. Most gardens 
observed for the case story were managed by only 
2-3 active volunteers. 

LESSONS LEARNED
The faith-based setting provides structure and 
support for gardens, but the key to sustainability of 
a garden program is upfront and ongoing planning, 
community engagement, and careful management. 
The seeds of garden sustainability are planted 
well before the first sprouts appear. According to 
a garden expert interviewed for the case story, 
“The church should have a strong presence and 
be an engaged partner in the garden…The church 
provides access to resources, and helps bring 
individuals to the garden.” The sustainability of a 
garden in a faith-based setting is largely based 
upon the level of volunteer leadership, volunteer 
capacity and involvement over time, as well as 
ongoing access to community resources to support 
the garden. 

“For people volunteering in the 
garden it’s an extra effort to visit 
3-4 times a week, especially 
because they usually only go to 
church once or twice a week.”

~ Gardener
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The following recommendations emerged from the experience of the Los Angeles faith-
based garden projects and are aimed at organizations interested in supporting the 
sustainability of gardens in faith-based settings:

❖❖ Invest in laying a strong foundation for sustainability:

o Cultivate leadership support within the faith-based organization and 
engage the church congregation and community in developing the 
garden.

o Establish a garden committee of dedicated volunteers to manage the 
garden.

o Create a garden agreement that clearly articulates garden participants’ 
roles and responsibilities. 

o Create a garden budget that includes initial start-up costs as well as 
ongoing maintenance costs.

❖❖ Incorporate the garden into the day-to-day activities of the faith-based 
organization such as prayer groups, food pantries, and faith-based 
education.

❖❖ Pursue creative strategies to develop an ongoing revenue stream for the 
garden such as selling produce or seedlings, seeking sponsors, inviting 
material donations from local businesses and organizations, and/or 
hosting annual fundraising events.

❖❖ Conduct ongoing garden marketing and communications to position the 
garden as a hub of fellowship, activity and health promotion, ensuring 
a steady stream of volunteer gardeners from the congregation and the 
wider community.

❖❖ Connect faith-based organizations with gardening experts to provide 
ongoing technical assistance and respond to gardening questions on an 
as-needed basis.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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