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Gardens in Faith-Based Settings Case Story Series  
Essential Elements of Successful Gardens in  
Faith-Based Settings

INTRODUCTION

Garden programs in faith-based settings must include a series of essential elements in 
order to be successful, i.e., to be productive and ensure a steady stream of participants. 
The following program elements were synthesized from the literature, and are organized in 
the order in which they should be implemented, recognizing that the particularities of any 
specific garden program in faith-based settings will differ. Generally, the garden planning 
process should begin at least one year before ground is broken.

Program Elements of Successful Gardens in Faith-Based Settings  
(1-7)

Program 
Element

Description

Form a garden 
committee

• Form a garden committee made up of paid church staff and/or volunteer congregation 
members with gardening interest and/or expertise. 

• Designate garden committee member responsibilities. Garden committees tend to be made 
up of a Chair, Vice-Chair, Treasurer, Secretary and Garden Master.(8)

• The garden committee is responsible for managing the design, development and 
maintenance of the garden, including:

o Establishing garden rules (see further discussion below).  
o Accepting and reviewing garden applications (if applicable).
o Making plot assignments (if applicable).
o Collecting garden dues (if applicable).  
o Paying water bills.  
o Purchasing gardening equipment and supplies.
o Resolving conflicts.
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Establish 
garden rules 
and guidelines

• The garden committee should create a “Garden Agreement” or “Garden Contract” that clearly 
identifies the rules and guidelines for the participating gardeners. 

• Gardeners are often required to sign the agreement before being able to participate in the 
garden. 

• Garden agreements can be very helpful in resolving any conflicts that may arise regarding 
payment of garden fees (if applicable), water use, type of produce grown, and types of 
activities allowed in the garden (e.g., no smoking).

• Examples of garden agreements include:

o LA Community Garden Council Sample Garden Rules.(9) 
o UC Cooperative Extension Sample Community Garden Contract.(3) 
o Arrive Ministries Sample Guidelines for Church Refugee Gardens.(7)

Identify type of 
garden

• Determine which garden model (or hybrid model) the church would like to implement, 
including:

o Community garden: Families or individuals are responsible for specific plots. (4)
o Communal garden: All gardeners work in the same garden space.1

o Educational or demonstration garden: A church or school uses the garden to educate 
individuals, families or children on gardening techniques.(4) 

o Giving garden: All food is donated to the community through non-profits and/or 
food pantries. Giving gardens may be communally farmed or may include individual 
community garden plots.(6)

o Therapeutic garden: Individuals recovering from drug abuse, trauma, and/or displacement 
(e.g., “refugee gardens”) use the space for restorative gardening.(10-12)

o Edible landscaping: Fruit trees, berry bushes, and other productive species are 
cultivated throughout the church property. Edible landscaping tends to require very little 
maintenance compared to other garden models.1

o Urban farm: Focus on producing a high yield of fruits, vegetables and herbs to be used 
in food pantries, meal programs, or for other uses. Urban farms tend to be managed by 
highly skilled gardeners.1

Identify garden 
site 

• Identify which land on the church property will be used for the garden. The following types of 
land are conducive to gardening:

o Vacant dirt or grass lot that receives at least 6-8 hours of sun each day.
o Relatively flat (although slight slopes can be terraced for gardening).
o Relatively free of rubble or debris that can be easily removed with trashbags, 

wheelbarrows and pick-up trucks (no tractors or heavy machinery).
o Inside a fence or gated area wide enough for a wheelbarrow to enter.

• It is possible to work with sites that are paved with concrete or asphalt by building raised beds 
that sit on the surface. 

1 Description gleaned from interviews conducted by Ad Lucem Consulting with community garden experts in Los Angeles (Summer 2016).
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Test the safety 
of the soil

• In urban areas like Los Angeles, it is advisable to have the soil at the site tested for fertility pH 
and presence of heavy metals. 

• It is also advisable to check the plot for underground utilities before digging or installing 
irrigation. 

Identify the 
water source

• Identify whether there is a single water source or multiple water sources on the church 
property.

• Ideally, the water meter for the garden should be separate from the water meter for the 
church plumbing, kitchen, etc. Having a separate water meter will greatly help to project out 
and manage the ongoing maintenance costs for the garden.

Plan the garden • The garden committee should oversee the planning, design, and set-up of the garden. 

• Measure the site and make a simple, to-scale site map of garden components such as planting 
beds, compost bins, pathways, arbors, etc.

• Hold 2 or 3 garden design meetings at times when interested participants can attend. 

• Record group decisions in official minutes and take accurate notes. This ensures that decisions 
made can be communicated to others, and progress will not be slowed. 

• Discuss the type of fruits and vegetables to be planted in the garden. This is especially 
important if the produce will be donated to a food pantry or used by specific non-profits. 

o Consult the LA Community Garden Council “Planting Guide for Southern California”.(13)
• Identify any city ordinances pertaining to gardens. For example, there may be limits on 

whether chickens can be kept on garden premises.

Create a 
garden budget

• Use the garden design to develop a materials list and budget for the project. 

o Consult the LA Community Garden Council “Budget Template”.(14) 
o A garden with about 15 4’x8’ plots typically costs between $2,500-$5,000 to set-up. 

• Identify and project out the annual maintenance costs. Usually water, soil and seedlings are 
the most expensive annual maintenance costs.

• Purchase liability insurance to protect the property owner (the church) and the gardeners 
should an accident occur at the garden.2

2 According to the UCLA Cooperative Extension, community gardeners in the Los Angeles area can obtain inexpensive liability insurance policies 
from Metro Farm Gardens. Contact Toby Leaman at (323) 663-7441 or fax (323) 663-5715, for more information on obtaining an insurance policy.  
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Seek monetary 
and material 
donations

• Based upon the garden design and budget, develop a “wish list” of garden supplies and 
amenities.

• Start-up and maintenance funds for the garden may be raised from grants and/or 
congregation or community members.

• Soliciting donations from community businesses (e.g., fencing, lumber, soil and plants) 
reduces costs. 

• Thank key supporters and recognize them on garden signage, at a garden grand opening, or 
other special event. 

Build out 
the garden 
infrastructure

• The following garden amenities are typically required when building out the garden 
infrastructure:

o Simple irrigation system with a one hose bib or faucet for every 4 plots. Hand watering 
with a hose is the most practical and affordable for individual plots, especially when 
growing from seeds. Drip and soaker-hose irrigation can be used in all areas of the garden 
for transplanted and established plants, but especially for deep-rooted fruit trees and 
ornamentals.

o 8-foot fence around the perimeter with a gate large enough for a wheelbarrow and/or 
pick-up truck.

o Tool shed or other structure for storing tools, supplies, and materials. Consult the LA 
Community Garden Council “Tool List.”(15)

o Bench or picnic table under a shade structure where gardeners can sit, relax, and take a 
break.

o Sign with the garden’s name, sponsors, and a contact person’s phone number for more 
information. Include information in multiple languages. 

o Composting area made of plastic bins or wood pallets. 
o Bathroom facilities and drinking water access.

• The following amenities can be nice additions to the garden:

o Fruit tree orchard or other edible landscaping such as herbs around the fence/perimeter.
o Children’s play area, sandbox, and/or raised bed.
o Shaded meeting area including benches, hay bales, tree stumps, etc.
o Community bulletin board where rules, meeting notices, and other information can be 

posted.

Identify a 
garden mentor

• If an expert gardener is not already a member of the church staff or congregation, identify 
a “master gardener” who can serve as a regular mentor for the gardeners and respond to 
questions and issues as they arise. 

• Consult the UC Cooperative Extension Master Gardener Program to identify a local garden 
mentor.3

3 http://celosangeles.ucanr.edu/UC_Master_Gardener_Program/ 

http://celosangeles.ucanr.edu/UC_Master_Gardener_Program/ 
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Market the 
garden and 
conduct regular 
outreach

• Improve name recognition of the church garden through branding (e.g., development of 
garden name and logo).

• Create and install a bilingual garden sign that is visible from the street.

• Develop social media presence, including photos, videos and blogs, to promote the garden 
within the congregation as well as the wider community.

• Partner with local farmer’s markets and/or grocery stores to market and sell produce from the 
garden.

Provide regular 
educational 
and social 
activities

• Strategies to maximize congregation and/or community engagement in the garden include: 

o Garden “grand opening” or kick-off event.
o Garden work days.
o Gardening and composting classes. 
o Nutrition and cooking classes, taste tests.
o Food preservation classes.
o Harvest dinners, picnics, barbecues and potlucks.
o Music events.
o Religious or spiritual events such as blessings of the garden and prayer groups.
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