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INTRODUCTION

Urban agriculture is exciting. Growing food on formerly vacant lots in U.S. cities brings with
it the promise of solving multiple problems at once by addressing concerns about community
engagement, vacant land reuse, climate resiliency, heat island effects, property values, food justice,
food security, mental and physical health, green infrastructure, environmental education, and
empowerment of low-income communities, etc. (Wekerle, 2004; Heckert and Mennis, 2012;
Carlet et al., 2017; Horst et al., 2017; Rosan and Pearsall, 2017). While these benefits are
numerous and exciting, in the U.S. increasingly scholars and policy-makers need to focus on
the complicated and contradictory role that urban agriculture plays in urban redevelopment
processes. Urban agriculture fits into a larger, tension-ridden, narrative of inequitable urban
redevelopment that highlights the fraught history of American cities marked by suburbanization,
redlining, disinvestment, neoliberal policies, structural racism, lack of access to capital, toxic
legacies, environmental injustice, power imbalances, and now a return to cities marked by a push
for sustainable planning and very real concerns about gentrification, “green gentrification,” and
displacement of people of color (Rosan and Pearsall, 2017; Rothstein, 2017; Anguelovski et al.,
2018; McClintock et al., 2018b).

FROM “CIVIC ECOLOGY” TO “GREEN GENTRIFICATION”

Urban agriculture is a “shape shifter” and in some ways a victim of the “success” of gentrifying cities:
the scholarly understanding of urban agriculture has quickly shifted from being about community
led self-sufficiency and resilience, what Krasny and Tidball (2012) refer to as “civic ecology” to
being more nefariously associated with “environmental gentrification” (Dooling, 2009) “green
gentrification” (Pearsall, 2010; Anguelovski et al., 2019), “ecogentrification” (McClintock et al.,
2018a), and “green aesthetics” (Aptekar and Myers, 2020).

Urban agriculture highlights the tensions associated with the “growth machine” paradigm of
urban planning that Logan and Molotch (1987) describe where land is valued for its exchange
over use value and cities seek to maximize the exchange value of land and subsequent associated
tax revenue. Recognizing the economic “drain” that vacant land has on cities, urban agriculture
has been historically discussed as a means of stabilizing neighborhoods and capitalizing on
disinvestment by putting the land to “good use” (Carlet et al., 2017). However, in many U.S. cities,
urban agriculture is a strange animal in the urban “growth machine” story because historically the
need and possibility of urban agriculture comes about due to structural racism and the systematic
devaluation of urban land. We need to acknowledge that the vacant land in American cities is
a result of systematic racism and we need to actively work to make sure that “our solutions” to
urban vacancy do not repeat history. Today, the effectiveness of urban agriculture at addressing
community concerns and its ability to address racism and actively meet equity goals are limited by
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the “revaloration” of urban land through gentrification (Ernwein,
2017; Rosan and Pearsall, 2017; Anguelovski et al., 2018).

Relying on urban agriculture to “fix” neighborhoods obscures
the historical questions about neighborhood decline and
disinvestment: Why is land vacant in black and brown
communities in the first place? Who was disenfranchised? What
role did redlining play in racialized access to homeownership and
access to capital? There are also important questions that need
to be asked about who will benefit from “fixing” neighborhoods.
Is the hope that the neighborhood becomes “stabilized”? If so,
for whom and by whom? Are policy-makers supporting urban
agriculture anticipating that a new group of people will come
to the city who will help raise property taxes or do we have
mechanisms to protect low-income peoples’ right to live in
their neighborhoods and shape their futures, particularly when
they have contributed their unpaid labor to urban agricultural
and other “stabilization” initiatives? To what extent is equity
and social justice a goal of urban agriculture planning, if there
is planning at all? When we are thinking about redeveloping
and reusing vacant urban space, is this when we should be
asking questions about community control, and turning to more
“radical” solutions like cooperative land ownership models and
community land trusts? In what ways can we promote economic
and racial justice with community planning for urban agriculture
and other uses? Who gets to decide about the reuse of vacant land
in cities and what communities need? Do we have mechanisms
such as affordable housing, rent restrictions, and income based
property taxes to protect residents from associated rising rents
and property values?

Perhaps it is no surprise that conversations about urban
agriculture find themselves mired in debates about urban land
development and the “right to the city” since urban agriculture
is inextricably linked to the value of urban land and the value
of land is a reflection of larger historical, structural changes in
cities and regions (Harvey, 2003; McClintock, 2014; Tornaghi,
2014; Kumnig, 2017). With a growing “return” by higher income
(and often white residents) and an interest in urban and more
“sustainable” living, U.S. cities are seeing rapid redevelopment
and reuse of vacant land (Anguelovski, 2015). As once vacant
and undervalued land becomes more valuable, we see increases in
property values, taxes, rents, and the resulting gentrification and
displacement of low-income residents. “Improvements” in the
urban environments associated with the shifting demographics
painfully highlight the historical and current inequities in the way
that communities of color have been treated by both scholars
and city officials. While low-income and minority communities
have lived for decades in neighborhoods with high rates of
crime, disinvestment, environmental injustice, and a lack of
urban environmental, social, and economic amenities, when the
demographics change to include wealthier residents, we see a
reorienting of the relationship between these neighborhoods
and the rest of the city (Heckert and Rosan, 2016). Higher
income residents demand the same access to services in these
neighborhoods that have been a “given” in higher income urban
neighborhoods and American suburbs. They have the political
capital and capacity to be heard; the fact that the urban land
now brings in higher property taxes is used as an excuse by

city officials to finally pay attention to these demands and take
action, notwithstanding the fact that they systematically ignored
community concerns in these same neighborhoods for years. At
the same time, the very important community building work that
has been done by low-income, minority residents, is at risk as
these same communities find themselves at risk of displacement
(Wekerle, 2004; Tornaghi, 2014; Anguelovski, 2015; Anguelovski
et al., 2018). In effect, we see an erasure of the important and
often traumatic history of urban communities of color and the
important leadership role they played in community stabilization
in the face of systematic racism and disinvestment. In the new
condo developments with green amenities and urban gardens,
we often only see a palimpsest of a racist American historical
urban experience that systematically excluded many low-income,
primarily African American communities for generations.

As the neighborhood demographics change in U.S. cities,
so too does the conversation about urban agriculture and its
role in the urban environment. The new, more privileged and
politically powerful (and increasingly white) residents of the city
want to be able to enjoy gardening and growing their own food
in a community garden (Anguelovski, 2015). They also want
environmental justice concerns addressed. Urban agriculture in
these “revalorized” neighborhoods is seen as an urban amenity,
but the wealthier residents are not satisfied with the notion
that this is where they should get their food from. Here is
where we expose the neoliberal bias of some of the past writings
about urban agriculture (McClintock, 2014). Whereas urban
agriculture was seen as a way to address “food deserts” and a lack
of access to services and amenities in low-income communities,
as the neighborhood gentrifies, grocery stores arrive, vacant lots
are cleaned up, and trash removal is expected (Meenar and
Hoover, 2012). Scholars today are rarely writing stories of how
wealthy residents in gentrifying neighborhoods are empowered
through urban agriculture and “community” is created in urban
gardens. City officials and non-profits are not lauding the notion
that higher income residents are growing their own food to
survive. Instead of questioning the neoliberal narrative that
communities need to essentially “fix themselves” when they have
been systematically discriminated against (McClintock, 2014),
many scholars have shifted their attention to neoliberal critiques
of “green gentrification” (Gould and Lewis, 2016).

COORDINATED PLANNING TO BUILD
EQUITABLE COMMUNITIES, NOT
“FIXING” PLACE

The notion that greening and gentrification are related should
not be a surprise to scholars who have been writing for years
about the “benefits” of greening and urban agriculture to urban
communities. Did we not anticipate that as neighborhoods
improved, they would be revalorized? However, policy-makers
and scholars alike have been surprised by the speed at which
“green gentrification” has contributed to a remaking of the urban
landscape. Unfortunately, the “green gentrification” literature has
surprisingly few answers to whether it is possible to improve
neighborhoods and keep low-income and minority communities
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in place. Perhaps the strongest argument is the notion of
“just green enough,” an approach that argues that particular
types of green space development may be able to improve
neighborhoods without significantly driving gentrification and
displacement (Wolch et al., 2014). I argue that this “just green
enough” is not enough and that we need to rethink the way
we plan our cities to deliberately and comprehensively address
affordability and actively prevent displacement. We need a more
“radical” narrative around urban agriculture and greening and
redevelopment in U.S. cities that is guided by the need to develop
policies that address racial discrimination, disenfranchisement,
loss of community control, and displacement of low-income,
often minority residents. If we want urban agriculture and urban
greening to do everything we hope it will (and not promote
“green gentrification”), and the goal is to promote racial and
socio-economic equity in cities, it needs to be viewed as a part of
a much larger, much more intentional, and much more “radical”
approach to creating equitable and sustainable cities. We need
to acknowledge our troubled urban history: the deep systematic
exclusion and racism that make urban agriculture both necessary
and possible. We need more scholars and policy-makers to
propose and implement innovative and radical ideas about
how to use community land trusts, and cooperative ownership
of land that provide alternatives to the “exchange over use
value,” “growth machine” paradigm. We also need collaborative
urban governance where urban agriculture, urban greening,
affordable housing, and other community infrastructure like
schools, public transit, parks, hospitals, and grocery stores are
planned for together. Together, these are the building blocks
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of sustainable, equitable, and resilient communities, which will
be critical as we face the climate challenges ahead. They are
the types of community amenities that higher-income residents
expect as a matter of course and lower-income residents
deserve. This requires working with policy-makers to rethink
traditional siloed urban governance strategies that focus on
“fixing” places through greening and growing and fail to build
in safeguards to protect residents’ right to live in thriving urban
communities. We owe it to the residents of these communities,
who have been victims of historical, systematic discrimination
and disenfranchisement, to work collaboratively with them to
make sure they define what “fixing” the neighborhood entails
and ensure that long-term residents of all income groups can
stay in their neighborhoods once they are “fixed.” This will
require new approaches to planning guided by achieving equity
as an outcome. If we fail, urban agriculture will not be the
great exciting experiment that we hoped it would be. Instead,
it will a part of a story of “green gentrification.” It will be a
palimpsest: a photo of an urban farm located in the condo gym
that replaced it.
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