Communities Rooted in Nature:
Understanding Civic Ecology
Within the Lower Mainland




Abstract

Civic ecology is a field of study that utilizes a mixture of environmental conservation, gardening,
and farming techniques to provide environmental education and build social-ecological resilience
(Maharrammli et al., 2021) (Kransy, 2018). This article seeks to understand current civic
ecological programs within the Lower Mainland region and highlight their benefits, such as
building social-ecological resilience, food security, and incorporating local knowledge. In
addition, challenges faced by these programs will be discussed, which include accessibility,
funding, and green gentrification. Potential solutions are proposed by industry professionals and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which include anti-displacement policies on housing,
the development of recurring provincial grants for civic-ecological programs, investment in
equity-seeking grassroots movements, and the modification of unused public spaces.
Additionally, increased communication and collaboration amongst policymakers, developers,
organizations, and communities on social-ecological initiatives are critical for bringing diverse

viewpoints within the discourse.
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Personal Narrative
As a Black man living in the Lower Mainland region, people have often perceived me as a

threat. However, sharing food and creating community have enabled me to break down some
of those barriers and increase community cohesion across racial and cultural boundaries.
Gardening activities have fostered ecological resilience within my community by providing
habitat and food for local fauna while promoting strong networks in which community
members bonded and trade healthy foods with one another. When | reflect on my experiences
working as a social worker within urbanized Toronto, | can see the mental health benefits of
having access to civic ecological activities such as gardening and how environmental
stewardship programming could empower vulnerable communities. Civic ecological initiatives
provide a safe place for public engagement while providing individuals with an opportunity to
disengage with current life issues, reflect and reconnect with nature in a non-threatening

environment.

In 2016, | worked as an educational assistant at a Lower Mainland elementary school in
a region that is surrounded by nature and rooted in privilege. This was a stark contrast when
compared to my previous work in disadvantaged regions around Toronto with limited access to
nature. Upon reflection, a particular case struck me, as | was assigned to a student in the lower
grades whose anxiety was so overwhelming that situations often turned physical. Assigned
tasks during lessons would often result in a loss of motor control functions, which led to the
student punching, kicking, and biting faculty members who were attempting to gain control of
the outbursts. These instances of anxiety and physical altercations resulted in the student being

designated to half days at school. The removal of the student from class had major



ramifications on their educational goals and social development and left them in a state of
constant guilt. By implementing civic ecological practices such as nature walks and gardening, |
was able to stabilize the student’s behaviour, which allowed a full return to school. My
recommendations to establish a garden program created a safe environment, which

encouraged positive social interactions between other students and faculty.

After a productive day within the classroom, on a sunny afternoon at the elementary
school, the student and | went to attend the garden as per our newly established routine. As we
approached the garden, | heard the student ask me, “Mr. S! Does nature make you happy?” |
replied, “Yes! Does it make you happy as well?” The students’ reply was surprising yet simple.
They said, “Yes, especially when | feel down, | can come out here and focus on something other
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than how | feel.” Upon reflection, this experience was a turning point that drew me to the
natural world and environmental sciences. | began growing my food and eating it, which filled
me with a sense of accomplishment. More importantly, sharing the food | grow creates
opportunities for me to interact with community members who would normally not interact
with me. In the Lower Mainland, and especially on the North Shore where | live, the
demographic is predominately white (StatsCan, 2016). The act of sharing food is a non-
threatening gesture that often generates conversations and builds trust, overcoming pre-
conceived judgments on my appearance. This fact became apparent as many students

attending the school would often approach me wanting to engage in conversation and be

involved in the gardening activity.



Introduction
Globally, issues of food insecurity, biodiversity loss, climate change, and a growing disconnect

with our natural environments are increasing (Whittman et al., 2017). A surprising statistic
revealed that “1 in 9 households within British Columbia” could be considered food insecure,
and 1 in 6 children are experiencing some level of food insecurity (Vancouver Coastal Health,
2020). Furthermore, the Covid -19 pandemic is currently having a significant impact on our
communities’ mental and physical health. This year, 23% of young adults aged 25-44 have
screened positive for depressive and anxiety disorders, an increase of 4% from last year (Stats
Canada, 2021). Programs within civic ecology address issues of mental health and food
insecurity by promoting strong community relationships and empowering members to grow
their food. Civic ecological practices have been utilized in the state of California within
therapeutic applications at various women’s shelters, prisons, and hospitals around the state,
that had participants growing food for their communities as a form of self-healing and mental
health maintenance (DelSesto et al., 2015). Additionally, this field of study employs
environmental conservation and gardening techniques, to provide environmental education on
habitat protection and build social-ecological resilience in response to climate change

(Maharrammli et al., 2021; Kransy, 2018).

Civic ecology is an interdisciplinary field of study that addresses a fundamental
misconception that humans are separate from nature by encouraging community and
environmental initiatives while empowering individuals who participate (Kransy, 2018). This
article seeks to understand current civic ecological programs within the Lower Mainland region

and highlight their benefits, such as building social-ecological resilience, providing food security,



and incorporating local knowledge in climate change adaptation planning. In addition,
challenges for these programs are discussed, which include accessibility for vulnerable and
BIPOC community members, lack of government funding, and green gentrification of
disadvantaged communities. Potential solutions are proposed, which included anti-
displacement policies on housing, development of recurring provincial grants, modification of
publicly owned spaces, and investment into equity-seeking grassroots movements. Additionally,
increased communication and collaboration amongst policymakers, developers, organizations,
and communities on social-ecological initiatives are vital for generating diverse viewpoints

within the discourse.

Methodology

Aldo Leopold, an American author, philosopher, ecologist, and conservationist, is credited for

his “land ethic” theory as the basis for civic ecology (Kransy, 2018). The land ethic theory is
described as viewing a community as more than just a region with people in it (Kransy, 2018).
Rather, it includes all life forms such as the soil, water, insects, wildlife, vegetation, humans,
and the atmosphere (Kransy, 2018). This paper employs primary research, using informal
interviewing techniques with industry professionals in various fields of civic ecology. The land
ethic theory is present within the practices of the various interviewed professionals as they
seek to address issues of climate change and food insecurity while incorporating all aspects of a
region within planning strategies. The interviewed industry professionals include environmental
technicians, a community planner, and a food system manager. Secondary research is
employed using several scholarly databases and non-governmental websites on the topic of

civic ecological practices in North America and their impact on mitigating climate change



effects, green gentrification, addressing food insecurity, and creating ecologically resilient

communities.

Building Social-Ecological Resilience
Social-ecological resilience is the ability of a community and the environment to endure

negative impacts and changes (Maharrammli et al., 2021). Civic ecology utilizes a systems
perspective, in which people and nature are linked and influence one another (Maharrammli et
al., 2021). As global concerns increase due to the growing climate crisis and the reduction of
green spaces, a system lacking resilience and adaptive capabilities could have negative social
and environmental impacts (Maharrammli et al., 2021). The communities that are most
affected by this negative impact are vulnerable and BIPOC communities due to limited green

spaces, unaffordable housing, and food deserts within communities.

When discussing social-ecological resilience strategies with an environmental
technician in the Lower Mainland region, they stated, “We do have a lot of educational
programs such as the park stewardship program that encompasses the human aspect within
eco-resilience strategies, which can increase engagement of communities within their natural
environment. These programs help create awareness of the negative impact humans can have
on their environment.” Additionally, “Educational programs ensure that participants are
equipped with the knowledge to support, enhance, and protect natural ecosystems and create
eco-resilience within their communities” (personal interview, 2022). Outdoor education such as
park stewardship supports a fundamental understanding of ecological knowledge while
encouraging participants to interact with their natural environment. Participation in these

programs increases community awareness of climate change issues within the region. Access to



environmental education for communities is key to fostering social-ecological resilience

(Maharrammli et al., 2021).

Food Security for Vulnerable Communities
One of the many challenges facing vulnerable and BIPOC communities within the Lower

Mainland is food insecurity (Whittman et al., 2017). Food insecurity refers to people who lack
sufficient access to nutritional food to meet their dietary needs, which is essential for an active
and healthy lifestyle (Whittman et al., 2017). Civic ecological programs such as community
gardens and local farms provide an exceptional opportunity to tackle this issue. Claire
McGillivray, the program manager at the Edible Garden Project, said that “Our program
provides individuals with an opportunity to connect with their food systems and gain
knowledge of where their food comes from.” Furthermore, “It is a place where people can learn
farming and gardening techniques and food growing techniques, which is important for urban
neighbourhoods where a nature disconnect exits” (personal interview, 2022). The Edible
Garden Project has been successful in the modification of public spaces, which provided access
to green spaces for communities around the Lower Mainland. Vulnerable and BIPOC individuals
can use the green spaces provided by the program for growing nutritional foods to meet their
dietary needs. Furthermore, vulnerable and BIPOC individuals that do have access to green
space but lack horticultural knowledge, can attend these programs, and develop the skills to

grow their food within their local.

Financial constraints and lack of access to healthy foods are one of the primary barriers
to food security within the developed world (Whittman et al., 2017). McGillivray and the Edible

Garden Project actively address this barrier in the Lower Mainland region by, “Donating 100%



of the produce grown within the shared garden sites to foodbanks ran by the North Shore
Neighbourhood House, our parent organization.” In addition, “We have a provincially funded
program that distributes 50 coupons per week to persons and families in need that can be
traded at any farmers’ markets in British Columbia to purchase any unprocessed fresh foods,
which includes meats, vegetables, cheese, and more.” McGillivray went on to say, “We are so
much more than just a production farm! Our farms are about building community resilience
and providing access to the most vulnerable of communities who would normally have limited
access to these goods” (personal interview, 2022). Food banks within the Lower Mainland rely
heavily upon community donations and play a critical role in addressing food insecurity issues
within vulnerable and BIPOC communities. Shared green spaces managed by the Edible Garden
Project and similar organizations ensure food banks are continuously stocked with healthy
foods for the communities they support. Provincially funded programs like the coupon program
offer vulnerable individuals a variety of opportunities to purchase foods that meet their dietary
and cultural needs. These programs remove the stigma placed on vulnerable and BIPOC
individuals, by providing them with equal opportunities to purchase fresh foods from markets

that would normally be unattainable.

Honoring First Nations Food Sovereignty
Food security and sovereignty are issues presently impacting Indigenous communities

within the Lower Mainland. A societal shift in perspective is required to accurately capture the
distinct food systems used by Indigenous communities, which honors and respects their world
views (Batal et al., 2021). Food sovereignty emphasizes Indigenous people’s close connection

with their natural environment (Batal et al., 2021). It encompasses the efforts put into
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revitalizing Indigenous food systems, transferring cultural knowledge about their land, and
harvesting traditional foods (Batal et al., 2021). Colonial policies such as residential schools,
land privatization, government oversight, and overexploitation of resources have had a major
impact on food sovereignty within Indigenous communities in the Lower Mainland region (Batal

et al.,, 2021).

Although there is a long journey ahead to address these issues, some civic ecological
partnerships have been established to tackle the problem of food sovereignty for Indigenous
communities in the Lower Mainland. Jo Fitzgibbons, a planner with the Vancouver Board of
Parks and Recreation, comments, “We do have a couple of Indigenous-led projects such as Wild
Salmon Caravan, which is focused on culturally important foods.” Furthermore, “We are
actively trying to put equity-seeking in Indigenous opportunities first within our partnerships”
(personal interview, 2022). In addition to the Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation, the
Vancouver Foundation is an organization that supports equity and justice by investing $2
million into BIPOC communities (Vancouver Foundation, 2021). Some of the grassroots
organizations it has invested in include the Northwest Indigenous Salmon Alliance, Indigenous
Women Outdoor Society, and the Dasiqox Tribal Park Initiative (Vancouver Foundation, 2021).
Like the Wild Salmon Caravan, the goal of these projects is to build coalitions that link
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people to conserve, protect and restore wild salmon habitat
along the Fraser River (Wild Salmon Caravan, 2022). By prioritizing equity partnerships within
civic ecological strategies, we can address the food sovereignty needs of Indigenous

communities in a way that respects and honours their cultural identity.
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Incorporating Local Knowledge
One of the main distinctions within the practice of civic ecology includes people acting as

stewards of their environment and community through the practice of gardening, tree planting,
and watershed restoration (DelSesto et al., 2015). An environmental technician within the
Lower Mainland stated, “When it comes to ecological restoration projects in the Lower
Mainland region, positive relationships with park stewardship groups increase its success.”
Additionally, “They are an important part of the monitoring and maintenance regime after the
project’s completion” (personal interview, 2022). Park stewardship groups are critical for
successful outcomes in restoration initiatives. The Lower Mainland region is a sizable zone that
is difficult to maintain and monitor due to limited municipal personnel. Park stewards are often
accustomed to their region and are aware of the challenges and goals outlined in
environmental planning, which places them in the ideal position to ensure successful

environmental outcomes.

Presently, several programs within the Lower Mainland region are encouraging more
community-based science and making it easier to incorporate local knowledge in planning
strategies. An environmental technician with the Lower Mainland region noted, “We have
partnered with the public library to run an application called INaturalist, which encourages
community members to make observations and assist with species identification” (personal
interview, 2022). Partnerships formed with local organizations such as stream keepers are
provided with the necessary tools to collect data on their local environments. Once the data is
collected that information is shared amongst partners. By encouraging community members to

collect data on natural environments within their local, city planners can incorporate that
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information into their environmental planning strategies. The usage of applications provides
easy access to educational opportunities for community participants and increases community

engagement with their environment.

Even though stewardship programs provide valuable information for ecological
management strategies, Fitzgibbons has noted, “Complications can arise as different groups
utilize different methods of collecting data, which can become complex when trying to make an
accurate analysis of the ecosystem within the region” (personal interview, 2022). A potential
solution for this barrier is to have a uniform structure for how data is collected for different
ecosystems within the Lower Mainland region. With limited human resources to maintain
natural areas around the Lower Mainland region, community involvement in restoration
activities has become more critical than ever. Community involvement ensures communities

and natural areas are resilient to the impacts of climate change.

Barriers and Recommendations
Current programs offered within the Lower Mainland region are currently functioning to

nurture social-ecological resilience within communities. However, Fitzgibbons has noted that
the primary participants in stewardship programs are privileged people from a higher
socioeconomic status with abundant recreational time. Furthermore, “a broader systemic issue
prevents access for vulnerable communities, especially when affordability within the region is
very low and families are struggling to support themselves” (personal interview, 2022).
Government and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) need to provide more equitable
opportunities for diverse demographics. Fitzgibbons mentions the Still Moon Art Society is one
of several NGOs currently working to be proactive in addressing the lack of diversity within
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stewardship participation. Still Moon Art Society provides a plethora of programs in which
individuals can engage at convenient times. This flexibility ensures everyone has an equal
opportunity to be involved in community activities that promote human connection to the
environment using art as a medium. Organizations like Still Moon Art Society and other
grassroots movements are important for efforts to improve community cohesion and ensure

equal opportunities are available, regardless of race, gender, or culture.

According to McGillivray, “One of the largest barriers facing non-profit organizations is
the lack of consistent funding to support civic-ecological initiatives.” With so many different
organizations competing for similar governmental grants, acquiring funding is a very time-
consuming task. Moving forward, this barrier could be addressed through the development of
recurring provincial grants which are primarily focused on supporting civic-ecological initiatives
such as food production and restoration. Moreover, increased communication and
collaboration amongst policymakers, developers, organizations, and communities on social-
ecological initiatives and connecting resources are recommended (DelSesto et al., 2015). Such
recommendations have the potential to increase the programming available for all citizens

within the Lower Mainland region and increase the operational capacity for existing programs.

When enhancing and restoring natural areas around the Lower Mainland region, we run
the risk of green gentrification. Sarah Dooling (2009), who coined the term, describes it as the
implementation of environmental strategies in green spaces that lead to the exclusion of the
most economically vulnerable communities (Dooling, 2009). This issue has arisen in regions
around the Lower Mainland where developers and planners intend to invest in improving areas

that are dilapidated, resulting in the displacement of vulnerable individuals who lack the means
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to live in these enhanced regions. Fitzgibbons has commented on this issue, saying, “I think
many regions struggle with this issue. However, there is research and organizations currently
working on tackling this problem. A non-governmental organization known as Greening in
Place, located in the state of California, proposes potential solutions for green gentrification
within developmental projects” (personal interview, 2022). Presently, there are limited

protections in place for vulnerable and BIPOC communities within the Lower Mainland region.

One of the solutions proposed in Greening in Place is equitable green development
(Gibbons et al., 2020). The proposed solution prioritizes investment and engagement for low-
income communities to mitigate the impacts of ecological enhancements in dilapidated regions
(Gibbons et al., 2020). Furthermore, these investments must be paired with policies that
provide ample opportunity for disadvantaged communities and prevent displacement (Gibbons
et al., 2020). One of the anti-displacement policies highlighted within the strategy includes
tenant protections, which can mitigate the effects of green gentrification in regions and provide
renter households with the stability they need to remain within communities (Gibbons et al.,
2020). This policy will ensure planners and developers can effectively enhance regions while
ensuring housing prices within vulnerable communities remain unchanged (Gibbons et al.,
2020). Such policies would be beneficial for vulnerable and BIPOC communities within the

Lower Mainland region as we struggle with housing affordability.

Moving forward, more governmental support for grassroots projects and civic ecological
programs that encourage equitable opportunities for diverse demographics is needed.
Governmental support in the form of increased funding, communication, and collaborative

partnerships is valuable for empowering communities. The involvement of different ethnic
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groups within civic-ecological programs are important for developing eco-resilience, addressing
food insecurity, removing appearance-based stigmas, and creating a sense of place and
belonging within communities across the Lower Mainland. As stated within the land ethic
theory, our communities are more than just the people who reside within them, and it is all our
responsibility to re-establish our connection to nature to address the challenges of climate

change.

Conclusion
Civic ecology is a unique practice that provides a multi-faceted solution for current societal

issues such as climate change, food insecurity, and mental health. Programs in civic ecology
have shown to provide an exceptional opportunity for communities to be involved in citizen
science, environmental stewardship, and food systems. Participation in these programs can
provide individuals with transferrable skills that have the potential to lead to employment
opportunities and positive health outcomes. According to an environmental technician for the
lower mainland region, “Participation within these programs has been proven to be beneficial
to have on a resume when applying for positions within the environmental sector” (personal
interview, 2022). Furthermore, McGillivray has noted, “A lot of people who have participated
within their program have gone to work for other farms, started their farms, or have utilized
the skills they acquired within their gardening projects” (personal interview, 2022). Such
opportunities have the potential to increase social capital and community cohesion while
improving the quality of life for all citizens within the Lower Mainland region. Further research

by governmental organizations and academics into policy creation that promotes green spaces
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and modification of publicly unused spaces would prove beneficial for vulnerable and BIPOC

communities.

Going forward, we must acknowledge the challenges people of colour face when having
limited access to these programs. Major systemic changes within governmental policies are
needed to provide fair opportunities for all citizens within the region. As a person of colour who
has utilized these programs to break down barriers within my community and change public
perceptions, | believe these programs are a necessary tool in tackling issues such as mental

health, addressing racism, and food insecurity.
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