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Overview

To ensure the lasting stability, transparency, accountability, and community
benefit of The Acres, it is critical to have a strong and sustainable governance model.
This report will argue that successful governance models include both systems of
democratic community participation and well-funded structural supports. Acknowledging
that The Acres governance model will evolve with the needs and collective
decision-making of The Acres community, this report does not presume to impose a
“one-size fits all” model of governance. Rather, the purpose of this report is to explore
possible models of community governance that have proven successful in similar urban
agricultural projects and to consider how such democratic practices might be flexibly
implemented within this contingency model. Based on these findings, this report
recommends a model of grassroots democracy with a well-funded structural framework.
This supported grassroots democracy model has proven very successful within food
justice movements and will allow for a resident-centered experience at The Acres
(Levkoe).

Drawing on the ten years of experiential knowledge at Lady Flower Gardens
(LFG)--a non-profit community agriculture project which provides opportunities for
marginalized populations within Edmonton to connect with both the land and each
other--this report will first provide an overview and critique of the current LFG governing
framework and explore how LFG’s governance structures can evolve and be used as a
blueprint for The Acres.

The second half of the report will explore how grassroots democracies promote
emotional and mental well-being, as well as the fostering of responsibility, community,
and citizenship. Furthermore, it will outline why a sustainably well-funded governance
framework, including a well-paid facilitator position and other wrap-around supports, is
imperative for this model to be successful. For more information about intentionally
designed wrap-around supports and community re-integration, see the cost-benefit
analysis section.

Governance Structure of Lady Flower Gardens

Although Lady Flower Gardens (LFG) is a separate organization from The Acres,
its ten years of experience in community agriculture and longstanding partnerships with
member agencies including AHS Alberta Hospital, AHS Niginan Housing, AHS
Permanent Supportive Housing, Inner City Recreation and Wellness, Stan Daniels
Healing Center, and The Mustard Seed, makes it both an excellent case study and
model for The Acres urban agricultural village. Furthermore, its proximity to the Marquis



Neighbourhood and willingness to collaborate with The Acres makes it a valuable
resource for community development. For example, LFG could collaborate with The
Acres by serving as an intermediary organization where gardeners begin to develop the
skills of agency and engagement in ways that prepare them for increased responsibility
and participation at The Acres.

Recognizing governance as existing on a spectrum between democratic and
autocratic forms of power distribution, LFG can be placed towards the middle. However,
LFG is actively working to move closer to the democratic end of the spectrum. Ideally,
The Acres would offer further opportunities for democratic community engagement. This
section will provide an overview of LFG’s current governance model (see diagram
below), as well as explore the ways in which LFG is working to revise this structure to
become more democratic and self-sustaining long term.
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Figure 1. LFG Detailed Diagram

Currently, most of the decision-making power is concentrated in the hands of the
Board of Directors and Managing Director at LFG. However, recognizing the



unsustainability of a top-down governance structure--both in terms of the labour
contributed by the unpaid Managing Director and the lack of flexibility for member
agencies to cater the program to their needs and capabilities--LFG is beginning to
implement new measures that increase grassroots participation. This includes the
creation of an onboarding document which more clearly outlines responsibilities and
expectations between partners, including what types of services LFG provides and
opportunities for member agencies to articulate what they hope to get from the program.
Another way in which LFG is hoping to increase communication and transparency
between the governing structure and participating members is by circulating minutes
from the Advisory Team meetings to the member agencies.

LFG is also looking to develop new support programs that allow the gardeners
increased opportunities for agency and participation. This includes regularly collecting
feedback from the gardeners and inquiring about what types of programming and
support would be beneficial to them. A variety of methods including surveys,
questionnaires, circle discussions, and one-on-one discussions with an outside
facilitator are being considered to facilitate greater community engagement and
participation.

Many of the gardeners at LFG have experienced highly structured and controlled
systems which deny them opportunities to develop agency and responsibility. Therefore,
LFG provides one means in which gardeners can develop the skills of community
participation and collective decision making. At LFG, gardeners learn how to care for
themselves, the land, and each other. Each week, member agencies bring volunteer
gardeners to LFG where they engage in ice-breaker activities, weed the garden, and
harvest produce to take home as compensation for their labour. All remaining produce
harvested at LFG is donated to the Edmonton Food Bank, which allows the gardeners
to contribute to the well-being of the larger community. (See the section on Community
Agriculture for more information about the personal and collective benefits of
land-based activities.)

While programs which promote agency and responsibility are still somewhat
limited at LFG, The Acres would be intentionally designed to offer greater opportunities
for residents to have increased control over their own lives and the ability to collectively
make decisions within their community. LFG therefore provides a useful transition space
which teaches the basic skills of active community participation and care, which are
then practiced on a larger scale at The Acres.



Why Grassroots Democracy?

Grassroots democracy is a form of governance that centres the power and
decision-making with the most vulnerable members of a community with lived
experience. As the Inter-American Foundation defines it, grassroots democracy is “the
process by which disadvantaged people organize themselves to improve the social,
cultural and economic well-being of their families, communities and societies. This
concept is based on the premise that the key to sustainable democracies, equitable
societies and prosperous economies is a people-oriented strategy that stresses
participation, organizational development and networking” (Inter-American Foundation).
In the case of LFG, grassroots democracy would refer to centering the organizational
level at that of the gardeners. Likewise, at The Acres, grassroots democracy would be
organized around the collective decision-making of those living at The Acres in one of
the various co-ops or member agency housing units.

This section of the report will argue that implementing a governance model of
grassroots democracy at The Acres will serve two important functions: first, an active
and sustained involvement in governance at the grassroots level promotes
self-sufficiency and therefore long-term stability of the community; and second, at the
interpersonal level, grassroots democracy fosters the skills of agency, responsibility,
community, and citizenship.

While The Acres is an urban agricultural village that allows for the reintegration
and empowerment of marginalized populations, and not a food sovereignty project per
se, it nevertheless shares many similarities to food justice movements. Kristal Jones
and John T. Eschleman describe the “food sovereignty movement as a response to
inequality and injustice identified in the dominant contemporary global food system”
(Jones et al. 2016, p. 44). Therefore, by placing the production of food back in the
hands of populations who are vulnerable to food insecurity, The Acres allows residents
to acquire a measure of food security in their life that will in turn give them greater
control over their lives. Indeed, there is a longstanding relationship between food justice
movements and grassroots democracy. As Charles Z. Levkoe explains, food democracy
“refers to the idea of public decision-making and increased access and collective benefit
from the food system as a whole. It implies a reconnection to the earth and the process
of growing, preparing, and eating food” (Levkoe 91-2). Furthermore, “[t]he transition to a
food democracy requires that people develop the knowledge and skills necessary to
actively participate in society and to have an impact on different political levels. Food
justice movements, utilizing local grassroots initiatives, have the ability to provide this
opportunity” (Levkoe 92).



Food Secure Canada’s report on “Food Democracy and Governance” also
concludes that a model of “deliberative democracy” is central to food sovereignty. As the
report explains,

A deliberative democracy demands that all those affected by a decision should

have the opportunity to participate in its development. It further necessitates that

all those involved are open and willing to change their mind, otherwise the
process risks being overwhelmed with interest group politics instead of honest
participatory deliberation. Given that there are often barriers to participation and
that a diversity of perspectives must be included in such dialogues, it is important
to develop organizational mechanisms that ensure democratic and meaningful

involvement (Food Secure Canada 11).

Practices of grassroots democracy have also been shown to have
well-documented benefits for fostering healthy interpersonal relationships and
developing the skills of responsibility, engagement, and citizenship. The gardeners from
the various member agencies participating at LFG reflect a wide variety of lived
experiences--from mental health concerns, to addictions, to incarceration. Their
experiences in institutional systems have resulted in their having limited control over
their own lives. For people who have been systematically marginalized and consistently
denied opportunities to make decisions about their own lives, learning how to have
agency, responsibility, and make choices both independently and within a collective are
all important skills to develop. The practice of grassroots democracy at The Acres
therefore provides a useful education around the responsibilities of community and
citizenship.

The success of such grassroots democracies in urban agriculture communities is
well-documented. One useful example is Charles Z. Levkoe’s report on The Stop
Community Food Centre’s (The Stop) Urban Agriculture program in Toronto. The Stop
shares many similarities with The Acres and therefore is a useful model to consider.
Levkoe describes the successes of this program as follows:

Through the community garden at The Stop, participants have the potential to

gain a better understanding of their role as an active citizen. Together they can

understand the challenges that face their local communities and develop
strategies for engagement. They are able to take responsibility for a number of
tasks and follow them through while recognizing their rights within a larger
system. By working together on a common vision, participants directly witness
the strengthening of their community. Their commitment and ownership
establishes a greater sense of control and power over their lives. Participants in
the community garden also are partaking in a wider process, one that de-links
their community from the corporate system by taking steps to build sustainable



alternatives (Starr, 2000). By reclaiming public space and growing organic
vegetables, they are breaking dependencies on systems of charity and the
market economy by producing their own food. The garden also serves as a
model for the community of what can be collectively accomplished and how
people can reconnect to each other and the earth (Levkoe 90).
While The Stop will be explored in greater detail in following sections as a relevant case
study to The Acres, this analysis captures the relationship between grassroots
democracy and food sovereignty as it intersects with marginalized communities.

Furthermore, as residents at The Acres gain agricultural skills and knowledge
they will be able to share their expertise with incoming residents, Marquis
neighbourhood residents, and the general public. This model will therefore allow for
continual and self-sustaining agricultural education and will foster long-standing
relationships between communities. Ultimately, the gardens at LFG and the proposed
community garden at The Acres teach participants how to care for the land and for each
other, be responsible and engaged citizens, and take pride in their community. This
promotes an ethics of care which is central to creating sustained and healthy collective
spaces.

Proposed Governance Structure for The Acres Garden

As already outlined, true food justice necessitates a model of grassroots
democracy. This model, while reflecting the fundamental principles of community, is
flexible to accommodate the specific governance model decided on by the community,
whether that be through elected committees, community voting, or smaller garden
co-operatives. Recognizing the diverse needs and capabilities of the residents within
different member agencies, it is important to allow flexibility and different levels of
participation at The Acres that accommodate individual capacity and desire. One
possible model by which to implement grassroots democracy at The Acres could be a
governance gradient in which residents transition to higher levels of participation and
agency according to their abilities and desires to get more involved. Possibilities for The
Acres garden might include different gardening plots for different types of agriculture
(vegetables, flowers, Indigenous medicines, etc.) subdivided among small collectives of
gardeners who have the abilities to delegate tasks, organize scheduling, and select
what they wish to grow. As Levkoe describes in his report about The Stop, “[iln
coordination with a staff facilitator, the advisory council is responsible for deciding how
to organize the garden, what to plant, and how to organize various activities throughout
the season” (Levkoe 95-6). Other ways to get involved might include sharing knowledge
with the larger community or being part of committees which organize public
programming and events. Potential Acres residents participating in the program at LFG



have already expressed the desire for designated garden plots, public programming and
education initiatives, open spaces for picnics and events, and a community kitchen with
food preparation education (see visioning maps in Community Engagement section).

The concentric circle illustrated in figure 2. visualizes the positionality of
stakeholders based on their level of interest and influence on The Acres. Aligning with a
model of grassroots democracy, community members and gardeners are centered as
those with lived experience.
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Figure 2. The Acres stakeholder map

1. Case Study: The Stop Community Food Centre in Toronto

The Stop Community Food Centre in Toronto is one example of how a diverse
range of programs and agricultural-based initiatives have been created to accommodate
a range of desires and needs within a community. The Stop contains two community
areas. One area of the garden “is home to three smaller gardens: (1) a woodland
teaching garden with plants native to the area; (2) a healing garden with medicinal
herbs and flowers; and (3) a raised bed herb garden accessible to people with
disabilities. The Stop also coordinates a wood-fired bake oven that was built in 2002 to
enhance the public gathering space for both organizations. It is used primarily to
facilitate weekly community pizza lunches” (Levkoe 92). The other area, “home to the
Earlscourt Garden, which is currently maintained jointly with Toronto Parks and
Recreation and local schools. As the largest of the gardens, it is over 8000 ft.2 and is
run almost entirely by volunteers who contribute the majority of the produce to The



Stop’s food bank and community kitchens” (Levkoe 92-3). Part of the success of The
Stop is that “In 1999, a permanent staff person was hired to coordinate the garden
activities” (Levkoe 92). Such a model, with both small and specific gardening collectives
and community gardening spaces open to the public, would allow residents to both
develop close relationships with their gardening collectives while also being a part of a
larger community.

2. The Constellation Model

Building off The Stop case study, The Acres advisory council could be centered
in a constellation model of governance which pursues a leadership approach that
“rotates fluidly amongst partners, with each partner having the chance to lead a
constellation that matches its profile and skills, participate or even opt out” (Surman &
Surman 25). This model was developed by the Canadian Partnership for Children’s
Health and the Environment, which comprises several agencies and NGOs across
various sectors (Surman & Surman). These groups had a shared goal of addressing
risks posed to children by environmental hazards but “no group, on its own, had the
mandate or resources to deal with this complex issue” (Surman & Surman 25). Using a
flexible, lightweight governance approach, they developed the constellation model
which encouraged partners to come together based on their own interests and assets to
work towards a joint outcome.
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This model preserves the partners’ organizational autonomy and is driven by
action-oriented work that flows from opportunities rather than a rigid strategic plan. The
constellation model has four main components:

1) Magnetic Attractor: this is an overarching opportunity, idea, or goal that makes
this structure necessary and it “identifies the common interest between the
different action teams” (StepUp BC, p.4). The magnetic attractor for The Acres
could be building and maintaining a safe, inclusive, and healthy community with
sustainable wrap-around supports.

2) Constellations or Action Teams: these are groups of people that come
together to address a defined issue related to the magnetic attractor (StepUp
BC). Examples of issues include “public education, service delivery, research and
other tangible social change activities” (Surman & Surman 26). They are
self-directed, dynamic, action-focused, and can emerge and dissolve as needed
(StepUp BC).

3) Stewardship Group: is created to enhance oversight, coordination and/or
balance power to one or more action teams. These are useful “when power is
unevenly distributed amongst action team participants” (StepUp BC 5). Once a
group forms in response to a magnetic attractor, a stewardship group is created
to “serve the groups broader collective vision” (Surman & Surman 26). In smaller
partnerships, this group can be made up of representatives from each partner
organization. Using a lightweight governance approach, the stewardship group
monitors the partnership's overall health and direction, along with aligning the
constellations with the partnership's purpose. Overarching agreements such as
guiding principles or governance terms of reference are kept simple to ensure
that most of the decision making is left with the constellations (Surman &
Surman).

4) Secretariat: 3rd party coordination that is set up as an independent entity
outside of the core partners whose job is to support the overall constellation
model. Its main responsibilities include “guiding the planning process, facilitating
meetings, supporting new constellations, fundraising for joint projects, mediating
conflict, helping information to flow, and building the overall capacity of the group
to work towards their desired outcome” (Surman & Surman 8).

The constellation model has many elements that may prove useful for forming an
inclusive, collaborative, and sustainable governance structure for The Acres. Although
this model has been used for outward focuses such as influencing public policy or
building public awareness, this structure may provide the flexibility and inclusiveness of
a non-hierarchical structure needed to nourish an urban agricultural village.
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3. Mutual Aid

The Acres grassroots democracy model would be strengthened by adopting
mutual aid as a guiding philosophy. Mutual aid is a participatory approach that priorities
the needs of the most vulnerable and further helps “people develop skills for
collaboration, participation, and decision making” (Spade, "Mutual Aid" 33). In the book
Mutual Aid: Building Solidarity During this Crisis (and the next), Dean Spade illustrates
the power of mobilizing people using a bottom-up approach that rejects the common
pitfalls of toxic charity (ex: deservingness hierarchies, saviorism, and paternalism). In
stark contrast to charity, mutual aid projects work towards mobilizing people and
expanding solidarities to meet the survival needs of all, done in tandem with building a
shared understanding of why folks don’t have what they need in the first place (Spade,
"Mutual Aid"). Mutual aid projects are participatory and solve problems “through
collective action rather than waiting for saviours" (Spade, "Mutual Aid" 33). Rather than
operate under an organizational hierarchy (which most charities utilize), leadership in
mutual aid projects is organized on a “most vulnerable first’ basis, centering the belief
that social justice trickles up, not down and that meaningful change comes from below”
(Spade, “Normal Life” 137). A grassroots, bottom-up approach that uses a horizontal
decision-making structure can be applied to the action teams laid out in the constellation
model utilizing the facilitation methods below. A bottom-up approach is conducive to
grassroots democracy as it centres those directly impacted by decisions whose voices
are often marginalized. Mutual aid helps to build solidarities across social positions and
grassroots movements using the following tools:

a. Consensus Decision Making: is at the heart of mutual aid to ensure an
anti-hierarchy structure that promotes capacity building for all (Spade,
“Mutual Aid”). This form of decision making is meant to “maximize
everyone’s participation, to ensure people impacted by decisions are the
ones making them, to avoid under-represented groups getting outvoted,
and to build the skill of caring about each other’s participation and
concerns rather than caring about winning or being right” (Spade, "Mutual
Aid" 95). Consensus decision-making ensures there is space to discuss all
concerns and to collaborate on a path forward. This involves cooperative
agreement building and the collective modification of proposals. People
can block decisions and request more deliberation or “stand aside” when
they don’t necessarily agree with all aspects of the decision but believe it
is best for the group to go forward with it (Spade, "Mutual Aid" 119). This
form of decision making doesn’t call for every decision to be made by the
entire group, rather, decisions can be delegated to teams working in
certain areas. A useful way to prevent conflict is to create a
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decision-making chart that specifies which types of decisions can happen
in small teams and which need the entire group (Spade, "Mutual Aid”).
Here are five basic steps for consensus decision-making that typically
unfolds over multiple meetings (Spade, "Mutual Aid” 122):
i.  Discussion

i. ldentify Emerging Proposal

iii.  Identify Any Unsatisfied Concerns

iv.  Collaboratively Modify the Proposal

v. Assess the Degree of Support

vi.  Finalize the Decision OR Circle Back to Steps i or iii

. Group Facilitation: As with most skills, meeting facilitation requires
practice, intentionality, and dedication. According to Spade, “how well or
poorly we facilitate meetings will make or break our groups” ("Mutual Aid"
140). Meeting facilitation is important as it helps to solve problems, build
relationships, prevent conflict, and can ensure folks feel heard and
included. Spade offers some basic elements that promote good meeting
facilitation ("Mutual Aid" 141-143):
i. Start and end on time
i. Create an agenda, circulate it, and review it at the start of the
meeting to ensure it isn’t missing anything and is realistic for the
length of the meeting
iii.  Assign a note-taker that documents action items
iv.  Provide food, beverages, ice breakers and check-ins
v.  Establish meeting guidelines or agreements (ex: three before me
guideline asks folks to wait for 3 other people to speak before
speaking again)
vi.  If time permits, consider a circle discussion
vii.  Group dynamics are improved if all roles are assigned on a
rotational basis so that everyone gets the opportunity to build new
skills (agenda maker note-taker, timekeeper, group facilitator)
viii.  Welcome new people by providing any necessary background
information and the opportunity to share their thoughts
ix.  Ensure that the group facilitation process is transparent and revised
to ensure it is accessible to all

. Conflict Resolution: one of the best strategies for conflict resolution is
building a culture of care that prevents conflict in the first place. According
to Spade “building efficient, participatory, transparent decision-making
structures and cultures of care and principled action in our groups takes
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intentional work, but it is crucial for allowing our groups to flourish and win.
If we do it right, it can help prevent the conflicts that tend to tear groups
apart, divide participants from each other, and drive people away” ("Mutual
Aid" 102). Utilizing the constellation model, both the secretariat and the
stewardship groups can support conflict resolution within the action groups
and the model at large. Conflict is normal and inevitable when working
with groups of people who are invested and care about the projects they
work on (Spade"Mutual Aid"). Spade suggests the following resolution
strategies when conflict arises ("Mutual Aid" 182-185):
i. Step away for a quiet moment: write down or talk to a friend about
how you feel
ii. Use direct communication: engaging in negative gossip can be
harmful and is an ineffective way to resolve conflict
iii.  Uncover what else is true: ask yourself what else is true about this
person/group/space? Are there things you may be unaware of?
iv.  Build accountability and compassion: for ourselves and others

Collaborating on a conflict resolution process that is woven within the
constellation model will prove useful for dealing with issues as they arise.

Conclusion

The purpose of this report is merely to outline possibilities for what The Acres
urban agricultural village might look like based on preliminary feedback received from
LFG gardeners (see Community Engagement section of this report) and based on the
models of other successful urban agriculture projects. Ultimately, however, a process
rooted in grassroots democracy means that those who live at The Acres will develop the
specific organizational practices and community programming they would like to see at
the gardens through a process of mutual aid. Recommended ways to facilitate such
community development could include ongoing surveys, questionnaires, discussion
circles, or workshopping groups. Levkoe also notes the use of “advisory councils,
feedback sessions, and collective decision-making” (Levkoe 95-6) as ways of facilitating
community engagement. Regardless of the exact methods used to facilitate community
development, implementing the principles of consensus decision making, group
facilitation, and conflict resolution will be an important part of the process and provide
helpful strategies in overcoming challenges as they arise. Therefore, while grassroots
democracy must centre The Acres residents and the decisions that arise out of that
community, an overarching support structure and skilled facilitator is also a necessary
component.
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