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Abstract

:

Urbanisation brings with it increased pressure on land and land uses, particularly green spaces. There has been considerable interest in community food growing in green spaces as part of a wide trend for gardening in the UK, which has been found to bring social, health, and well-being benefits. Such activity tends to take place in community-managed gardens and allotments. In light of the context of austerity within which local authority parks departments currently operate, this study tested the acceptability and feasibility of parks as a potential urban setting for Community Food Growing (CFG) in Sheffield, UK. Employing a combination of resident questionnaires and interviews with community groups and professionals, the study results showed localised differences in the acceptability and feasibility of CFG. Residents’ propensity to want to get involved in CFG differed by age and household composition, which, if acted on across the city, could significantly change the demographic make-up of parks-based community groups in the city. Barriers to CFG in parks were described by community groups and park managers as security and vandalism, need for resources, and undue pressure on the local authority as land-owner. We discuss the emergent questions around who is best placed to manage urban parks, particularly when the public sector is subject to stringent austerity budget measures. The paper concludes with commentary and recommendations about the importance of governance arrangements if CFG is to be included as part of the activities supported and managed in urban parks.
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1. Introduction


Ongoing urbanisation means that over 54 per cent of the world’s population now lives in urban settlements rising to a projected 60 per cent by 2030 [1]. This has led to increasing pressure on land and insufficient provision of green spaces in many towns and cities [2]. This can lead to a disconnection between people and nature in green spaces, negatively affecting urban residents’ health and well-being [3,4]. As such, this pressure on urban space points to a need for maximising the benefits from existing green spaces. One way to harness the benefits of urban natural resources has been identified as food growing in cities [5,6], which can also help safeguard and protect green spaces against increasing urbanisation [7]. As health and wellbeing research grows in its focus, gardening is identified as an important and accessible way of connecting with nature to improve physical, psychological, and social health [8]. Food growing activities are found to contribute positive benefits for mental and physical health [9], children’s education [10,11], community cohesion and interaction through social gatherings [12,13], as well as addressing environmental problems such as climate change [14]. Food growing also provides animal habitats, contributes to improving air quality and can help prevent over-use of natural resources [15]. Community food growing (CFG) has a long history and in the UK can been seen in the success of campaigns such as ‘Dig for Victory’ during the Second World War.



During the 1930s–1940s, CFG was a manifestation of the (state-led) collective drive to address a lack of resources, particularly during financial crisis [16] and to improve bonds between community and good citizenship [17]. In recent years, and perhaps with impetus from the global financial crisis and the ensuing context of austerity that local authorities currently operate, CFG-related activities are becoming more popular across a wide range of sites in the UK [18]. This has informed the policy context with strategies and instruments such as the National Planning Policy Framework (England) and relevant funding schemes including the Big Lottery’s ‘Changing Spaces’ programme to specifically support projects including community food growing [13].



Community-led initiatives which address the connections between food-growing activities, health and wellbeing include Groundwork’s food growing projects, Growing Together, Social Farms & Gardens (formerly Federation of City Farms & Community Gardens), as well as the long-standing popularity in England for allotments [19,20,21]. The 21st century has seen adaptations of CFG such as guerrilla gardening [22,23] and ‘Incredible Edible’, which originated in Todmorden, Yorkshire, and has been adopted in urban areas around the world [24]. Incredible Edible demonstrates that type of green space in which CFG could occur does not necessarily need to be restricted to allotments, and could be located in, for example, valley land, park edges, playgrounds and abandoned sites [25]. In this way, ongoing urbanisation pressures on urban land use may encourage alternative spaces for food growing in different forms, such as parks [12]. Therefore, this paper aims to identify how acceptable and feasible are CFG practices in the park setting in the city of Sheffield according to different stakeholders. To achieve this aim, we first conducted a literature review focused on the policy context of community food growing and examined existing evidence on park management practices with an exploration of local stakeholder involvement. We then carried out questionnaire surveys with residents, interviews and focus groups with community groups and land managers to gain an understanding of stakeholders’ perceptions. The paper presents the research findings and provides a discussion of their implications in light of the ongoing changes to local authority budgets and accompanying changes in urban landscape management practices.




2. Community Food Growing (CFG): A Socio-Political Activity?


CFG is based on the premise that locally based groups of people cultivate land together [13,26,27]. There is a long-standing practice of food growing in English cities, which is manifested in ongoing urban food growing initiatives such as ‘Feed Leeds’ [27] and the London Food Link [28] among others. Local authorities increasingly acknowledge the importance of CFG activities. For example, Sheffield’s citywide green and open space strategy (GOSS) explicitly mentions community involvement and partnerships in support of food growing: ‘Develop the necessary resources and partnerships to deliver local practical skills training such as for horticulture/ food growing conservation etc.’ [29] (p. 65). These activities reflect an overall tendency within the context of green space management in England for local authorities to underline the importance of partnerships involving a range of stakeholders: for example, Sheffield’s GOSS highlights a network of national and local public sector and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and community groups.



Partly, this acknowledgement of CFG is in response to the stipulations of green space funding bodies: local authorities which maximise community involvement cannot gain access to such funding without involving NGOs and community groups. For example, the Big Lottery will only fund projects through its People’s Park programme if community groups are involved in park management. This is particularly relevant in—and we argue, due to—the current era of austerity which is significantly affecting park management, and adversely affecting standards of quality (e.g., [30]).



A significant manifestation of local authority involvement in CFG relates to allotments which have a long history in England. The Enclosure Acts of the 18th–19th centuries used the term ‘allotment’ to refer to small plots of tenanted land for small-scale food cultivation. Allotment plots in the 18th and 19th century were often cultivated by working craftsmen and tradesmen [31], suggesting a relatively high level of means, motivation and capacity of allotment holders. As Sheffield’s population increased in the 18th century, most housing did not include domestic gardens, so allotment garden plots were located in tracts of land nearby [32]. Today, allotments continue to be popular in the UK with an average of four people waiting for every 100 plots [11]. The National Allotment Society [33] estimates approximately 330,000 allotment plots in the UK, with a required 90,000 plots to meet current demand. Given its long history of local authority involvement in its management, the allotment is a heavily institutionalised manifestation of land preservation to exercise one’s right to grow food [34]. Allotments constitute a symbol of the preservation of the right to land for food growing, although today’s allotment communities might not perceive themselves as ‘explicitly politicised’ [35].



Urban food growing activity elsewhere is used directly as a means by communities to claim rights to land, within the prevailing political context of the day, with community gardens emerging in parallel to environmental justice activism in neighbourhoods where communities were not included in mainstream politics [36]. This is testament to how Certomà and Tornaghi [35] describe urban gardening as ‘heterogeneous and fragmented’ with dynamic governance arrangements and decision-making processes. Allotments constitute a symbol of the preservation of the right to land for food growing by theorising them as ‘agents of counter-neoliberal urban transformation’ although today’s allotment communities might not perceive themselves as ‘explicitly politicised’ [ibid]. For example, while the more recent guerrilla gardening phenomenon might be seen as a radical and informal approach, Adams et al. [37] describe it as occurring largely in harmony with existing uses of a place and not implicitly challenging the status quo. Elsewhere, Barron [38] argues that community gardens are particularly conducive to resisting neoliberal processes through the aim of advancing spatial justice through non-commodified means of accessing food in non-privatised spaces. What these manifestations are claimed to have in common with other types of community food growing activities and urban agriculture is their embodiment of the Lefebvrian ‘right to the city’ and a way of taking back land from authorities [39]. As a political act, urban gardening brings people together through socialisation and solidarity [40] and can therefore contribute to building a sense of community. In some cases, CFG activities may help instigate this, for example where there is no or little pre-existing tradition of such collective action, and in other cases it may be a case of individuals achieving their own goals through collective action [39]. Clavin [5] concludes that community gardens are ‘not only food-producing spaces but also often politically contested spaces developed in a particular social context’.



Thinking about the relevant national context in this study, England’s current National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) identifies the need to plan for food growing (albeit in parentheses). The NPPF (2012) incorporates a core planning principle to ‘promote mixed use developments, and encourage multiple benefits from the use of land in urban areas, recognising that some open land can perform many functions (such as food production)’ [41] (p. 7). Elsewhere, planners have been encouraged to support the creation of community garden spaces as responses to local concerns around health and food security, indicating the political support of local social needs [42]. Interestingly, the 2018 NPPF re-draft has removed reference to mixed use development, stating that ‘planning policies and decisions should recognise that some undeveloped land can perform many functions, such as … food production’ [43] (p. 34, emphasis added). This constitutes a backward step: ‘undeveloped’ land has a different meaning to ‘open land’, to include land earmarked for development which may not lend itself to anything beyond temporary urban agriculture and food growing. Contributors to a recent conference on urban gardening [44] noted their wariness of the capacity of policy to–in isolation–effect increases in community food growing activity, underlining the constraints that urban environments and governance structures currently impose (e.g., regulations) which can favour those groups with the means and capacity to respond to such constraints [45]. This potential NPPF step back—if enacted in the revised Framework—may well contribute to exacerbating the associated injustice and inequity which is highlighted in the literature. This is attributed to the power relations that are ‘infused’ in all citizen spaces, including those such as community food growing, which may be conceived with the specific aim of addressing issues of social and environmental justice [44,46]. Where urban greening or food growing projects occur in one place, they can—de facto—have negative impacts for neighbouring groups or places [47]. Indeed, community food growing and associated urban green space projects may contribute to eco-gentrification as an unintended socio-ecological consequence, or as part of planned strategies used by authorities as part of urban renewal aimed at ‘clearing up and clearing out’ [48]. The next section focuses on the urban park as a potential setting for CFG.




3. Park Management Models


To make sense of park management in practice, De Magalhães and Carmona [49] provide a framework of different management models. Their ‘state-centred model’ describes the typical starting point for public spaces in which a local authority takes responsibility for delivering and maintaining the place, possibly with minimal external resources [49]. While this has traditionally been the case, stakeholder participation has become increasingly popular, marking a shift from past decision-making in which only practitioners or landowners took part [50], which is argued to result in a positive effect and lead to better outcomes for the local population [51]. De Magalhães and Carmona describe this as the ‘user-centred model’ to explain the involvement of community groups. There have long been organised community groups involved in green space management in England, and the ‘user-centred model’ currently fits well with national and local government attempts to devolve responsibility and resources from the state [52,53,54]. For example, because of a reduction in their parks budget of over 90%, Newcastle City Council is currently handing over the management of all its parks (and allotments) to a non-governmental, charitable trust [55]. This is also made manifest in calls for funding and awards, where community involvement is now a prerequisite (as we have discussed earlier). For example, standards for green spaces to be awarded with a Green Flag stipulate that local communities must be involved in the decision-making and management process [56]. Community-based organisations with specific interests in the management of open spaces often call themselves ‘Friends of Parks’ groups (also known as park user groups) [53] (p. 61). The involvement of such groups arguably reflects a closer representation of the perceptions and interests of the general public/ residents through non-governmental organisations and professionals [57,58]. It is necessary that users’ perceptions should be reflected in the fundamental aims of managing parks where the aim can potentially be to improve people’s mental and physical quality of life. It can be difficult to meet users’ preferences for park management because use can differ according to demographic characteristics such as age, gender, past experience and specific individual interests ([59,60] pp. 325–326). The representativeness of the members of Friends Groups is called into question, however, when they tend to be retired, white and have interests that don’t reflect those of all park users [54]. This points to a wider issue of who has the capacity to volunteer which we return to later in the paper. De Magalhães and Carmona’s final model is the ‘market-centred model’ where management tasks are devolved to private entities. This is discussed in more detail elsewhere [45] and is in use in some English urban parks. For example, Southwark Borough Council in London has contracted out many of its parks management tasks since 1996. Many English parks do have private traders working within them through concession agreements, for example with ice cream traders and cafés. This is a form of income generation from parks which, we would also argue, ‘fits’ within this market-centred model. There is a spectrum of activities that can generate income from the parks and depend on the nature of the park itself, ranging from e.g., car parking, tennis court hire, and hiring space for events. In some places, this can be the main source of income for a park. For example, Potters Field Park in London is in a high-profile location on the south bank of the River Thames and generates income from hire days throughout the year of its space for events such as cultural festivals and filming locations for TV and film [61].



Collaboration in decision-making is also stressed in the concept of ‘MSI (Multi-Stakeholder Involvement)’ which is defined as a harmonic collaboration among actors which can be influenced by urban green space development to pursue perceived goals [50]. De Magalhães and Carmona [49] conclude that the inter-relationship between the state-, market- and user-centred models could contribute to maximising the advantages of effective public space management. We use this theoretical framework of public space management in our examination of CFG within the urban park context, which involves an identification of the stakeholders involved. The stakeholders involved in CFG tend to be community groups, local authority and users [25]. Other stakeholders such as schools/ university and non-for-profit organisations can take part, for example the charity Groundwork works in various English cities with community groups on CFG schemes [27]. While there is anecdotal evidence that CFG could take place in parks, forming a potential alternative park management practice, there have been no studies examining the acceptability and feasibility of this in parks. Our study aims to address this gap in knowledge and we follow Certomà and Tornaghi’s [35] recommendation and select a specific context—urban district parks in Sheffield—to contribute to understanding the feasibility and acceptability of urban food growing in situ.




4. Materials and Methods


4.1. Measuring Acceptability and Feasibility


To examine the acceptability and feasibility of CFG, it was necessary to develop these two broad concepts to elicit indicators (Table 1).



A review of the relatively small number of studies which examine acceptability and feasibility, showed that definitions are often not provided (e.g., [63,64,65]) and have not been applied to the context of urban landscape management. We adapted the work by Johnson et al. [62], who conceptualise the meaning of acceptability and feasibility in their ‘Evaluating Strategy’ for application in different contexts. According to Johnson et al., [ibid], acceptability is defined as whether the expected performance outcomes of a proposed strategy meet the expectations of stakeholders, for instance, positiveness and negativeness, reaction to proposed strategy, public concern and benefits to stakeholders. A similar definition of acceptability is found in Mendenhall et al. [66], where acceptability is regarded as the demands and benefits of stakeholders. Feasibility is concerned with whether a strategy could work in practice [62]. To understand feasibility, Johnson et al. identify the need to collect data on people’s skills, knowledge and experience as well as funding requirements. The feasibility of practice, therefore, needs to be considered in terms of the ability to obtain and integrate new and existing resources. In this research, we therefore adapted this concept of feasibility to examine stakeholders’ perceptions of CFG regarding funding for park management, stakeholders’ involvement as human resources and other skills and knowledge for park management. The emergent themes derived from interview data were classified and framed in relation to the conceptualised indicators of acceptability and feasibility. The process of analysis allowed us to identify overarching manifestations and provide themes for further discussion.




4.2. Site Selection


To explore acceptability and feasibility of CFG in parks, six parks were selected in Sheffield, the 4th largest city in the UK, which has a total of 83 city, district and local parks [67]. The parks were selected according to the following criteria:




	
Park type: district parks were selected as they were felt to be the most likely of park types for CFG to apply as opposed to high-profile city parks and smaller local parks;



	
Geographic location: parks located in different areas across the city in both deprived and less deprived areas were selected. According to the Indices of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) (2015), Sheffield has significant differences in terms of deprivation levels of people living in the east (generally more deprived) and west of Sheffield (generally more affluent) [68].



	
Community group involvement: to ensure that multiple stakeholders who have an active interest in the overall management of the park could be consulted, we selected parks with an associated community group.








According to these criteria, six parks were selected as study sites: Parson Cross (PCP), Manor Fields (MFP), High Hazels (HHP), Richmond (RMP), Meersbrook Parks (MBP), and Bolehill Recreation Ground (BHP) (Figure 1). They are discussed in more detail in the next section.




4.3. Characteristics of the Study Sites


Parson Cross Park (PCP), established in the 1950s, is located in a deprived residential area of Sheffield where anti-social behaviour and vandalism frequently occur in and around park, often attributed to the lack of housing overlooking the park [45]. This problem was exacerbated when economic regeneration in the area in the 2000s led to park improvements but planned housing around the site did not materialise, meaning that anti-social behaviour continues to date. The relevant PCP community group is not directly involved in park management and is involved in local community activities beyond (but including) the park. Independent and fenced allotments named ‘Parson Cross Family Garden’ are being built in an eastern area of the park. Manor Fields Park (MFP) is another site which suffered from anti-social behaviour over a long period of time. The park was regenerated with government funding from late 1990s–2000s which funded the creation of a social enterprise to manage the park. MFP was transformed, incorporating sustainable drainage and ecological planting, from a derelict site to a Green Flag Award winning park (the national standard of good quality green spaces [69]. The Friend of Manor Fields (CoFoMF) formed during the regeneration process and contribute to park management including maintenance, fundraising through event organisation, and holding regular group meetings. The reduced area of Manor Allotments has been improved and fenced since the end of 20th century that initiated part of Dig for Victory during the Second World War in Sheffield, but many parts of the allotments were incorporated into the park due to vandalism frequently. High Hazels Park (HHP) is a Victorian park and originally the grounds of High Hazels House, home of the first mayor of Sheffield. The Friends of High Hazel (CoFoHH) group was established in 1988 and is made up of a small group of active members who have long been involved in managing the park (and the average age of members reflects this). Privately independent and fenced allotments, ‘Infield Lane Allotments’ are located at the northern side of the park. Richmond Park (RMP) is located in the south-east of Sheffield and was established in 1969. The Friends of Richmond (CoFoRM) formed in 2006 with particular interest in improving the facilities in the park, including the pavilion, seating and playground settings. This involves regular maintenance activities and events organisation to support fundraising for facilities. Small allotments in six plots are placed on a southern area of the park, but the site is unmanaged. Meersbrook Park (MBP) is the oldest park in the sample, established in 1886, forming part of Sheffield’s ‘green necklace’ of municipal parks created between 1875 and 1892. Set within steep topography, the Park is home to a walled garden and Bishop’s House, one of the city’s oldest buildings. The Meersbrook User Trust Group (CoMBUT) was established in 1998 and has the largest number of active members of all the project sites. Small school groups are involved in food growing activities at the Walled Garden’ sited northern area of the park in purpose for education. Finally, Bolehill Recreation Ground known locally as Bolehill Park (BHP) was established in 1976 and was the original location of the Bolehill Quarries. Set in the least deprived area of the sample, the park is also set on a steep incline, incorporating a range of features including a BMX track, two playing fields, and a bowling clubhouse (which was destroyed in a recent arson attack). The Friends of Bolehills (CoFoBH) is a relatively new group, established in 2011, which focuses its activities on small-scale events and regular park maintenance (e.g., litter picks). ‘Bolehill Quarry Allotment’ is run in the southern side of the park. The allotments are very popular with long waiting lists (See Table 2 and Table 3).




4.4. Data Collection and Analysis


A mixed-methods approach was taken in the research: a large-scale household questionnaire survey and a set of semi-structured interviews carried out in 2015 constituted the main data collection methods. The questionnaire asked questions about how residents perceived CFG as a potential park management practice in their local park. Using a mixture of photos and text to provide broad descriptions of CFG [70], the questionnaire also asked whether residents would get involved in CFG as a management practice. We defined groups of specific interest to this study as part of our analytical framework, given the nature of the research questions we are asking. In this way, the questionnaire presented questions about respondents’ household characteristics and park use patterns to provide socio-demographic data which could then be used in subsequent analyses to help explain differences in responses. These characteristics include use and non-use of parks, which is an established selection criteria used elsewhere [71,72,73]. We also analysed the collected data in relation to frequency of park visits [74,75,76], gender [73,77,78], age [79,80], length of residence [81], and household composition [82,83,84]. It was a self-completion questionnaire, dropped off at respondents’ homes and collected by a researcher a number of days later in an attempt to gain higher than average response rates [85,86]. A total of 2670 questionnaires were distributed to respondents living within 300 m walking distance of the entrance of each park, with 535 returned questionnaires; 83 in PCP, 81 in MFP, 94 in HHP, 94 in RMP, 86 in MBP, and 97 in BHP, respectively, leading to a final sample of 506 valid questionnaires (average response rate of 19%). The response rates varied considerably and were higher in less deprived areas (e.g., 34% in BHP) and lower in more deprived areas (e.g., 13% in PCP and 12% in MFP).



Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore the perceptions held by community groups and professionals currently involved in parks management. The interview is a well-used method of data collection to shed light on people’s perceptions, meanings, definitions of situations and constructions of reality [87]. The interview questions were structured around interviewees’ perceptions of CFG as a potential park management practice and probed how acceptable and feasible these stakeholders considered CFG to be within the management of their local park. Representatives from the six community groups were interviewed. Five further interviews were carried out with other stakeholders involved in parks management with different affiliations. They were two local authority officers (coded as ProLA-1 and 2), two University academics (ProAC-1 and 2), and a prominent third sector social enterprise involved in urban land management (ProSE). Because of difficulties in interviewing them individually because of how busy they were, a focus group interview was conducted with the six local authority park managers for the parks and their line manager (ProLA-Ms).



The household questionnaire survey data was analysed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), to conduct a range of statistical tests including one-way ANOVA, Independent samples t-test and correlations. To assess effect size, ‘Eta squared (h2) = SSeffect/SStotal’ and ‘Cohen’s (d) = M1 − M2/ σpooled’ were employed. For the interview data, thematic analysis was conducted to better understand the varying perceptions held by stakeholders involved in parks management. Thematic analysis is a commonly used approach to qualitative data analysis, to identify, analyse, and report the themes within data [88,89]. In this way, the data were systematically searched for patterns to provide an illuminating description of the phenomena under scrutiny [90] to glean how acceptable and feasible CFG could be in the six Sheffield parks. We followed thematic analysis as set out by NatCen [91] in their ‘Case and Theme Based Approach’ (CTBA) to allow for looking down (thematic analysis), looking across (case analysis) and combining both to explore explanations and patterns in responses.





5. Results


5.1. Descriptive Results


Overall household questionnaire results are presented in Figure 2, Figure 3 and Figure 4. On average, 41.7% of respondents would like to see CFG practices in their park. Respondents in MBP were particularly interested in this practice (51.3%) followed by MFP (44.7%): the lowest number was RMP (34.6%). While 44.4% of the sample agreed that such practices could contribute to better park management, a much small percentage of respondents (13.9%) stated that they would get involved in this practice. However, 30% of MFP respondents expressed an interest in getting involved in food growing. We asked questions about current food growing activities, with an average of 37.9% of respondents reporting growing food in their gardens—rising to over 40% for PCP, RMP, and MBP respondents and nearer 30% for BHP. An average of 4.3% of the sample reported having an allotment, which was almost 10% for BHP respondents. The majority of respondents (54%) did not engage in food growing in either their garden or an allotment while 3.8% of the sample did food growing in both. When asked about their involvement in their local community, 13.9% of the respondents described being involved in local community. This reduced to an average of 3.6% when asked if respondents took part in community activities specifically contributing to parks or green spaces. There were significant correlations between the indicators of acceptability and feasibility, indicating that respondents who wanted to see CFG activities in their park were more likely to want to get involved in CFG activities and agree that CFG could contribute to better parks management.




5.2. Acceptability of Community Food Growing


5.2.1. Residents’ Perceptions of Acceptability


Statistical tests were conducted to assess the acceptability of CFG and examine whether residents’ perceptions of CFG were influenced by their household and socio-demographic characteristics. These analyses were based on the questionnaire responses to ‘Could you see this (Community food growing) approaches in your park?’ and ‘Could this practice (Community food growing) contribute to better park management?’ An Independent samples t-test was employed to gauge differences in perceptions of the extent to which CFG could contribute to better park management differed significantly between users and non-users, indicating that users were more likely to agree that CFG can make a positive contribution to park management (t(506) = 3.41, p = 0.001, d = 0.20). A one-way ANOVA test revealed that the perceived contribution of CFG to better park management also differed significantly according to age (F(5, 447) = 2.955, p = 0.012, h2 = 0.032). Subsequent one-way ANOVA test, post-hoc test (p = 0.025) showed that older generations (over 45 years) were less likely to accept the practice as a contribution to better park management than residents aged 25–44 years. There is no significant difference of residents’ perceptions according to other socio-demographic and socio-economic aspects i.e., gender, length of residence, frequency of park visits, household composition or IMD. We also found no significant difference between responses for residents living near the different parks.




5.2.2. Community Groups’ Perceptions of Acceptability


Analyses of the community groups’ perceptions of the acceptability of CFG show that most groups had a tendency to question the acceptability of this practice due to barriers around security, vandalism and a perceived unenthusiastic local authority, as well as the long-standing popularity of allotments.



For the majority of community groups, CFG was not easy to accept because of the potential security problems it raises in parks. One community group stated that “Food growing is [a] problem, a lot of foods are stolen because there have been no fences around food growing” (CoFoHH). Another group stated, “We have same problems. Tomatoes, some people [take and eat them]” (CoFoRM). Similarly, one of the respondents mentioned uncertainty due to vandalism: “If they are interested in doing something like that absolutely, yeah. Again, it’s how you protect that area” (CoPCCD). These security issues were contrasted with the popularity of allotments as fenced-off and secure places. One respondent suggested that, as secured areas, allotments provide something that parks do not: “They’ve [allotments] got more security than I have on my site. It’s just amazing … That obviously makes them feel safe.” (CoFoMF). The importance of the fence is underlined by the Parson Cross community group: “Whereas the allotments have got their own space, they’re fenced off; in a park it would be difficult to do that” (CoPCCD). An additional negative aspect relates to the perceived lack of enthusiasm of the local authority to attempt CFG: “Sheffield council is now very behind Community Food Growing project e.g., Incredible Edible. Very behind” (CoFoRM). However, these perceptions were not shared across all the community groups. Perceptions that community groups had about the acceptability of CFG in the community groups in MFP and MBP were more positive in their discussion of the potential of school children’s involvement, stating that “We can put some more in there. There was an idea of an edible hedge as well, which I’ve got plenty of plants to put in… People are gradually discovering that … People are picking up on what’s available there … [for] growing food in the park” (CoFoMF).




5.2.3. Professionals’ Perceptions of Acceptability


Professionals’ comments on the acceptability of CFG seemed to reflect the community groups’ perceptions. The analysis showed two emergent themes around security and the inconsistent commitment of community groups.



Professionals mentioned how there have been security problems again such as stolen food and food damaged by vandalism. One local authority respondent stated that “If we put food into some of our park’s food growing areas, they would be damaged or they would be vandalized or people would steal the food” (ProLA-2). Another professional concurred that in most cases: “The community food growing. It’s an interesting one … It was tried on [another park in the city…]. Those kind of apples get picked a bit” (ProAC-2). These problems seek alternatives in allotments where people grow in their own secure spaces. One academic stated, “I think there’s more space in some parks for more allotments. A lot of people do want their own little piece of land where they can grow, and it’s secured” (ProAC-2). As highlighted above, allotments are popular with Sheffield residents. Bearing this in mind, the local authority interviewees discussed its plan to extend allotments as opposed to CFG: “Allotments are very, very popular still and we are hoping to put more allotments around the city [especially] where there are fewer of them” (ProLA-2). Other statements support the popularity of allotments, highlighting a lack of demand for CFG: “Anyone obviously can have an allotment and if anyone comes and wants to grow over here, we probably will expand the space … if this was obviously a very dense housing area with no private gardens, it would be very likely that people coming and saying “could we have space” to incorporate community growing. The situation hasn’t happened” (ProSE).



Another emerging theme is the commitment required to manage CFG. Professionals indicated uncertainty about how consistent community groups can be: “… a lot of these groups tend to think that they start off with a couple of people and start off with the intentions, but they don’t follow it through. That is the danger” (ProLA-Ms). One local authority park manager was more specific in stating that community groups tend to move to the next interesting thing. This consistency was also underlined by one of the academics: “You need to just make sure that it’s being done consistently, that’s really important” (ProAC-2).





5.3. Feasibility of Community Food Growing


5.3.1. Residents’ Perceptions of Feasibility


Statistical tests were conducted to explore the feasibility of CFG in their local parks according to residents who answered the questionnaire question: ‘Would you get involved in this practice?’. The findings show that over half the respondents (54%) would not get involved in CFG practices, with 13.9% of the respondents reporting they would be willing to get involved.



Residents’ perceptions of feasibility differed according to a range of socio-economic characteristics. There was a statistically significant difference found between users and non-users, indicating that park users were more likely to want to be involved in CFG (t(506) = 6.55, p = 0.001, d = 0.32).



An Independent samples t-test showed significant differences between gender in involvement in CFG with women more likely to want to get involved in these practices than men (t(506) = 2.40, p = 0.017, d = 0.11). A one-way ANOVA test showed that respondents’ propensity to become involved in CFG differed according to age group with significant associations found (F(5, 461) = 11.493, p < 0.001, h2 = 0.011). Post-hoc testing (p < 0.001) showed that older generations (over 65 years) were significantly less likely to get involved in CFG practice than younger generations.



There was a significant difference, according to length of residence (F(6, 460) = 5.684, p < 0.001, h2 = 0.007). A one-way ANOVA showed that differences between long-term resident groups (over 30 years) and all other groups, particularly respondents living in the neighbourhood for 6–10 years and less than three years, indicating a significant propensity for shorter-term residents wanting to become involved in CFG practices. One-way ANOVA tests also showed that the potential involvement in CFG practice was influenced by household composition (F(2, 458) = 4.656, p = 0.010, h2 = 0.019). Householders living with children were more likely to want to be involved in these practices than householders without children.



Our final analyses related to differences in perceptions held by respondents around the different parks. There were differences between respondents’ propensity to get involved in CFG practices, in particular between MFP and RMP, (F(5, 461) = 3.861, p = 0.002, h2 = 0.040). Respondents from MFP were significantly more likely to be involved in CFG practice than those from RMP. This is also affected to some extent by respondents’ age and extent of community involvement. A correlation test showed that older people were less likely to want to get involved in CFG practice (r = 0.316, p < 0.001): 33.3% of respondents in MFP were over 55 years old, while 59.5% of respondents in RMP were in this age group (almost double). The extent of community activity also has some effect on responses around propensity to get involved in CFG practices: 9.1% at MFP compared to only 2.4% at RMP were currently involved in park management.




5.3.2. Community Groups’ Perceptions of Feasibility


Thematic analyses of the perceptions of community groups show that overall, CFG was not highly perceived to be feasible. There are two crucial factors that negatively affect the feasibility of this practice: a lack of monitoring and a lack of facilities for learning skills.



Unsurprisingly, the perceived relationship between CFG, vandalism, and anti-social behaviour in the parks emerged again in the discussions. However, regarding feasibility, this was raised as an issue about who can manage this practice against these negative aspects. One respondent, for instance, stated, “It’s how you protect that area while things are being grown because [it] may be vandalised…” (CoPCCD). Another community groups discussed the difficulty of management after dark: “At night time when people are out and about, dog mess and stuff like that in parks, it’s just, it’s how you protect them” (CoFoRM).



Interview discussions revealed that CFG practices are of interest to community groups but are perceived as having insurmountable security problems and a lack of facilities. One community group identified a difficulty around learning skills about food growing and not having enough space to facilitate this: “[Food growing] Learning skill is good. But, [there is] a lack of facilities to do this” (CoFoRM).



For this practice to be more feasible in the park, one community group suggested collaboration with allotment groups: “Community food growing was one of the things we were pushing through here. Either with some linking up with the allotment association, or doing something on our own back … but there’s been a cultural shift in the allotment which I want to kind of link in with. I think we’d be okay with that in terms of some of our ideas as a friends group” (CoFoMF). Another community group also suggested working in partnership with the allotment community: “You may be looking at organizations such as LEAF, which is an allotment project that’s interested in green space outdoors. Maybe people could set up a project working in partnership with LEAF to do some improvements in the park and then maybe look at how they can link in with [the] community to get some activities and events up and running, so people [come] in and access the park” (CoPCCD). Two sites, MFP and MBP, reported already being in partnership and collaborating with nearby allotments/social enterprises. This suggests that developing/expanding allotments, rather than CFG, is more feasible in the park, based on a collaborative partnership structure to build on the existing and long-standing popularity of allotments.




5.3.3. Professionals’ Perceptions of Feasibility


Professionals’ perceptions of the feasibility of CFG were similar to those of the community groups, focusing around the need for additional resources. Professionals highlighted the maintenance required in CFG and emphasised a lack of people available to monitor the activity. This is underpinned by a shared understanding that CFG is a high maintenance practice: “I think one of the things with some of these things is there might be high inputs later” (ProAC-1) and “Again it [community food growing] needs maintenance. Everyone thinks you can just put in a fruit tree or whatever else in that space…” (ProLA-Ms). Further, the type of maintenance required needs skills: “It (food growing) becomes much [more] about skills and community for the food” (ProSE). ProLA-2 pointed out that “it is, because in the war, in the second World War, states needed to grow food … now … it’s a … very different thing”. The professionals also comment on different aspects of local authority responsibility: “even though you have community involvement, you may need monitoring by council staff coordination” (ProAC-1). For the social enterprise, local authority responsibility was missing: “food, the very first thing we did here was [food]…that was managed by the council and it was completely overgrown” (ProSE). When reflecting on past CFG activities in other parts of the city, ProAC-2 highlighted that no single stakeholder took on responsibility: “They [fruit trees] were never really looked after. Who is going to look after it?” This suggests that there is agreement on the extent of maintenance required in CFG, but there is less agreement on how involved the local authority has been in the past, possibly pointing to a different approach in the future.



Continuing austerity measures applied to the council seem to inform professionals’ comments, in terms of the perceived limitations that they bring. The perceived need for monitoring which is conducted by the council is widespread which may be because it has long been the council’s responsibility. The austerity measures have had interesting effects on parks management and we have very recently seen a growing propensity of community groups to incorporate CFG activities into their parks. For example, Richmond Park now have raised beds for growing herbs and vegetables. The landscape has clearly changed and, in Sheffield and for the moment at least, CFG has become popular enough for funding to be raised for physical changes.






6. Discussion


We identify two overarching themes in the findings which we think require further discussion (Figure 5). First, our sample of the general public demonstrated a propensity to support CFG activities in their local parks. This is variably expressed as a perception of its acceptability as an appropriate management practice in their local park, or as an activity they would like to get involved in directly. Second, the way in which CFG has been approached and managed in the past may not be appropriate if it is adopted in parks in the future. This is because of a general acknowledgement that the local authority is severely hampered in its capacity to continue its current landscape management duties, never mind adopt new ones in the guise of CFG. It is therefore clear that our findings challenge the status quo of parks management practices that were prevalent at the time of this study. We unpick the inter-related themes below.



6.1. Community Food Growing in Sheffield’s Parks: Varying Levels of Acceptability and Feasibility


A large proportion of questionnaire respondents showed interest in seeing CFG practices in local park and the findings show that respondents who wanted to see CFG in their park were also more likely to agree that CFG could contribute to better park management and more likely to want to get involved in doing CFG. There were specific differences that should be noted. First, younger questionnaire respondents (25–44 years) were more likely to accept CFG in parks than older (45 years+) respondents. This could be because they have been exposed to a wider range of landscape designs and management practices, including Incredible Edible, which have been applied in different (non-park) settings [24]. Furthermore, it is clear that ideas of stewardship, sustainability and care for the environment are much more prevalent today than in the past, which is (in part) reflected in the changing education curriculum in the UK, as well as increased media coverage on environmental issues, together with improvements in access to a wider range of managed landscapes [6,92]. One might therefore venture that some of the community groups—which tend to be made up of older (65+) active members—favour a more traditional approach to parks management which does not include CFG. This is, however, not the case for all of the parks, and it is worth conducting closer examination of the findings relating to Manor Fields Park. This sub-sample of respondents shows the highest levels of acceptability of CFG across the whole sample, as well as interest in getting involved in CFG which was significantly higher than respondents around all the other parks. Manor Fields Park is not managed according to widespread and ‘traditional’ practices that one finds in many other parks in the UK. It has aims around sustainable drainage to help alleviate flooding, naturalistic rather than formal planting and active community involvement. We would therefore argue that it is not surprising that CFG, as a non-traditional management practice in parks, might be more popular with this subset of respondents. Scores for acceptability and feasibility were also relatively high for Meersbrook and Parson Cross Parks stakeholders. While these are more traditionally managed parks, Meersbrook has close links to a local social enterprise while both parks, like Manor Fields, have allotments in close proximity. These links to the allotments are not just physical but extend to informal stakeholder partnerships with allotment groups suggesting that future CFG activity might constitute allotment expansion or an extension of CFG activities run by the allotment groups within the parks.



The popularity of allotments which was discussed by community groups could address the concerns they shared with professionals around security, vandalism and anti-social behaviour. Increasing a presence in the park of people involved in park management could reduce these issues, harking back to the ‘parkie’ who has long been lost in British parks [30]. Providing CFG activities in the park could also potentially address the professionals’ concerns around a lack of people available to manage and monitor. However, this latter issue is a wider one of governance, partnership and resources which would need addressing at the local authority level.




6.2. Challenging the Status Quo of Who is, and Who Should be, Managing Urban Parks?


Examining the perceptions of community groups and professionals raises interesting questions around the existing governance structures. There seems to be a widely held assumption that the local authority—as the land-owner—is the appropriate (and, for some, only) urban parks manager. With the prevalent austerity measures influencing responses to our questions, it is again perhaps unsurprising that there was a lack of enthusiasm among local authority parks managers about CFG as a park practice given the extra responsibility and monitoring that would require. Professionals highlighted a need for additional resources, and they were not convinced that there could be consistency across groups to take on—and sustain—CFG management. The involvement of allotment groups through land management in parks could help address these issues, given the long-standing governance structures that exist (e.g., supported by the Sheffield and District Allotments Federation and the National Allotments Society, Corby, UK). While the allotment management structure is traditionally based on householders renting the space from the local authority, there are some allotment groups in Sheffield which aim to attract groups of people, rather than individuals, which might be a relevant model to extend CFG activities into parks. There would therefore have to be a balance between the park as a public good for all users and private allotment space which tends to be fenced off (e.g., with hedges) to provide a boundary and protection against anti-social behaviour. If a programme of CFG/allotment development were to take place in parks, given our findings of different levels of acceptability and feasibility in relation to different parks, it would make sense to lead with those where acceptability and feasibility were higher. Interestingly though, and after this research was completed, the Friends of Richmond Park—which scored low on acceptability and feasibility—recently created a community garden within the park (and also planted ten fruit trees on site). Based on the Incredible Edible ethos [24], they have constructed raised beds at the edge of the park which are overlooked by nearby housing, and the vegetables produced will be available for people in the community to freely take. Follow-up discussions with the group highlight initial wariness by locals to take on the CFG management. It will be interesting to review how the new management practice is sustained in the park.



The resources that professionals refer to need not be wholly financial nor directed to the land-owning local authority, which is where a challenge to the status quo might be required. As discussed above, other stakeholders have been engaged to manage parks, and this is becoming more prevalent in response to austerity measures in the UK (e.g., HLF [93]). There would be some changes to the governance arrangements—where decision-making tends to lie with the local authority in consultation (and some partnership) with community groups [54]. These might form stewardship agreements which the local authority already has in place with some Friends groups across the city, or to formalise partnerships with the aim of sharing management responsibilities. This points to a wider issue of who should manage parks: according to the NFPGS [94] (p. 1), “the landowner needs to have the responsibility for good maintenance and this then gives the community groups the support they need to bring in the added value to the site”. If this is followed, it may be necessary for land ownership to change hands away from local authorities if they are limited as landowners to provide this ‘good’ level of maintenance. It was outside the scope of our research to ask our participants if they would be willing to take on the ownership of parks, but we can infer from the stakeholder responses that—at the time of this study—there was a widespread assumption that the local authority should own public parks. In this way, it may be initially more acceptable to approach non-governmental stakeholders to explore the potential contribution they could make to park management. This may involve partnerships led by those with land management capacity and also include education stakeholders, given our findings that the links with learning skills (here, food growing) are in demand but not currently provided. This could extend to partnerships involving the city’s universities, colleges and local schools where relevant. There are already many examples of, e.g., tree planting activities involving schools, but to a lesser extent do these activities extend to ongoing and sustained parks management.



The ensuing austerity measures and growing pressure on Sheffield’s local authority mean it is increasingly unable to manage the land it owns for a wider range of landscape management practices. Since this research was carried out, the responses to ongoing austerity measures on park stewardship and management have included income generating activities such as charging for car parking and the leasing of all tennis courts in Sheffield parks to a national organisation (Parks Tennis) which operates an online system of hourly charging for the use of gated and locked courts. There is therefore scope to explore how ‘successful’ this involvement of a non-governmental stakeholder in the management of part of Sheffield’s parks is perceived to be when one assesses this alongside the long-term impacts (e.g., on the take-up of tennis) in relation to cost-savings to the local authority.





7. Concluding Observations (and Caveats) About the Potential for CFG in Sheffield’s Parks


The observations, and accompanying recommendations, we make here have resonance for parks, not only in Sheffield but beyond the UK city to other settings, although we do believe that there are contextual differences for other parks which need to be taken into account when reading the following. We are careful to note that we do not personally condone changes in access and ownership of parks as public goods if they are managed by groups who are not subject to public scrutiny—outside the scope of this project. However, in light of the current financial climate of austerity and our findings which show that the local authority is currently limited in how well it can manage parks, our findings highlight the potential for a change in governance arrangements. This could mean the local authority stepping back from acting as land-owner-manager to develop partnerships with non-governmental groups/organisations in relation to specific parts of the park (not unlike bowling clubs) which could be developed and formalised e.g., through stewardship agreements. The findings (from MFP) show that the introduction of alternative land management practices can potentially lead to higher levels of acceptability which are correlated with a greater propensity for residents to want to get involved. More research would however be needed to explore to what extent this manifests itself as, for example, increased (and younger) Friends group membership. This also relates to the finding that respondents with families were more likely to want to get involved in CFG, which would dramatically change the average demographics of Friends Groups from the current over-representation of white female over 60s, thereby helping with long-term succession in volunteer-led groups [54]. The formalised involvement of other groups and organisations can help provide a more sustained presence in the park, which could address some of the issues raised by community groups and professionals around anti-social behaviour, vandalism, and security problems which might ensue with the introduction of new park management practices.



The legacy of community food initiatives such as Incredible Edible shows that the appetite for community food growing activities is long-standing—propensity to grow food in their own, shared or leased open spaces. What we do not know is to what extent this propensity might extend itself its reach to public parks and warrant a change in land management governance arrangements. But ongoing changes in the Sheffield parks context shows that once held views about the irrelevance of community food growing in parks can change and indeed have recently manifested themselves in small-scale CFG activities. Future research could examine to what extent these changes are driven at national, local authority and neighbourhood scale to help us understand the sustainability of a wider set of urban landscape management practices in parks.



We acknowledge that there are limitations of the study, particularly around what we were unable to focus on. This was part of a larger doctoral study which involved the examination of a wider range of potential parks management practices. This meant that we were unable to talk to a wide range of stakeholders who have an interest in specific uses of the parks, because we were focused on the perceptions of those involved in a wider set of management practices. For this reason, we could not interview sports groups such as bowling clubs or allotment holders. Therefore, it would be useful in future research to extend the range of interest groups that are represented in studies around urban landscape management practices to further deepen our understanding of existing and potential governance structures that operate both within parks and parks across a city.
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Figure 1. Location of selected sites. (Map based on original data adapted from DCLG, 2015 [68].). 
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Figure 2. Results of household surveys on the perceptions of residents of six parks. 
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Figure 3. Results on food growing involvement of residents of six parks in garden or allotments. 
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Figure 4. Results on community involvement of residents of six parks. (* Respondents get involved in local community, not directly in parks or green spaces e.g., local charity, activities, forum, etc. ** Respondents directly involved with parks or green spaces in the local community.). 






Figure 4. Results on community involvement of residents of six parks. (* Respondents get involved in local community, not directly in parks or green spaces e.g., local charity, activities, forum, etc. ** Respondents directly involved with parks or green spaces in the local community.).



[image: Sustainability 10 02887 g004]







[image: Sustainability 10 02887 g005 550] 





Figure 5. Framing perceptions of community food growing of community groups and professionals. 
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Table 1. The indicators of acceptability and feasibility.
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Acceptability

	
The expectations of stakeholders

	
Risk

	
Extent to negative outcomes

Unpredictable strategic outcomes

Public concern




	
Returns

	
Benefits

A measure of financial effectiveness




	
Reaction

	
Extent of positive and negative reaction from stakeholders




	
Feasibility

	
Work in practice

	
Resources

	
Funding requirement




	
People

	
Skills, knowledge and experience: work organisation, rewards, relationships, training development and recruitment and promotion




	
Integration

	
Management of resources








Sources adapted from Johnson et al., 2014, p. 379–393 [62].
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Table 2. Characteristics of the study sites (PCP, MFP, and HHP).
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	Parson Cross Park (PCP)
	Manor Fields Park (MFP)
	High Hazels Park (HHP)





	Location in Sheffield
	3.2 miles North of city centre
	1.9 miles South East of city centre
	3 miles East of city centre



	Site established
	1950
	1980
	1895



	Index of multiple deprivation 1
	352th overall

10% (Most deprived area)
	820th overall

10% (Most deprived area)
	9100th (West) 30% and

14,187th (South East) 50% (Middle deprived area)



	Size of green space
	26 ha
	24 ha
	20 ha



	Community group established
	1999 (5 in total/2 active)
	1998 (50/15 active)
	1988 (20/7 active)



	Member characteristics
	Organising 15 activities

Managing venue for funding
	Regular maintenance works

Fundraising

Organising events and festivals

Sharing ideas for better parks

Evaluating park standard e.g., survey

Managing charity shop
	Regular maintenance works

Fundraising from Lottery, local charity, Sheffield Town Trust, Sheffield City Trust

Improving facilities e.g., tennis court

Involving in Family development project



	Food growing activities in or near park
	Parson Cross Family Community Garden: 109 plots, eastern area inside park, fenced.
	Manor Allotments: 72 plots, eastern side of near park, fenced.
	Infield Lane Allotment: 210 plots, northern of near park, privately fenced.







1 Where 1st is most deprived and 32,841th is least deprived.
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Table 3. Characteristics of the study sites (RMP, MBP, and BHP).
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	Richmond Park (RMP)
	Meersbrook Park (MBP)
	Bolehills Park (BHP)





	Location in Sheffield
	3.5 miles South East of city centre
	2 miles South of city centre
	2 miles West of city centre



	Site established
	1969
	1886
	1976



	Index of multiple deprivation
	16,564th (North) 60% and 8637th (South) 30%

(Middle deprived area)
	21,924th (South) 70% and 18,455th (North) 60%

(Middle deprived area)
	27,442th

90% (Least deprived area)



	Size of green spaces
	21 ha
	15 ha
	22 ha



	Community group established
	2006 (32/7 active)
	1998 (300/20 active)
	2011 (35/10 active)



	Activities of community groups
	Regular maintenance works

∙ Fundraising

∙ Improving facilities e.g., tennis court, toilets

∙ Organising events and festivals
	∙ Regular maintenance works

∙ Improving facilities e.g., playground, skateboard, football pitch and dog bin

∙ Fundraising from walled garden, charity, Heeley City Farm

∙ Managing the walled garden

∙ Organising regular volunteer session
	∙ Regular maintenance works

∙ Fundraising from Public Lottery Fund

∙ Bridge role between council and residents

∙ Providing ideas for better park

∙ Organising events and festivals



	Food growing activities in or near park
	∙ Richmond Allotment: 7 plots, southern of park, New area of northern side of park
	∙ Walled garden: small school groups are attended to food growing activities.
	∙ Bolehill Quarry Allotment: 15 plots, southern side of near park, fenced







* Head office of the Sheffield City Council, Parks and Countryside Service has moved out since 2016.
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