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I. Introduction  

 

In a 2005 “Urban Diary” piece, Boston Globe correspondent Dave Demerjian described 

his morning walk from his Jamaica Plain home to the Jackson Square T stop: 

 
“Heading to work one morning I notice what looks like a gang tag spray-painted 
on a stop sign. The next day I find a syringe in my backyard, and I become 
convinced that my street has begun sliding into a long, slow, crime-fueled decline. 
But then I get a coupon advertising a $13.50 spinach-and-feta pizza from the new 
restaurant up the street, or see young couples working in the community garden 
on our corner, and I feel confident again about my decision to move to this 
neighborhood.” (Demerjian 2005) 
 
 
The community garden exemplifies the equilibrium Demerjian seeks for his “transitional” 

neighborhood between Hyde and Jackson Squares: a public space symbolizing community 

revitalization and safety, but without the loss of soul associated with gentrification.  The garden 

is a figurative, and perhaps literal, bulwark against crime. 

 

This paper examines the relationship between community gardening and crime, with 

special attention to the city of Boston.  Though members of a community may start gardening 

together for many reasons, taking back neighborhoods from crime is often among them.  Various 
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theories of crime, including ‘broken windows’ and collective efficacy, predict that community 

gardening could help reduce crime by alleviating urban decay and promoting community 

connectedness.  And indeed, in the century since community gardening first emerged in the 

United States, advocates have often stressed gardening’s positive effects on individual and 

community well-being.  Unfortunately, these reputed effects have not yet been studied 

quantitatively, though many good qualitative accounts have emerged in recent years.  Boston, in 

particular, has had a rich history both of community gardening and of attempts to link gardens to 

positive community outcomes, including crime reduction.  Boston presents a ripe opportunity to 

use quantitative analysis to confirm anecdotal evidence of community gardening’s contribution 

to crime prevention. 

 
 
 

II. Broken Windows 

 

‘Broken windows’ theory, popularized by James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling in 

1982, posits that “disorder and crime are usually inextricably linked.”  Physical signs of blight 

lead to negative social outcomes, the theory states.  “Social psychologists and police officers 

tend to agree that if a window in a building is broken and is left unrepaired, all the rest of the 

windows will soon be broken,” Wilson and Kelling wrote, naming their general theory after this 

phenomenon.  Litter, graffiti, and untended property convey a message that “no one cares.” 

 

Likewise, seemingly low-level antisocial behavior, such as loitering or panhandling, 

contributes to a feeling of unease and a sense that that “bigger” crimes are just around the corner.  

Wilson and Kelling hypothesize a sort of snowball effect as the disordered community’s growing 
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sense of fear becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. “Though it is not inevitable, it is more likely 

that here, rather than in places where people are confident they can regulate public behavior by 

informal controls, drugs will change hands, prostitutes will solicit, and cars will be stripped,” 

they write. (Wilson and Kelling 1982)   

 

This theory also connects with Eck and Weisburd’s (1995) discussion of “crime places.”  

In their framework, which emphasizes the principle of rational choice, crime clusters around 

those sites and facilities that provide ideal conditions for crime to occur.  Alleviating these 

negative physical and social conditions can cool the crime hotspot.  Notably, Eck and Weisburd 

found that such transformations do not simply displace crime to surrounding areas, but instead 

work to reduce crime overall by diffusing prevention benefits beyond the hotspot itself. 

 

Under broken windows and crime place theories, urban gardening can improve safety in a 

community by physically eliminating an empty lot.  In creating a community garden, organizers 

must remove the weeds, trash, and used drug paraphernalia that tend to accumulate in and around 

unused tracts.  Building the garden fills in the lot with signs of life, growth, and order.  As many 

gardens are gated while not in use, a community garden may also eliminate a venue for drug 

transactions and antisocial activities that could otherwise occur in an untended lot. 

 
 
 

III. Collective Efficacy 

 

Robert J. Sampson, Stephen W. Raudenbush, and Felton Earls (1997) define collective 

efficacy as “social cohesion among neighbors combined with their willingness to intervene on 
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behalf of the common good.”  They demonstrate that, for a given neighborhood, increased 

collective efficacy is associated with reduced crime rates.  They place less emphasis on physical 

signs of disorder, such as broken windows or graffiti, and instead focus more intently on social 

cohesion versus dysfunction.  The study’s measures of collective efficacy were based on surveys 

that asked residents of a wide array of Chicago neighborhoods to rate their trust in neighbors and 

willingness to intervene in various situations.  Increased collective efficacy was correlated with 

decreased crime.  The researchers also found that collective efficacy could mediate even those 

factors known to increase crime rates, such as concentrated disadvantage.  

 

Community gardening, viewed through the lens of collective efficacy theory, is a 

measure of social cohesion of a neighborhood (assuming, of course, that participants actually 

live near the garden).  To build a garden, some number of residents must come together to make 

decisions and perform tasks.  They typically must work with city or neighborhood officials to 

ensure the legitimacy of the project.  It is also common that gardeners will enlist the help and 

resources of neighborhood development associations, citywide gardening organizations, and 

other non-profit or commercial sponsors.  The creation of a garden requires cooperation among 

many stakeholders and reflects positively on the neighborhood’s collective efficacy.  Likewise, 

the ongoing nature of a gardening project provides opportunities for gardeners to renew old ties 

and to create new ones.  Though gardens typically contain individual or family plots, gardeners 

must still work together to maintain common spaces and preserve common resources, such as 

water and equipment.  Even the simple act of one gardener chitchatting with the gardener in the 

next plot over can be seen as a contribution to collective efficacy. 
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IV. Community Gardening and the Synthesis of Theories 

 
 

Broken windows and collective efficacy theories are not particularly antagonistic.  

Indeed, the explanations complement one another.  Sampson, Raudenbush and Earls (1997) 

acknowledge the link between crime and physical signs of disorder, and suggest that a 

neighborhood with low collective efficacy will be less able to advocate for the kinds of city 

services that would prevent such blemishes.  Broken windows theory likewise predicts that 

physical disorder will lead to an ethos of “don’t get involved,” which will then lead to further 

disorder. (Wilson and Kelling 1982)  The chicken-and-egg question of which came first, the 

broken windows or the broken community, is perhaps less important than understanding that 

both physical and social problems must be addressed. 

 

Language echoing both theories is used frequently by those who study and advocate for 

urban gardening.  Karen Schmelzkopf (1995), writing of gardeners in New York, captures the 

way the physical and social benefits of gardening emerge in tandem:  

 
“[T]he incentive for gardening is compelling: people see how other lots have been 
wrenched away from drug dealers and, for better or worse, from the homeless.  
They see lots that have been transformed from junk-laden spaces complete with 
hypodermic needles, empty crack vials, and rusting appliances into productive 
places full of color, camaraderie, and safety.  Although often only ore or two 
residents take the initiative to start a garden, more than that number usually is 
needed to transform the space.  If the residents want to lease city-owned property, 
they must organize a block association, petition the city, and take certain requisite 
workshops.” (Schmelzkopf 1995) 
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Of course, neither of the leading theories predicts that community gardens are a panacea 

for crime.  Rather, under both theories, community gardening could be one piece in a larger 

puzzle.  A garden will not solve all urban decay, but it might alleviate a few blocks of it.  

Likewise, a community gardening project cannot cure all social disorder, but it is at least an 

indicator of progress.  As the Boston-based gardening advocacy organization Garden Futures 

wrote in its literature, “The benefits gardens provide to a neighborhood tend to be quiet and 

cumulative.” (Garden Futures 1997) 

 
 
 
 

V. A History of American Community Gardening 

 

The first American urban gardening movements, which started in the 1890s and early 

1900s, were founded upon the same principles that broken windows and collective efficacy 

would espouse a century later.  Indeed, as community gardening came in and out of vogue over 

the following century, themes of urban renewal and community building were surprisingly 

constant. 

 

1890-1940: The First Movements 

“To reformers at the turn of the century, solutions to urban problems required both 

physical and social change,” writes Laura Lawson (2005), who has exhaustively charted the 

history of American community gardens.  “Environmental determinism – the belief that changes 

in the physical environment produce changes in people’s behavior – was the optimistic solution.” 

(Lawson 2005)  Such optimism was perhaps naïve, given the circumstances.  The urban poor 

lived in squalid tenements, were often members of socially despised immigrant groups, and 
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labored in difficult and dangerous industrial jobs if they were employed at all.  And yet, 

community gardening did emerge as a winning method of improving conditions.  Vacant lot 

cultivation associations cropped up in dozens of cities after a successful experiment in Detroit 

that made garden tracts available to families on public relief.  The gardens consistently reaped 

many times the value of their cost to the city and reportedly “reduced the city’s poor roll by 60%, 

at a cost of $3.60 per family.” (Lawson 2005) 

 

Nationwide, urban gardens proved an especially attractive option for charity groups as 

popular opinion turned against aid that might encourage dependency (a sentiment echoed, in 

modern times, by the backlash against welfare).  To turn-of-the-century philanthropists, 

gardening “was just the sort of self-help that not only provided access to food – if the gardener 

was diligent – but also kept people productive and taught them new skills.” (Lawson 2005)  

Similar programs emerged during the Great Depression three decades later.  Prior to the 

implementation of large-scale New Deal programs such as the Works Progress Administration, 

gardens were a common work-relief program to reduce idleness and provide subsistence to 

families and institutions. 

 

Victory Gardens of the World Wars 

The ‘victory gardens’ popular during both World War I and World War II can be seen as 

a kind of national exercise in collective efficacy.  Shortages in Europe necessitated that a portion 

of the American food supply be sent abroad, so local and national campaigns were launched to 

encourage gardening.  In addition to family backyards, communal spaces such as parks and 

courtyards were dug up and planted with vegetables.  Particularly during WWII, gardens were 
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seen as morale boosters, allowing citizens to feel that they were contributing to the common 

good.  In 1944, the Department of Agriculture estimated that as many as “twenty million families 

had victory gardens that collectively provided 40 percent of the total American vegetable 

supply.” (Lawson 2005) 

 

Modern Community Gardening 

Community gardening was largely abandoned after WWII as suburbanization increased, 

but reemerged in the 1970s in tandem with other social movements.  Reclaiming vacant lots and 

fighting urban decay once again became a focal point for activists.  This renaissance also saw the 

creation of citywide collectives and nonprofit organizations devoted to supporting and 

maintaining gardens in many U.S. cities.  Several of these organizations are still operating today.  

Some offer youth programs and food donation, and many are integrated with other community 

support operations, such as neighborhood watches. 

 

Other Themes: Self-Improvement 

In addition to themes of community improvement, gardening movements have often 

emphasized benefits to individual self-worth and well-being.  Contemporaneous with the first 

urban gardening movement, school gardens became popular in the 1890s and 1900s.  Though 

farming was a somewhat likelier career option at the time, the object of the school gardens was 

not so much to promote agrarianism, but rather to teach, in the words of an educator at the time, 

“the dignity of labor, and the love of doing productive work; the virtues of thrift, honesty, 

courtesy, and obedience to law.” (Lawson 2005) 
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Victory gardens were promoted for their mental health benefits as well as their economic 

necessity.  Promotional literature cited Frederick Moersch of the Mayo Clinic, who asserted that 

gardening could help ease psychological distress caused by uncertainty and war.  “For the person 

who is on edge, anxious and sleepless, and has a heavy heart, there is no more hope-inspiring, 

restful, healthful recreation than gardening.  One might speak properly of gardening as a ‘work-

cure.’” (Lawson 2005)  “Horticulture therapy” gained credence as a means of positive personal 

development.  Farming programs for prisoners, based on the principles of horticulture therapy, 

were reputed to calm violent tendencies.  These programs presaged the prison gardens discussed 

later in this paper. 

 
 
 

VI. Current Literature on Community Gardening and Crime Reduction 

 

Though crime reduction is often a tacit or even explicit goal of urban gardens, there are 

only a handful of studies linking community gardening with reduced crime or other positive 

outcomes.  Armstrong (2000) cites two studies from the 1970s that correlate higher usage of city 

parks with lower local crime rates, but the causal relationship is unclear (and parks may affect 

crime rates differently than do gardens).  For community gardens specifically, quantitative 

evidence is lacking.  “Anecdotal evidence abounds, but important outcomes such as the physical 

benefits of gardening and community connectedness are difficult to measure,” write Twiss et al. 

(2003).  The changing leadership and frequent creation and dissolution of urban gardens 

contribute to the problem of collecting data over time and across large geographical areas.  

“Obtaining information about some of these gardens can be difficult,” writes Karen Schmelzkopf 

(1995), who studied the dozens of gardens in New York’s Loisaida neighborhood.  “Many are 
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very transitory, including those in small sections of makeshift parking lots.”  Nonetheless, some 

attempts have been made to assess the effects of community gardens.  This section summarizes 

current literature that connects gardening either directly or indirectly to crime prevention. 

 

Prison Gardens 

The gardening programs that have dealt most directly with crime prevention are those 

that focus not on communities and neighborhoods, but on those individuals at the greatest risk of 

committing crime themselves: incarcerated and post-release offenders.  Prison-based gardening 

programs have joined the ranks of other vocational training and job placement programs, which 

as a group have been shown to reduce recidivism.  Though selection bias makes scientific 

validation difficult, some prison gardening projects appear to have positive results.  The Garden 

Project, which started as a garden in the San Mateo County Jail in California, expanded to offer 

post-release jobs planting trees and maintaining an additional community garden in San 

Francisco.  Ferris, Norman and Sempik (2001) state that the three-year recidivism rate for 

Garden Project participation is 25%, though they do not mention how this rate compares to 

similarly situated non-participants. 

 

The 25% figure does, at the very least, put The Garden Project on par with rates for other 

post-release programs.  James Jiler (2006) writes that “ex-offenders who have jobs, attend 

programs or school, or receive vocational training shortly after leaving jail have a lower rate of 

recidivism – 28% compared to the national average of 67%.”   Jiler is himself the director of a 

gardening project on Riker’s Island with its own post-release program, which he says has 

“remarkably reduce[d] recidivism” among its participants, though he does not give figures. 
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Jiler also mentions a “horticultural therapy” program in Paris, Texas, for probationers 

involving such work opportunities as “environmental restoration, food production, and public 

space beautification.”  Participants in the horticultural program were compared to probationers 

involved in more traditional community service activities (trash removal, janitorial work, and so 

on).  The horticulture program participants were found to have a recidivism rate of 26% versus 

49% for the traditional service group. (Jiler 2006) 

 

Youth Programs 

Gardening projects targeting urban and at-risk youth have also emerged in many 

locations, but evidence on their efficacy is particularly scant.   Several gardening programs in the 

San Francisco Bay area target students from disadvantaged backgrounds and offer job training 

and the chance to earn money.  The St. Mary’s Youth Farm program, for instance, employs 

youth from a nearby housing project at nearly double the minimum wage with assistance from 

the San Francisco Mayor’s Office.  St. Mary’s was deemed a success by Ferris, Norman and 

Sempik (2001), who also mention that “the need to counter the local drug economy and its 

impact on teenagers of high-school age is very much a part of the rationale for this project.”  

Ferris et al. give no indication, however, of the measure of the garden’s success, or even whether 

the particular youth employed are also those most at risk for criminal activity. 

 

A report from the City of Darebin, Australia outlines a community garden program that 

included employment and training programs for “at risk” youth, which found job placements for 
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between one third and one half of participants.  (Cook and Williamson 1998)  It is difficult to 

assess whether this is a strong showing, as far as placement programs go. 

 

Building Social Capital Through Gardening 

Outside of programs targeting offenders and at-risk youth, there is probably not a great 

deal of overlap between community gardeners and those with a high propensity for crime.  

Typical gardens, it can be expected, will have subtler effects on crime rates.  It is not impossible, 

however, to study these indirect effects.  Qualitative evidence provides tentative support to the 

conjectures drawn about community gardening under broken windows and collective efficacy 

theories.   

 

A study of a Midwestern city’s gardeners indicated that many felt safer than they 

otherwise might, both because of the increased connectedness with neighbors and because the 

garden itself transmitted a positive message to passers by.  Crime prevention had been a primary 

motivator for undertaking the garden project, which was accompanied by neighborhood watch 

initiatives. (Glover 2003)  This bundling of community activities is not uncommon.  A study of 

community gardening in upstate New York found that the creation of gardens, particularly in 

low-income neighborhoods, often led the community to address other pressing issues. These 

issues included “additional neighborhood beautification, tree planting, and crime-watch efforts.” 

(Armstrong 2000)  The study concluded: 

“Many of the community gardens seemed to facilitate improved social networks 
and organizational capacity in the communities in which they were located, 
especially in lower income and minority neighborhoods.  Gardens seemed to 
provide a symbolic focus for some neighborhoods, which increased neighborhood 
pride and the aesthetic maintenance of neighborhoods.  Also, many of the 
community gardens lead to further neighborhood organizing by providing a 
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physical location for residents to meet each other, socialize, learn about other 
organizations and activities/issues in their local community.” (Armstrong 2000) 
 

A study of gardeners in Toronto found themes of individual growth (including skill-

building and improved self-esteem), friendships and connections with fellow gardeners, and the 

strengthening of community attachments.  (Wakefield et al. 2007)  On the other hand, a study of 

gardeners in Melbourne, Australia, indicated that the social capital built within their garden did 

not translate into a great increase of contact outside of the garden. (Kingsley and Townsend 

2006) 

 

Additional Benefits 

Community gardening has been linked with a variety of other benefits that, while 

unrelated to crime in any sort of direct manner, may alleviate some of the stresses of urban life.  

Several studies show that poorer urban gardeners often do supplement their food budgets with 

home-grown vegetables. (Armstrong 2000, Schmelzkopf 1995, Wakefield et al. 2007) For 

immigrant and ethnicity-identified gardeners in Toronto, the opportunity to grow “culturally 

appropriate foods” was a bonus, particularly when such foods were unavailable in local grocery 

stores. (Wakefield et al. 2007) 

 

Armstrong (2000) cites studies showing positive correlations between community 

gardening and health benefits, such as “psychological well-being” and healthier eating habits.  

Schmelzkopf (1995) also suggests the environmental benefits of greenery in an urban setting.  

“Plants and trees filter pollutants from the air, act as buffers against the wind, add oxygen to the 
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air, reduce temperatures by as much as 5 degrees or 6 degrees [Celsius] in the summer, control 

noise, reduce rainfall runoff, and attract birds and other wildlife.” (Schmelzkopf 1995) 

 

Caveats and Concerns 

Though community gardening appears to be a net good, it is not without its pitfalls.  One 

might wonder, for instance, whether the garden itself could present an opportunity for certain 

crimes, namely theft and vandalism.  The survey of community gardens in upstate New York 

found that two-thirds of urban gardens were fenced, but that “one half of the urban programs 

reported problems with vandalism, with no differences in the report of vandalism between 

programs that did and did not fence their gardens.” (Armstrong 2000)  In New York City, it was 

reported that drug addicts “often steal the gardening supplies.” (Schmelzkopf 1995)  The Toronto 

gardens, on the other hand, incurred relatively few acts of vandalism. (Wakefield et al. 2007)  

Charlotte Kahn, who has been coordinating gardens in Boston since 1975, could not recall a 

single major act of vandalism (“Once we had a green tomato fight among kids, but you couldn’t 

really call that vandalism,” she said). (Kahn, phone interview 2008) 

 

Other pitfalls include the negative side of social capital.  Community gardens are an 

opportunity for neighbors to come together, but they can also turn into a source of tension for 

participants.  Friction developed in Loisaida between the predominantly nonwhite gardeners and 

the mostly white staff members of two major organizations that provided financial and logistical 

support to gardens citywide. (Schmelzkof 1995) 
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Likewise, the Midwestern garden in Glover’s (2003) study was administrated primarily 

by whites, who “conceded the garden was still perceived by African American residents as ‘the 

white folks’ project.’”  The garden administrators’ decision to grow only flowers, and not 

vegetables, was also seen as contentious and perhaps connected to the race issue.  Glover also 

speculated that “African American residents were constrained by their fear of retribution from 

other African Americans who were involved in the criminal activity the garden group was trying 

to displace.” 

 
 
Finally, the question of who gardens is important to ask in any discussion of gardening, 

particularly when considering its contribution to collective efficacy.  If self-selected gardeners 

are already community-minded and law-abiding, how much of a social impact can gardening 

have on those most likely to commit crime?  Many researchers emphasize that the community 

gardeners are predominantly female, and often middle-aged or retired. (Kingsley and Townsend 

2006, Schmelzkopf 1995, Shinew, Glover, and Perry 2004).  In a book documenting community 

gardens in Harlem, San Francisco, Philadelphia, and Chicago, author H. Patricia Hynes 

concluded with a chapter entitled “Why So Many Women?” (Hynes 1996)  The question 

remained largely unanswered in the chapter except for broad allusions to historical and 

intercultural traditions of female gardening. 

 

Young males as a group have a higher risk for criminality, so their relative lack of 

involvement inhibits the potential for direct crime prevention through “horticulture therapy.”  

The typical older female gardener may or may not have close personal or familial connections to 

at-risk younger people, so it is difficult to hypothesize about gardening’s “secondary” effects.  
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The possibility cannot be discounted that community gardening has a limited social impact 

outside of its participant pool. 

 

And yet, as previous sections have speculated, if community gardening does play a role 

in crime prevention, it is likely indirect and informal.  A garden might offer an opportunity for 

one neighbor to inform another that her grandchild has been seen getting into trouble.  Even a 

solitary gardener is at least another pair of eyes keeping watch on the nearby street.  The 

friendships and ties formed in the garden might lead to activities more commonly associated with 

collective efficacy, such as neighborhood watches or after-school programs.  And under broken 

windows theory, of course, it is less important who is fixing up the neighborhood than the simple 

fact that it is getting fixed up at all. 

 
 
 

VII. History of Boston’s Community Gardens 

 

Gardening in Boston has not been without its own share of difficulties, but the overall 

legacy has been positive.  In some ways, Boston’s community gardens have set the tone for 

gardening elsewhere in the country.  The George Putnam Grammar School in Roxbury is 

credited for launching the school garden movement in 1891.  School gardens spread throughout 

the city and state in the following decades.  Boston was also an early adopter of the vacant lot 

gardening movement, forming its cultivation association only one year after Detroit’s successful 

experiment.  Oddly, Massachusetts had relatively few community gardens during the “work-

relief garden” period of the Great Depression. (Lawson 2005).  By World War II, however, 

victory gardens were flourishing in Boston, when city officials repurposed 49 public areas 
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(including the Boston Common) for citizen gardeners.  The Fenway Victory Gardens, established 

in 1942 and still in operation today, claim to be the nation’s only remaining public victory 

garden from the WWII era. (Fenway Victory Gardens 2007) 

 

The modern era of Boston’s community gardens began in the 1970s.  Among other 

phenomena, white flight, housing abandonment, highway expansion, and arson had created 

hundreds of empty lots and spaces throughout the city. (Warner 1987)  Informal gardens were 

being planted in the 1960s and early 1970s, but more organized (and legally sanctioned) efforts 

did not begin until the middle of the decade.  State Representative Melvin King sponsored the 

Massachusetts Gardening and Farm Act of 1974, which allowed urban gardeners to cultivate 

unused public land at no cost.  The Act, along with the growing need to combat racial tensions 

and urban decay, prompted Boston Mayor Kevin White in 1975 to allocate funding for twenty 

gardens, mostly in blighted areas such as Dorchester, Roxbury, and the South End. 

 

The Revival Gardens, as they were called, got off to a rocky start.  The garden sites 

needed to be cleared and given new soil, but contractors chosen by the city were often negligent. 

(Coe 1978)  Residents also resented having little input during planning, and felt ignored when 

they complained about the contractors’ poor service. (Warner 1987) 

 

By 1977, however, gardeners had banded together into associations, collectively 

represented by a new umbrella organization called Boston Urban Gardening (BUG).  Charlotte 

Kahn, who co-founded BUG, started as social activist and only began to focus on gardening as 

she witnessed its positive effects. “I had come to Boston with a social goal,” Kahn said. “I hadn’t 
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planned on getting involved in gardening.  I was thinking of it as a hobby, but the kids were so 

attracted to the garden. Faced with all the violence, it just seemed good to have more gardens.” 

(Lawson 2005)  Kahn secured funding for youth summer employment opportunities and job 

training programs for adults.  “We were constantly trying to involve people of all ages,” she said.  

Generating community buy-in was key to the gardens’ sustainability, both organizationally and 

physically. “We gave kids in public housing an opportunity to get involved in landscaping so 

they would help take care of things later.” (Kahn, phone interview 2008) 

 

Though some gardens came and went, the 1980s and 90s saw an upward trend in the 

number of community gardens in Boston.  During this time, additional umbrella organizations 

emerged, including the Dorchester Gardenlands Preserve & Development Corporation, the South 

End Lower Roxbury Open Space Land Trust, the Boston Natural Areas Fund, and Garden 

Futures.  Boston Urban Gardeners folded in 2000, but these organizations and other smaller 

collectives appear to have picked up the slack.  Collectively, these organizations have provided 

financial and technical assistance to individual gardens and aided in securing grants for gardens 

citywide.  Organizations have also offered programs for youth and classes to certify Master 

Urban Gardeners. 

 

In 1997, Garden Futures produced a painstaking assessment that counted more than 140 

gardens throughout Boston and determined that for a 60-garden subset, $1.6 million would be 

needed to make repairs and ensure sustainability.  They wrote: 

 
“Most of Boston’s gardens are run on shoestring budgets, with well-cared for but 
often inadequate infrastructure.  In many cases, the gardens must make do with 
short-run repairs.  [...] Dig beneath the surface even further, and you discover a 
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far more intricate web of relationships, infrastructure, and resources.  Although 
several of these gardens have been around for more than 20 years, and a large 
number for more than 10, in still takes a considerable amount of enterprise and 
gumption to keep the cycle going year after year.” (Garden Futures 1997)   
 
 

Today, Boston’s gardens exhibit a remarkable diversity of size, condition, location, and 

level of organization.  Garden Futures has since merged with the Boston Natural Areas Network, 

but continuing assessment has been performed by the Boston Indicators Project (BIP) and Heart 

of the City (HOTC), a joint program between the Kennedy School’s Rappaport Institute for 

Greater Boston, Northeastern University’s Center for Urban and Regional Policy, and Harvard 

University’s Arnold Arboretum.  In 2006, BIP estimated 200 school and community gardens in 

Boston, including 64 with active and “well-functioning” organizations. (BIP 2006) 

 

Geographically, gardens 

are most heavily concentrated in 

four neighborhoods: the South 

End, Roxbury, Dorchester, and 

Jamaica Plain (see illustration, 

right).  One of the largest, 

however, is located in Mattapan.  

The Clark-Cooper Community 

Garden offers over 250 plots on 

unused land near the old Boston 

State Hospital; the land is now owned by the Massachusetts Audubon Society, but the gardeners 

retain control over operations. (HOTC 2007)  By contrast, many gardens occupy only portions of 
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city blocks.  Satellite images of the Clark-

Cooper and Lucerne community gardens, 

pictured at right, demonstrate the differences in 

size between Boston’s various gardens (the 

scale is the same on both images).  Still other 

gardens are no larger than a single small lot or 

interstitial space between buildings. 

 

Charlotte Kahn, the Boston Urban 

Gardens co-founder, said that although crime 

prevention “wasn’t ever an explicit goal, it was 

definitely an ancillary benefit.”  (Kahn, phone 

interview 2008)  Boston’s gardeners seem to be 

aware of their small, but meaningful 

contribution.  Like those who research urban 

gardening at large, these gardeners echo the principles of broken windows and collective 

efficacy.  “Before this was just another vacant lot,” said one Boston gardener. “People would 

cross to the other side of the street when they went by.  Now, they make a point of walking on 

this side of the street.” (Garden Futures 1997) 

 

Said another Boston gardener:  “Now, of course, this garden has its problems, but we’re 

working together to make it work.  And of course we can’t solve all of what ails this community.  

But when I see people talking together and working together who never would have even given 

Clark-Cooper Community Garden 

(Source: Google Maps) 

Lucerne & Balsam Street Community Garden 

(Source: Google Maps) 
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each other the time of day, well, I know we’ve done our little bit to improve things around here.” 

(Garden Futures 1997)  “It’s an ‘eyes on the street’ thing,” concluded Kahn. “It really got people 

outside where they are looking around all the time.  The more activity there is on the street, the 

safer it is.” (Kahn, phone interview 2008) 

 
 
 

VIII. Avenues for Further Research 

 

More research is needed connecting community gardening with reduced crime and other 

benefits to neighborhoods.  With its rich history of community gardening, Boston would make an 

ideal laboratory.  Quantitative research verifying the anecdotal evidence would be extremely 

useful to urban policymakers and community gardening advocates alike.  Twiss et al. (2003) 

write that the “dearth of data on the positive impacts of community gardening hinders the ability 

to make a convincing argument when resources (e.g. funding, land, water) are at stake.”   

Evidence-based policy would ensure that resources are allocated efficiently. 

 

Presumably, crime data is available for each individual block of Boston.  Provided that 

such data is available for several years, time-series analysis would prove ideal for studying the 

effects of community gardens on crime rates.  Gardens go in and out of existence for reasons 

cited earlier in this paper.  To capture their effects, the following regression analysis could be 

performed: 

 

The dependent variable would be the crime rate for each individual block in each year 

studied (i.e. every year for which data is available).  The key independent variable would be a 
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garden “dummy,” coded 1 if a garden was present on the block in the given year, and 0 if there 

was no garden present.  Alternative independent variables might take the scale of the garden into 

account (size of lot, number of gardeners involved, degree of organization, etc).  Finally, it 

would be important to test the effects of a garden on its surrounding blocks.  This could be 

accomplished by entering a given block’s distance to the nearest garden or by creating more 

dummy variables that would code for proximity (i.e. the block is adjacent to one with a garden, 

the block is within two blocks of a garden, etc). 

 

Control variables would need to be assembled to account, as much as is possible, for the 

many other factors known to affect crime on a given block.  Dummy variables would also need 

to be created for each neighborhood and year to account for all the hidden and unknowable 

factors peculiar to certain areas and points in time.  Particular years in the 1980s and 90s, for 

instance, saw high overall crime rates in Boston.  A garden created during these years might 

actually appear to increase local crime rates if a dummy variable is not used.  Likewise, certain 

blocks are unfortunately caught in the crossfire of long-feuding gangs.  The area surrounding the 

Lucerne Community Garden, for instance, may experience heightened violence.  The question is 

whether the garden decreases violence relative to the rest of the neighborhood.  By using control 

variables, neighborhood-level dummies, and year dummies, the specific effects of gardens can be 

more easily isolated. 

 

Running the dependent, independent, control, and dummy variables through a regression 

would reveal the correlation between local crime rates and the presence of community gardens.  

To move a bit closer toward identifying causation (which is not technically provable, of course), 
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the gardening variables could be “lagged” backward in time by a few years.   In other words, the 

model would show what happened to crime rates on the block in the years following the creation 

of a garden after there had been sufficient time for the garden’s physical and social benefits to set 

in. 

 

An alternative method of studying the effects of community gardens on crime rates 

would be geospatial mapping.  Much like the color-coded temperature maps on a weather report, 

crime “heat maps” allow us to visualize the concentration of crime in various locations across a 

city.  Indeed, Boston law enforcement already uses technology to map crime hotspots.  Plotting 

the locations of all the city’s community gardens on these maps could reveal any “cooling” 

effects.  Again, analyzing over time would be especially useful.  Does the creation of a garden in 

a hotspot cool off the immediate surroundings in subsequent years?  If so, how large an area is 

affected and is the effect sustained?  If a garden is abandoned, does the block get hotter? 

 

A project using spatial analysis software appears to be underway to map the effects of 

community gardens on crime in Houston.  It is doubtful, however, that the two-mile radius drawn 

around each garden will turn up 

much of an effect (see illustration, 

left).  Gardens are unlikely to affect 

such a large swath.   Additionally, 

the project does not use block-level 

crime data, instead opting to use a 

grid of quarter-mile by quarter-mile 
Houston Crime Map with Garden Pinpoints 

Source: Geochalkboard 
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squares to generate its heat map.  This method, while not uninformative, may not adequately 

capture the microcosmic dynamics of both crime and community gardens.  Still, lessons from 

this project could be applied to geospatial studies elsewhere, including Boston. 

 
 

Both time-series regression and geospatial analysis would help answer the question of 

whether the positive effects of the garden serve only to push criminal activity to another location.  

If crime decreases in the garden’s immediate block but increases nearby, there may be cause for 

concern.  If Eck and Weisburd (1995) are correct, however, the garden’s elimination of a vacant 

lot will reduce crime in its immediate area and in the surrounding blocks as well. 

 

 

IX. Conclusion 

 
Gardeners, residents, and neighborhood activists have long sensed that community 

gardens help alleviate the physical and social disorders that lead to crime.  Some criminologists 

have sensed it, too.  “Cities that sow community gardens,” collective efficacy theorist Felton 

Earls told the New York Times, “may reap a harvest of not only kale and tomatoes, but safer 

neighborhoods and healthier children.” (Hurley 2004)  Gardens are symbols of neighborhood 

pride, but more research is needed to substantiate this symbolism with concrete evidence.  If 

research yields the predicted results, cities such as Boston will be better able to integrate 

gardening into city policy and continue the century-long legacy of rejuvenating urban 

landscapes, one lot at a time. 
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To go on a completely amazing virtual tour of the Berkeley Street Community Garden courtesy 

of Google Street View, click here and then click on the green arrow. 
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