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Abstract
Urban agriculture is a promising avenue for food system change; however, projects often struggle with a lack of volunteers—
limiting both their immediate goals and the broader movement-building to which many alternative food initiatives (AFIs) 
aspire. In this paper, I adopt a case study approach focusing on Farm X, an urban farm with a strong volunteer culture located 
in Tāmaki-Makaurau Auckland, New Zealand’s largest city. Drawing on a significant period of researcher participation and 11 
in-depth interviews with volunteers and project coordinators, I first contextualise and explore the history of Farm X, then offer 
themes to describe key factors which help or hinder their volunteer engagement. Engagement is helped by strong leadership, 
learning by doing, socialising around plants, and contributing to a movement. Conversely, engagement is hindered by time 
scarcity, economic hurdles, and struggles over direction. Drawing on McClintock’s (Local Environ 19(2): 147–171, 2014, 
10.1080/13549839.2012.752797) insights into the hybrid and contradictory nature of urban agriculture as a tool for social 
change, the paper continues with a discussion of two important trade-offs involved in both farm management and the move-
ment building promoted by Farm X: focused leadership verses volunteer agency; and asking more verses less of volunteers. 
Finally, I suggest several avenues that may be useful for other urban agriculture projects interested in movement building.

Keywords  Volunteer · Urban farm · Movement building · Case study

Abbreviations
AFIs	� Alternative food initiatives
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“We’ve tended on this planet to live against nature… 
the greatest challenge I think always is to work and 
live within nature—within, not just with but within—
and you do that… you do that when you commit to a 
garden”

(interview participant E, male)

Introduction

Food systems are contested territory. Despite decades of 
agri-business dominance, industrial and globalised food sys-
tems are now routinely critiqued, and their power, processes 
and outcomes challenged (e.g., Commerce Commission 

2022; Joy et al. 2022; Vermeulen et al. 2012). Many options 
for different systems exist (e.g., Ajl 2022), but for city-dwell-
ers, an increasingly common pathway is urban agriculture 
(Sage et al. 2020). Defined broadly as the production of food 
in urban areas (Ackerman 2012), urban agriculture is often 
described as a movement—reflecting its association with 
‘alternative food initiatives’ (AFIs): a range of practices 
claimed to challenge the hegemony of industrial-capitalist 
food systems and the negative social, environmental, and 
economic outcomes with which they are associated (Harré 
et al. 2022; Sharp et al. 2015).

More specifically, Sharp et al. (2015) describe participa-
tion in urban agriculture (including urban farming, com-
munity gardening, and school gardening) as sitting at the 
intersection of three key AFI domains: food production, food 
supply, and increasing access to (and experience of) food in 
ways that differ from agri-business. Efforts here have been 
celebrated for such factors as increasing access to fresh food 
(McClintock 2014), showcasing ecologically accountable 
forms of production (Taylor and Lovell 2014), increasing 
community cohesion (Firth et al. 2011) and demonstrating 
alternative economic models for sales and distribution (King 
2008). As Sage et al. (2020) argue, urban agriculturalists 
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are increasingly aware of this social change potential, and 
organising as a movement to achieve their goals.

Despite this, ideas of ‘urban agriculture a movement 
for social change’ have also been critiqued, with scholars 
pointing out the ways certain projects reproduce neolib-
eral ideas, further perpetuating the status quo (McClintock 
2014; Pudup 2008; Webb 2020). Using the example of 
state-sponsored school gardens in California, Pudup (2008) 
explains how the neoliberal logic behind calls to ‘eat local’ 
and ‘vote with your fork’ elevates individual consumption 
as a singular pathway to (market-based) change. In the pro-
cess, structural inequities are side-lined, leaving individual 
citizens “in charge of their own adjustment(s) to economic 
restructuring and social dislocation through self-help tech-
nologies centered on personal contact with nature” (Pudup 
2008, p. 1229). Similarly, Rosol (2012) suggests that Ber-
lin’s once-disruptive community gardening movement has 
now shifted towards “a form of voluntarism” (p. 557) sup-
ported by municipal governments as a way to capitalise on 
free labour, maintaining green spaces otherwise neglected 
by neoliberal cuts (Rosol 2012).

While these responses highlight risks associated with 
existing power co-opting urban agriculture’s social move-
ment potential, McClintock (2014) points out that such sin-
gularly critical perspectives can themselves limit possibili-
ties for change. As a result of economic pressures linked to 
urban land prices, labour costs and the ‘cheapening’ of food 
perpetuated by agri-business’ global disregard of externali-
ties (e.g., water health, soil quality, atmospheric stability, 
labour etc.; Patel and Moore 2018), urban agriculture pro-
jects have been forced to experiment with a range of dif-
ferent, innovative and sometimes contradictory approaches, 
involving varying degrees of state support, market integra-
tion and volunteer labour (Classens 2015; Ernwein 2017; 
McClintock 2014). In light of this reality, McClintock (2014) 
argues that urban agriculture is by necessity both neoliberal 
and radical: a diverse, complex and contradictory space that, 
as with capitalism more generally, contains both opportuni-
ties for difference and obstacles which limit this change. 
Echoing Gibson-Graham’s (2008) call for research which 
“helps us see openings [and provides] a space of freedom 
and possibility” (p. 619), this insight shifts inquiry away 
from the pursuit of a single and morally ‘right’ strategy—as 
if any one ‘solution’ could ‘solve’ a complex problem (Rit-
tel and Webber 1973)—and into a richer, more contextual 
space, inviting us to consider multiple perspectives, strate-
gies and scales, and ultimately to focus on the processes by 
which difference enters the world; in McClintock’s (2014) 
words “on how and where urban agriculture arises” (p. 157).

Volunteering in urban agriculture

Farm labour is central to urban agriculture; however, many 
AFIs operate outside of the formal economy and so must 
find ways to attract and retain sufficient volunteers to achieve 
their goals (Cohen and Reynolds 2015; Drake and Lawson 
2015; Earle 2011)—a requirement that varies considerably. 
Some AFIs are highly dependent on volunteers and wouldn’t 
exist or function in their absence; for example, community 
gardens (Cohen and Reynolds 2015) and activist networks 
organising explicitly for food system change (Massicotte 
and Kelly-Bisson 2019). For other (often more commer-
cial) AFIs like urban farms, volunteers may be useful but 
not strictly necessary, enabling additional work beyond the 
core commercial tasks undertaken by paid staff (Ekers et al. 
2016); for example, expanding productive capacity and/or 
increasing consumer awareness of alternative food (and by 
extension, its market penetration).

These differences are complicated further by AFIs’ inher-
ently political nature. While AFIs require volunteers to help 
achieve their day-to-day work (for example, growing seed-
lings, weeding, harvesting), there is also a sense in which 
volunteers help to facilitate the broader work of movement 
building with which AFIs are associated, whether the volun-
teers actively support this or not. At a base level this includes 
the material ‘prefiguring’ of a world centred around local 
sustainably produced food (e.g., Rutt 2020), but may also 
extend to more movement-oriented requirements to “edu-
cate, agitate, organise” (The Democratic Federation 1883), 
mobilising resources to achieve common goals (McCarthy 
and Zald 1977) and enabling the expansion necessary to 
challenge the hegemony of industrial agriculture.

In this paper, I’ll argue that this distinction—between 
supporting existing projects and actively growing the 
movement—is crucial to understanding volunteer engage-
ment in urban agriculture. Following Wilson (2000), I 
define volunteering as “any activity in which time is given 
freely to benefit another person, group, or organization” 
(p. 215), noting that considerable differences exist between 
the commitment of those volunteering in support of exist-
ing projects and those volunteering to develop, lead and 
launch a project. In this sense, Diani’s (1992) social move-
ment definition is useful. Diani (1992) defines a social 
movement as “a network of informal interactions between 
a plurality of individuals, groups and/or organizations, 
engaged in a political or cultural conflict, on the basis of 
shared collective identity” (p. 8). This suggests a higher 
threshold for ‘movement participants’ beyond more casual 
volunteers, including shared awareness of the issues with 
food, and an associated collective identity.

Further challenges relate to the framing of volunteering 
under neoliberalism (Dean 2014; Eliasoph 2011). As Dean 
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(2014) explains, the rise of neoliberalism has seen volun-
teering increasingly promoted as a pathway to individual 
‘career development’ and/or ‘skill building’, reframing 
otherwise (or additionally) altruistic tendencies within a 
singularly competitive, alienated and market-based logic. 
This promotion of instrumental or extrinsic motivations 
can sit at odds with the deeper commitment and collectiv-
ity demanded by social movements (Dean 2014); for exam-
ple, Handy et al. (2010) shows how student volunteers who 
prioritised resumé building volunteered less time overall 
than those with more altruistic motivations. Similarly, 
Bauman (2007) notes that such individualistic approaches 
can increase the likelihood for people to “abandon com-
mitments and loyalties without regret’ (p. 4)—raising a 
fundamental question for those who promote urban agri-
culture as a social movement: not just how to attract vol-
unteers, but how to engage them to stay with, promote, and 
ultimately grow urban agriculture as a movement?

Existing research on AFI volunteer engagement suggests 
a range of important (sometimes contradictory) factors, 
from socialising (Teig et al. 2009) through to an individual 
drive for independence from corporate food (Turner 2011). 
While some volunteers do connect their participation to a 
movement for social change—for example, in Melbourne 
(Kingsley et al. 2019), Oakland (Lyson 2014), and Edin-
burgh (McVey et al. 2018)—such motivations sit alongside 
less radical aims like the provision of food and stress release 
(Kingsley et al. 2019), a diversity reflecting the broad and 
multi-functional nature of many AFIs (Sharp et al. 2015). 
By way of contrast, research noting limits to participation 
highlights factors like inter-personal disputes about garden 
management (Drake and Lawson 2015), the often-underesti-
mated and challenging realities of growing food (Drake and 
Lawson 2015), barriers created by participant homogeneity 
and its associated racial and class privilege (Lyson 2014), 
and modern society’s undervaluing of a connection to food 
production (Rose 2013).

In line with Pudup’s (2008) critique of general terms like 
‘community gardening’, this research reveals no singular 
type or motivations, but rather stresses the importance of 
context and more specific, nuanced analyses of not just vol-
unteer engagement, but AFIs more generally (London et al. 
2021; McClintock and Simpson 2018; Okvat and Zautra 
2011; Sharp et al. 2015). This need for deeper research is 
particularly important in New Zealand (Sharp et al. 2015). 
A small number of studies have explored New Zealand ini-
tiatives, for example, farmers markets (Parkins and Craig 
2009), community gardens (Webb 2020), Māori food pro-
duction (Piatti 2015), dumpster diving (Sharp et al. 2016), 
and food policy councils (Haylock and Connelly 2018)—
with recent research emphasising the lack of funding and 
legislative oversight that these initiatives operate within 
(Hanna and Wallace 2021). However, urban agriculture 

research in New Zealand pales in comparison to that over-
seas, reflecting both the relative infancy of organised AFIs 
in New Zealand, and a paucity of research on initiatives that 
do exist (Sharp et al. 2015; Webb 2020).

The case study

In this paper, I focus in on the factors that have helped and 
hindered volunteer engagement at one (locally novel) AFI 
in Tāmaki-Makaurau Auckland: a self-described urban farm 
and teaching hub, referred to throughout as Farm X. Consist-
ent with calls for increased specificity in both urban agricul-
ture (McClintock 2014; Sharp et al. 2015) and volunteering 
research more generally (Wilson 2000), I adopt an in-depth 
case study approach (Yin 2009), combining significant 
researcher participation at the farm with 11 semi-structured 
interviews with volunteers and key project organisers. Draw-
ing upon recent scholarship on “people-focused” systems 
(Harré et al. 2021), I start from the assumption that Farm X 
has been successful in that they have attracted the volunteers 
necessary to establish and maintain the farm, and that it is 
worthwhile to consider how this has been achieved, for both 
the project’s own sustainability and other organisations with 
similar goals. In addition to considering volunteer engage-
ment more generally, particular attention is paid to Farm 
X’s emphasis on volunteering as supporting a ‘delicious (r)
evolution’ and the tensions, contradictions, and possibilities 
involved in promoting urban agriculture as a social move-
ment against industrial agri-business.

Method

Approach to knowledge

Consistent with my training as a community psychologist 
(Riemer et al. 2020), I highlight and practice an epistemol-
ogy that values subjectivity, specificity and nuance; what 
Kidder and Fine (1987) call big Q qualitative research. Big 
Q research doesn’t just emphasise the qualitative techniques 
used to gather and analyse data (e.g., open-ended questions), 
but also a qualitative worldview where all knowledge is con-
tingent, incomplete and partial, and where the outcomes of 
the analysis are significantly informed by my own position-
ality and the ongoing revising, refining and reinventing that 
characterises a big Q approach to research (see also Braun 
and Clarke 2021).

Researcher positionality and participation

My involvement with Farm X began as a volunteer myself, 
attending regular working bees during the farm’s estab-
lishment—some two years prior to the formal research. 
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Alongside many others, I sweated for and ate of the site, dig-
ging rocks from beds, planting cover crops and propagating 
seedlings, raising mounds of hot compost, harvesting fruits 
and leaves, developing friendships and deepening my under-
standing of both the potential and challenges associated with 
growing food as a tool for change. Like many (but not all) 
volunteers, I was then younger than 30, university-educated, 
and, having returned from a significant period of volunteer-
ing on other farms overseas, in-between other commitments.

In line with Brannick and Coghlan’s (2007) take on 
‘insider research’, these experiences provide insights “not 
only through the detached observational role but through the 
subjectively immersed role as well” (p. 66). From regular 
attendance at the working bees held in late 2018 to estab-
lish farm infrastructure through to decreased but still semi-
regular involvement over 2019, these experiences helped to 
shape the formal period of study and its emphasis on vol-
unteer participation as one key limitation/enabler for grow-
ing urban agriculture as a movement. In line with Harré’s 
(2019) ingredients for community research, my (practiced 
and ongoing) commitment to this movement provides an 
important degree of “skin in the game… a compelling sense 
of personal recognition rather than just wanting to help [a 
community] with their problems” (p. 84).

Further insights come from deeper participation over the 
8 months of formal engagement, spanning from July 2020 
through to the end of February 2021. During this period, 
I was more closely involved in the work at Farm X than 
ever before, attending bi-weekly harvest sessions organised 
around preparing food boxes and regular evening working 
bees focused on planting and maintaining the garden. As 
a result, the analysis presented here is also informed by a 
huge range of informal conversation and observation, both 
in-person and online. In combination with the formal inter-
views and regular field notes taken after each day of farm 
work, these help to provide the “thick description” sought 
by ethnographers (Geertz 1973, p. 3), grounded in the direct 
words of garden participants, promotional materials shared 
by Farm X online, and my own experiences and subjectivity.

Interview details

As an insider researcher, I drew on the above experiences 
to shape not just the analysis but also the research focus, 
the specific questions asked of interviewees, and to ensure 
that those recruited were at least broadly representative of 
volunteers at the site. While representativeness isn’t a focus 
of Big Q qualitative research per se—reflecting criticisms 
of its claims to generalisability verses qualitative research’s 
more contextual engagement (Braun and Clarke 2021)—I 
wanted to include some of the volunteer diversity that has 
been involved at Farm X, both for its own sake and for the 
nuance that differences here introduce (McClintock 2014).

In addition to the targeted recruitment of key organis-
ers (the project’s self-described ‘Vision Holder’ J, an artist 
promoting urban agriculture and a key driver of both organ-
isational goals and funding relationships; and day-to-day 
Garden Manager V), nine other volunteers were recruited 
via public presentation of the research aims and recruitment 
posters at the farm. Interviews took place from November 
2020 to May 2021 and ranged in length from 45 min to 2 h. 
For the project organisers, interview questions focused on 
the goals, establishment and challenges of the project, with 
an emphasis on how (and why) they have sought to engage 
volunteers and what their hopes are for the project moving 
forward. In contrast, interviews with volunteers focused on 
how they came to hear of the project, why it appealed to 
them, the work they’ve been involved in, how they’ve found 
the experience of being on-site, any challenges or barriers 
they’ve faced in their efforts to be involved, and their future 
aspirations for both the project and their own involvement 
in growing food.

Of those interviewed, some were involved at the project’s 
conception (T, C, H, E), while others were more recently 
engaged (S, Q, P, K, F). Gardening experience and aware-
ness of the politics of food varied considerably amongst 
interviewees, as did their frequency of engagement. In 
terms of demographics, those interviewed were largely (but 
not exclusively) younger than 30 and identified as Pākehā/
NZ European—aligning with my general experience of 
participants at the site; a relative homogeneity reflecting 
some combination of neighbourhood demographics, self-
similarity in social networks (e.g., de Klepper et al. 2010), 
and the racial and class privilege associated with ‘spare’ 
time for activities like gardening (e.g., Lyson 2014; Meenar 
and Hoover 2012). In contrast to my observations at the site, 
7 interviewees out of 11 identify as male, a bias that likely 
reflects my own gender and approachability, and one that 
risks misrepresenting the considerable presence of female 
volunteers at the farm. A demographic summary of the 
research participants is provided in Table 1. In the analysis 
to follow, they are identified using a letter of the alphabet 
and their self-described gender.

Table 1   An overview of demographic variation amongst the inter-
viewees

Ethnicity European Māori Chinese

9 1 1
Age 18–30 30–65 65 + 

6 4 1
Gender Male Female Non-specified

7 4 0
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Analysis

Consistent with Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six stage 
approach to reflexive thematic analysis, I first familiarised 
myself with the data, transcribing the interviews before 
entering an iterative process of reading, note-taking, and 
coding in NVivo. This began with a deliberately broad and 
inductive ‘bottom up’ approach (Braun and Clarke 2006, 
2013) focusing on semantic or direct meanings offered by 
interviewees, for example, ‘haven in the city’, and ‘what 
people have learned there’. As my familiarity with the data 
increased, I began to notice and code more latent mean-
ings—described by Braun et al. (2019) as “a deeper, more 
implicit or conceptual level of meaning” (p. 853)—for exam-
ple, ‘caring for nature’ and ‘dissatisfaction with modernity’. 
After several iterations, I had 97 separate codes.

I then constructed themes—used here to describe “clus-
ters of meaning” (Braun et al. 2019, p. 855)—focusing on 
the various factors that help and hinder volunteer engage-
ment across individual, social, and cultural levels. Potential 
themes were built and rebuilt in an iterated process assessing 
completeness, distinction and the ‘story’ they told (Shostak 
2022)—informed by feedback from my PhD supervisor Pro-
fessor Niki Harré, participants at two online conferences, 
and the anonymous peer reviewers who helped direct and 
refine the analysis shared here. Over the course of this feed-
back (including multiple revisions while writing; Braun and 
Clarke 2021), my analysis evolved and deepened, grappling 
with complexity of efforts for social change under neolib-
eralism, eventually encompassing the seven core themes 
shared below. While still partial and contingent (for such is 
the nature of knowledge in a big Q qualitative worldview; 
Kidder and Fine 1987), the analysis shared here is nonethe-
less one I hope will contribute to the development of urban 
agriculture as a self-conscious movement, both in New Zea-
land and elsewhere.

Results

First, I provide some context for Farm X then describe key 
themes detailing factors that have helped and hindered their 
volunteer engagement.

Context

Farm X is located in Tāmaki-Makaurau Auckland, New 
Zealand’s largest city, on a small 600 m2 site near the cen-
tral city. At the time of its 2017 conception, urban farm-
ing was locally novel (in an economic sense distinct from 
community gardening; Giacchè et al. 2021), reflecting the 
economic dominance of industrial export-oriented agricul-
ture and New Zealand’s history as a settler-colonial nation 

developed (in part) to provide food for the British Empire 
(Belich 2001). Farm X was instigated by an arts-based non-
profit who had previously run a number of smaller projects 
focused on plants, education and sustainability. Responding 
to an invitation from Auckland City Council to pitch for a 
neglected community garden site, the non-profit proposed 
to trial a micro-enterprise focused on sustainable food that 
would be able to pay a manager’s wage; as Farm X’s ‘Vision 
Holder’ J—also a volunteer—described in our interview, “an 
urban farm that actually creates jobs, that proves that these 
systems that we’re talking about actually work.”

While approved in principle, a year of meetings passed 
with no formal lease signed. Key issues were fundraising 
and obtaining a lease long enough to justify the proposed 
infrastructure spend—a seeming paradox. No lease would 
be granted without funds to establish infrastructure, but 
without a lease the project was insufficiently secure to raise 
the necessary funds. Frustrations grew and eventually the 
group turned to direct action. As Farm X’s Garden Man-
ager V explained, “[Vision Holder J] called me up and said 
look, someone’s just got to step up and do it”. So V—who, 
while part of the planning group, wasn’t then employed as 
manager—organised a number of working bees to prepare 
growing beds and began, with significant volunteer input 
(and no formal permission), to grow food on the site.

Efforts here had the desired effect, with regular week-
end working bees in spring 2018 transforming the site from 
grass into a number of rows for production: “once we did 
start digging… then it started really gaining momentum” (H, 
female). A one-year lease was secured, water connected, and 
funds raised to cover wages for some of Garden Manager 
V’s time, much of which was initially volunteered. Farm X’s 
capacity to grow and sell produce increased, building rela-
tionships with local chefs and working towards a position 
where farm income could cover the manager’s wage. How-
ever, the administration involved with supplying restaurants 
sat at odds with the farm’s small scale, and as their capacity 
grew a decision was made to shift towards a community-
supported agriculture (CSA) scheme, providing weekly food 
boxes to local residents in exchange for a larger ‘seasonal’ 
payment upfront. As Garden Manager V explains, it meant 
“every leaf we grew could get out to people… it’s another 
way to engage with the community”.

This engagement has been central to the project’s suc-
cess. In addition to selling 35 produce boxes weekly under 
a paid CSA subscription scheme, Farm X (which contin-
ues to sit under the umbrella of the original arts-based 
non-profit) now also runs a paid composting service, a 
CSA scheme selling seedlings at the start of each season, 
and a week-long paid course in sustainable farming. At 
$35NZ per box per week, CSA shares are an affordable 
if exclusive option, sold preferentially to those within in 
walking distance of the farm—a relatively affluent and 
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densifying suburb on the urban fringe. The project pays 
no rent or water utility bills, using the income generated 
to employ 1.5 full time equivalent staff: Garden Manager 
V, and a paid apprentice; part of the non-profit’s succes-
sion plan and ambition for future sites. These employees 
are supported by an ‘open-gate’ policy for drop-in volun-
teering, regular working bees run early on Tuesday and 
Friday mornings (where produce is harvested and prepared 
for the CSA boxes), and more education-focused evening 
working bees on Wednesdays, from 5–7 pm in summer and 
3.30–5.30 pm in winter.

Volunteer numbers vary week to week and season to 
season, but are consistently higher for the evening work-
ing bees, ranging from just a few volunteers (for exam-
ple, when raining in winter) through to regular groups of 
10–15 in summer. Paying CSA members may occasionally 
volunteer, but for the most part those who volunteer in 
the garden are distinct from those who pay for produce 
(and volunteers only occasionally receive left-over pro-
duce themselves). New faces are a regular occurrence, 
as are returning volunteers; however, the frequency of 
engagement varies considerably: some come regularly 
and intensely for a short period; others are less frequent 
but have longer histories of engagement. While volunteers 
were crucial for a majority of work during farm estab-
lishment, the farm’s core tasks are now largely within 
the capacity of their paid staff. Volunteer labour remains 
important for harvests and further intensification (e.g., 
helping to establish the seedling CSA) while also con-
tributing to the farm’s goals of education and outreach. 
Variation in attendance at harvest time is buffered by the 
combination of paid staff and a ‘core crew’ of more com-
mitted volunteers: one (H) who has been reliably and regu-
larly present since the farm’s inception; others who have 
been involved deeply but for shorter periods in an informal 

intern-type relationship. Occasionally, larger organised 
groups of up to 30 people (e.g., a workplace) may visit for 
a one-off day of volunteering (Fig. 1).

Factors that help volunteer engagement

Results from the interview analysis are organised into two 
categories, capturing themes which help volunteer engage-
ment (strong leadership, learning by doing, socialising 
around plants, and contributing to a movement); and 
themes which hinder volunteer engagement (time scarcity, 
economic hurdles, and struggles over direction) (Fig. 2).

Fig. 1   Overview of the various avenues for engagement offered by the site (as at July 2021)

Fig. 2   Overview of the themes and subthemes that help and hinder 
volunteer engagement
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Strong leadership

The first key factor that helps volunteer engagement at 
Farm X is strong leadership, reflecting clear organisational 
goals and the on-site impact of Garden Manager V, both 
coordinating and inspiring volunteer input. Further detail 
on the nature of this leadership is provided by the sub-
themes asking your networks for help and being flexible.

Asking your networks for help refers to the ways that 
Garden Manager V’s leadership at Farm X has embraced 
and communicated their need for volunteer participation, 
helping to create a project in which many feel involved and 
indeed, important. This asking was most explicit in the 
establishment phase of the project, but has also featured 
throughout as volunteer numbers (and the need for them) 
have waxed and waned. As one longstanding volunteer 
described it, directness here can help to ‘up-rank’ Farm X 
relative to other commitments: “suddenly volunteers turn 
up who might not have even thought about turning up, but 
because they know that we need an extra pair of hands, 
they drop everything and come” (H, female).

Requests for help can be split between more general 
(‘one-to-many’) communication over social media facili-
tated by Garden Manager V—such as the Facebook events 
used for the initial working bees—and more specific (‘one-
to-one’) shoulder-taps focused on certain tasks. While 
these requests are necessarily limited by the networks of 
those involved, for example, excluding those who are less 
online (and likely skewing participation towards younger 
demographics), for those reached, these provide power-
ful incentives for participation. For example, one inter-
viewee, a novice gardener with social network ties to V, 
explained how “I just went one random day and [V] was 
pumped that I was doing building and wanted me to build 
a table for him… I like doing little building projects” (Q, 
male). While limited in the time demanded and often just 
a one-off, such help has been crucial to the farm’s estab-
lishment and is notable for the ways in which it relies less 
on an interest in gardening (or a political analysis of the 
issues with agri-business) and more on communication 
and the social relationship between volunteer and garden 
coordinator.

This combination of communication and personal net-
works also played a significant role in Farm X’s estab-
lishment where, in addition to a broader call out, Garden 
Manager V drew heavily upon friends and the community 
connected to the shared house where V lived. In V’s words, 
“it was a Facebook event on the [Farm X] page… and then 
we invited [the non-profit’s] people, but really, to be honest, 
the people that started that site off were my immediate kind 
of community, heaps of my friends and friends of friends”. 
While the vast majority of this group have had limited 
involvement since, they provided labour and enthusiasm at 

a crucial time—a tension/opportunity for movement build-
ing explored further in the discussion.

Being flexible refers to the ways in which Farm X’s open-
gate policy and relaxed approach to volunteering makes it 
easy for participants with different levels of availability and 
interest to each be involved in their own way at different 
times, increasing or decreasing participation as their cir-
cumstances change. In particular, participants enjoyed being 
part of a larger ‘wrap-around’ community, and the welcom-
ing, non-bureaucratic nature of volunteering facilitated by 
Garden Manager V. This wasn’t just the case during farm 
establishment but has continued into its functioning week-
to-week. For example, “they’re always so good about you 
know, like, just come when you can, which I think is really 
nice because previous places I’ve volunteered, it’s kind of 
like, these are the times you come and go and they kind of 
felt like there was a bit of pressure to be there” (F, female); 
“I think there’s always such a big cycle of people there that 
that’s, you know, it’s not really like a big responsibility to 
be there or anything like that” (S, female); “that is a big part 
of [Farm X], it’s super chill, it’s super relaxed” (Q, male). 
Important factors here were a range of different activities, 
a large community of occasional volunteers, and a range of 
regular times when volunteers were welcomed on site.

Learning by doing

A further theme that enabled volunteering was the impor-
tance of learning by doing, reflecting the education Vision 
Holder J describes as a core aim of Farm X: “This project 
is really about building capacity… there is no movement if 
you haven’t created capacities at multiple levels, so capacity 
to imagine, capacity to do, capacity to share… that’s very 
intentional”. Crucially, this education is hands-on, providing 
a welcome point of contrast from other more distant modes, 
for example, “I found the garden and I was like, this is so 
much better, so hands on compared to like, watching a You-
Tube video” (F, female); “I tend to retain it, just cause you’ve 
immediately put it into practice sorta thing” (Q, male); “We 
planted the whole row so we were able to see the work from 
scratch… we learnt a lot in that one session” (K, male). As 
one of the more experienced interviewees noted, this focus 
is common to many gardeners: “the strongest force that I 
have in terms of actually finding new pathways, new ways 
of doing things… it’s through experiential learning, it’s actu-
ally learning by doing” (E, male).

Responses here are further divided into two sub-themes, 
reflecting key differences in the type of ‘learning by doing’ 
prioritised: expert guidance, and collective experimentation. 
Expert guidance refers to the ways volunteers are engaged by 
Garden Manager V’s experience (as evidenced by the site’s 
commercial outputs) and his skill and willingness to share 
farming knowledge via a classic teacher-student hierarchy. 



	 D. C. Kelly 

1 3

For example, “what [V] has done is the true knowledge… 
that’s the true production we the urbanised people need to 
know” (P, male); “even when we’re super busy [V] will 
spend time, you know quality time with people explaining 
what’s going on, and answer any questions” (H, female); 
“I guess it’s just good to learn from someone who does 
know” (Q, male). Alongside informal volunteer instruction, 
Farm X’s focus on expert-led education has since expanded 
to include a paid, multi-day course offered several times 
throughout the year.

This approach can be contrasted with collective experi-
mentation, referring to a more organic and participatory 
process extending beyond the specifics of market gardening 
and into a realm of both physical and social transformation, 
for example, during the direct action that created the farm. 
Volunteering was less formalised during this period and V’s 
leadership left considerable space for agency and a sense 
of ownership amongst those keen to participate. For exam-
ple, T—who helped build much of the farm’s infrastructure 
before becoming less engaged—describes how “it felt a lot 
more ramshackle at first. Like we were figuring out what we 
were trying to do with the space before we really even knew 
too much of how to do it”. More than any growing knowl-
edge, T notes that this period taught him “about existing 
with a group of people that have different thought patterns 
to your own.” Similarly, C—another early and enthusiastic 
volunteer who eventually stopped participating—pointed out 
how the dynamic early on was one of learning to function 
together, taking those involved beyond a backyard growing 
scale and into a zone of novel collaboration at odds with 
top-down plans for professional infrastructure. In C’s words, 
distinguishing that experience from the teacher-student 
dynamic in the sub-theme above: “it was a space where I did 
learn, through the process, and we learnt together—it’s not 
[V] taught us it, because he went through that process too”. 
For volunteers of a particular type, this sense of agency, 
possibility and having a collective project is a significant 
motivator, albeit one that came to clash with the top-down 
direction later taken by Farm X (explained further in the 
theme struggles over direction).

Socialising around plants

Socialising around plants refers to the interpersonal 
aspects enjoyed by volunteers and the way that Farm X’s 
physical location and focus on plants facilitates a point of 
commonality that helps transcend other differences. For 
example, H—an older but highly committed and long-
standing volunteer—described the enjoyment she gets 
from being part of the Farm X community, noting that 
while “there’s mostly young people that come in… there 
doesn’t seem to be an age thing in the garden, you know 
everyone’s just accepted for who they are.” Similarly, other 

interviewees all made reference to the social dimension of 
the project; for example: “it’s a place for social things, like 
new friends… experiencing something in common, finding 
like-minded people” (P, male); “every person that I meet 
there, I really like” (S, female); “if I didn’t gel with people 
I wouldn’t go back the second time” (F, female). This was 
something clearly apparent to Garden Manager V: “I think 
a lot of people come and continue coming because of the 
community and because of the feeling of involvement and 
togetherness that they can get from it…like farming and 
the veggies are the mediator. what’s actually happening is 
the people that are there.”

Participant responses raised two further sub-themes: pas-
sion is contagious and working together helps community 
grow. Passion is contagious refers to the ways that enthu-
siasm in a social context can be both inspiring and infec-
tious. Many participants spoke about how their volunteering 
was a source of excitement, linking this back to the passion 
for gardening shared by both Garden Manager V and the 
other volunteers. For example, “It’s kind of exciting because 
you’re like planting seeds and you’re making things grow” 
(S, female); “the real ones… the true [Farm X] followers 
[laughs]… they’re very inspiring to be with” (H, female); 
“we have kind of learned together… one person gets an 
obsession and that draws other people in” (C, male); “it’s 
fun, it’s exciting … you want to be part of it” (K, male); 
“I literally leave and I’m like, buzzing just cause I really 
enjoy being there” (F, female). In this sense, Farm X can be 
understood as a ‘third place’—a public zone distinct from 
work and home (Firth et al. 2011)—where people can meet, 
interact, and in doing so, create and deepen points of inter-
est; a crucial element for movement building.

Relatedly, working together helps community grow refers 
to the ways in which the material changes and collective 
work involved in gardening (a bed cleared of weeds, a com-
post heap built) helps to create a sense of shared progress, 
achievement, and ultimately a social network made up of 
those participating. This was particularly the case in the 
project’s establishment phase, but also extends to Farm X’s 
functioning week-to-week—with interviewees emphasising 
their sense of productivity and the social layer that shared 
work involves, for example: “it’s quite enjoyable getting 
some physical exercise done while doing something use-
ful” (Q, male); “it seems like you do a lot in the hour there 
but it’s because there’s, you know, heaps of other people 
there” (F, female); “I mean four people, or even two people 
doing the micro-greens is way more fun than having to do 
the whole thing on your on your own” (H, female). Oth-
ers explicitly linked this progress (and sense of fun) with 
the social network Farm X has helped make. For example: 
“there is… a community of people who have grown up 
around it who know each other who wouldn’t have other-
wise” (C, male); “you’ve got people who obviously have got 
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relationships now with [Farm X]… they all bring something 
to the garden” (E, male).

Contributing to a movement

The last major factor driving volunteer engagement is 
contributing to a movement—referring to reasons for vol-
unteering linked to supporting the existence and prefigura-
tive aspects of Farm X, most significantly as a functioning 
alternative to industrial agri-business but also as part of a 
broader movement for social change, described in Farm X’s 
promotional materials as a “delicious (r)evolution”. As one 
volunteer explained, affirming the initial ambitions of farm 
management and the ways these aligned with his own poli-
tics, “it is prefigurative… it’s small urban food production, 
organic… showing people what’s possible” (C, male).

Specific motivations here were multiple and often over-
lapped within a single volunteer, from upholding a general-
ized and altruistic ‘volunteer identity’ to valuing the farm’s 
commercial viability and/or the political statement of grow-
ing organic food in an urban setting. For example, F—a sub-
30-year-old corporate professional with aspirations of start-
ing a growing-based business—linked her participation to a 
longer practice of volunteering in environmental conserva-
tion: “it’s wanting to do my part… we’ve spent a lot of time 
volunteering, like even when we were in Australia, we had 
our regular volunteering every weekend fortnight.” How-
ever, F was also specifically attracted by Farm X’s economic 
orientation and its significance, both for challenging agri-
business dominance and expanding her own future options: 
“I like how it’s run, how they do like the boxes, and then that 
pays their way… I think I had really like low expectations… 
I was quite blown away by the whole system there”.

More explicitly politicised interviewees connected volun-
teering to larger struggles like climate change and decolo-
nisation, emphasising close links between the personal and 
structural benefits associated with participation. For exam-
ple, S—a university student who had recently moved from a 
rural town to the city—explained her interests in food sover-
eignty, climate action and the practical usefulness of grow-
ing food: “I just had a lot of climate anxiety and stress… 
and you’re like oh my god, I gotta find somewhere that’s 
doing something good”. Similarly, C—a highly politicised 
volunteer and generation above the 20–30 year old cohort 
most common at the site—emphasised the practical value 
of supporting Farm X: “I’d say predominantly people that 
are attracted to keep coming back are the people who can 
clearly see that the society that we inhabit is unjust and is 
on a suicide path, and it’s a place to actually, you know, 
be active in your opposition to that” (C, male). Though 
never the ‘exclusive’ factor, political motivations here align 
closely with the ways volunteering has been promoted by 
Farm X, with social media posts making regular references 

to movement building, local food, climate action, and the 
creation of urban farms as a form of “climate-change-ready 
infrastructure”. As Garden Manager V notes, “we want to 
see a movement of urban food production”.

Factors which hinder volunteer engagement

Responses here are divided into three themes: time scarcity, 
economic hurdles, and struggles over direction.

Time scarcity

Time scarcity refers to the range of interests, opportunities 
and obligations that volunteering at Farm X competes with. 
Interviewees almost all described time constraints as a key 
barrier to participation, with paid work a recurrent issue. For 
example: “it’s quite hard to [garden] especially when you 
work full time” (F, female); “sometimes I haven’t finished 
my work… that’s the only reason to stop going back” (P, 
male). As Garden Manager V explains, a common pattern 
with volunteer engagement is that the volunteer shows up, 
becomes obsessed and volunteers regularly for a short period 
before being pulled back to other commitments. Similarly, 
volunteers described other commitments that limited their 
involvement, from team sports to family, moving homes, and 
study. For example, “there will be times, you know when 
there’s family dramas or things like that… of course you 
just drop everything and the garden has to come second” 
(H, female).

Economic hurdles

Economic hurdles applies specifically to volunteers inter-
ested in farming careers, and refers to challenges raised 
about the economic viability of urban farming; something 
Farm X’s movement-orientation hopes to change. Responses 
here had two prongs: one pointing out the difficulty of estab-
lishing urban agriculture projects and how this limits the 
associated job prospects available; the other acknowledging 
a disconnection between the money associated with farming 
and the high cost of living in New Zealand. In particular, 
interviewees drew links between New Zealand’s housing 
crisis and the prohibitive effect high rent has, for example: 
“there’s going be food in the city but of course.. land has 
value and value equates to profit by developers and so forth” 
(E, male); “part of me really wants to learn about it, and then 
like, the more sensible listening to my parents sort of side 
of things is like, it’s gonna be hard enough as it is to be able 
to buy a property… work in urban agriculture isn’t going to 
be the most lucrative profession” (Q, male); “probably the 
overarching thing holding us all down is the price of mak-
ing mistakes… so like to play and make a mistake, you’ve 
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got to be paying rent like [laughs] it’s a heavy cost, it has to 
work” (T, male).

Struggles over direction

Struggles over direction refers to the way individual dif-
ferences in emphasis and values can lead to disagreements 
and/or, in some cases, disengagement. While mentioned 
rarely, responses here revealed a tension between the collec-
tive work required by Farm X and their top-down manage-
ment—which, while incredibly welcoming and supportive 
of volunteers, remains focused on a specific ‘vision’ for the 
site that limits the opportunity for deeper, more collabora-
tive engagement. For example: “that’s one thing I struggled 
with… this old school not-for-profit style, which just feels 
super top heavy to me” (T, male); “I’ve kind of made a con-
scious decision at some stage that I didn’t really want to be 
involved in non-democratic spaces… a democratic structure, 
a participatory structure for the people who are participants 
is the thing that I would kind of love to have seen added 
to the mix” (C, male). This is a tension acknowledged by 
Vision Holder J, who flags it as a necessary trade-off for 
achieving the site’s specific and pre-determined outcomes 
(i.e., a market-oriented farm paying its manager’s salary): 
“I have a very specific contention of this project and I don’t 
want it to get side-tracked by…just human dynamics which 
you know… probably people would see that as a fault, but I 
wanted to really like get this project to be generating as many 
possible outcomes from itself as quickly as possible.” This 
tension is explored further below.

Discussion

Volunteers play important roles in urban agriculture, but 
many organisations report difficulty attracting and retaining 
sufficient numbers to achieve their goals (Cohen and Reyn-
olds 2015)—limiting both project functioning and broader 
aspirations for movement building (Sage et al. 2020). Fol-
lowing participation alongside and interviews with farm vol-
unteers and organisers at a single, locally novel urban farm 
in Auckland New Zealand, I generated four major themes 
which help volunteer engagement: strong leadership, learn-
ing by doing, socialising around plants, and contributing to 
a movement. These sit alongside three themes which hin-
der volunteer engagement: time scarcity, economic hurdles, 
and struggles over direction. Considered holistically, these 
themes tell a story consistent with other volunteering lit-
erature (e.g., Wilson 2000): from the initial alignment of 
interests and pre-existing social connections which attract 
volunteers to Farm X, to the positive experiences and learn-
ing enjoyed while present, the social connections made, and 

ultimately, the other realities that volunteering competes 
with.

While Farm X’s approach is validated by successes to-
date, its dual aims—showcasing a functioning economic 
alternative to industrial agri-business and building a move-
ment to further challenge that hegemony—raise a number 
of tensions, reflecting key and inescapable trade-offs (e.g., 
McClintock 2014). Here I focus on two important tensions 
for volunteer engagement that emerged from the themes: 
the importance of focused leadership verses having space 
for volunteer agency, and demanding commitment verses 
being flexible.

Focused leadership verses volunteer agency

Leadership is an important part of Farm X’s success. In line 
with existing work on the importance of paid professional 
help for community gardens (Fox-Kämper et al. 2018), inter-
viewees all noted the impact of Garden Manager V and his 
networks, flexibility and passion, described by one partici-
pant as a “key man risk” going forward. Similarly, Vision 
Holder J’s leadership off-site has been crucial for honing 
the farm’s commercial elements; in J’s words, proving “that 
these [alternative agricultural] systems that we’re talking 
about actually work”. This focus has seen Farm X emphasise 
their status as a managed ‘urban farm’ paying its own man-
ager’s wages while still needing and welcoming volunteers.

In contrast to purely commercial operations, this hybrid 
arrangement is justified by both the positive impact of Farm 
X’s social movement framing (captured in the theme con-
tributing to a movement) and the idea that exposure to (and 
participation in) alternative systems is in itself revolution-
ary, showcasing difference while building capacity to expand 
(e.g., Nettle 2014; Sharp et al. 2015; Tornaghi 2014). As 
Vision Holder J explained, there are a number of newer pro-
jects that “have been influenced by having had a space to 
come to, by spending time on it, by imagining what’s pos-
sible.” However, while Farm X’s commercial aspects have 
been particularly successful for attracting volunteers inter-
ested in learning growing techniques from experts (as in the 
subtheme expert guidance), the close management and sin-
gular vision behind their commercial outputs has also oper-
ated as a source of conflict for volunteers who would prefig-
ure an alternative world in a governance space as well as in 
the garden (captured in the theme struggles over direction).

This tension—between focused leadership and volun-
teer agency—is common to many community projects. 
For example, in their work exploring community garden 
governance structures, Fox-Kämper et al. (2018) contrast 
top-down approaches, where a certain group’s outcomes are 
prioritised and enforced, and bottom-up approaches, which 
are more open, collaborative and ultimately community-led. 
Similarly, research in North Carolina raises tensions between 
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garden management styles that are directive, where volun-
teers have little room for strategic input, verses collaborative, 
where garden goals emerge more collectively (Gilbert et al. 
2020). In both cases, these researchers note that while tighter 
management is often associated with the uniform outputs 
required for market competition (and thus income to sup-
port professional help), the lack of agency risks alienating 
volunteers who wish to have greater say. In this sense, it 
is telling that those volunteers (C, T) who enjoyed Farm 
X’s less formal establishment phase and the greater room 
for agency and experimentation it involved (captured in the 
subtheme collective experimentation) were also those who 
struggled with its later top-down approach (captured in the 
theme struggles over direction).

As McClintock (2014) suggests, such difference can’t be 
resolved, but rather speaks to alternative (and in many ways 
complimentary) strategies for change; a recognition that 
complex problems require multiple, sometimes contradic-
tory, approaches (e.g., Hassan 2014). For example, while 
Farm X has prioritised a single vision at the expense of some 
volunteers continuing, that vision has also inspired many 
others to participate, facilitating the creation of a highly 
visible and successfully functioning AFI: a small-scale, 
organic vegetable farm organised around a CSA scheme 
that all are welcome to participate in. Similarly, while vari-
ous researchers emphasise the ways such formal openness 
can be hamstrung by both racial and class dynamics (e.g., 
Aptekar 2015; Lyson 2014; Meenar and Hoover 2012), the 
relative homogeneity of Farm X’s participants (including 
age) shouldn’t be viewed as a reason to reject their efforts 
but rather a reminder of the importance of distributing 
power and resources, helping to support similar (self-led) 
opportunities in other communities (Esteva and Prakesh 
1998; Penniman 2018), i.e., those where not receiving food 
in exchange for labour might be a more significant barrier 
to participation. Nonetheless, while Farm X attracts certain 
demographics more than others and utilises a governance 
structure similar to that of most commercial farms, their 
growing techniques, scale, market approach and flexibil-
ity with drop-in volunteers sets them apart—achieving the 
educational aims of their social change agenda on multi-
ple levels. These include teaching specific food production 
techniques to interested volunteers, ‘doing difference’ in 
an economic sphere via the Farm’s CSA (Gibson-Graham 
2008) and ultimately increasing awareness of alternatives to 
industrial agriculture via encounters with the farm’s physical 
use of urban space.

Despite this, in pursuing such a singular vision, Farm X 
has—by necessity—foreclosed other more socially radical 
pathways, leaving them for other projects. As one of the 
lapsed volunteers noted, “I think we should be really posi-
tive about [Farm X] whilst at the same time learning from 
what could be added to that to make more resilient spaces… 

we don’t know what else might have been achieved with 
more imaginations at the table” (C, male). This emphasis 
on plurality and collective decision-making speaks to the 
deeper interpersonal and often neglected dimension of social 
change, the idea that we don’t just need to transform how 
and where our food is produced, but also how we relate to 
one another: how decisions beyond ourselves are made and 
ultimately, who gets to have a say (e.g., Holloway 2010; 
Prilleltensky 2014; Stein 2019). Indeed, in Patel’s (2009) 
discussion of the differences between food security (defined 
by the United Nations) and food sovereignty (envisioned by 
peasant-led movement La Via Campesina), he points out that 
if food sovereignty is about people’s right to define their own 
food and agricultural systems, then its realisation requires a 
transformation of the forces which currently limit that right: 
“a society in which the equality-distorting effects of sexism, 
patriarchy, racism, and class power have been eradicated” (p. 
670). While lofty in aspiration, recent work by Graeber and 
Wengrow (2021) draws on longstanding feminist scholarship 
to emphasise that such transformation begins at the interper-
sonal level, in the intimate spaces (the gardens?) where we 
meet, work and live day-to-day (see also Holloway 2010). 
In New Zealand at least, the potential for more collective 
and democratic forms of agriculture remains under-explored.

Demands made of volunteers

A further tension concerns strategic differences between 
demanding deeper commitment of fewer volunteers verses 
asking less of a wider pool. For Farm X—locally novel, cen-
trally located, and interested in minimising barriers to partic-
ipation—asking less has been a successful strategy, enabling 
a wide group of volunteers to be involved on a casual basis, 
most significantly during the farm’s establishment, but also 
during their ongoing business week-to-week. As explored in 
the theme being flexible, interviewed volunteers enjoyed this 
relaxed ‘drop-in’ volunteering, matching participation with 
their interest and availability. This was contrasted against 
stricter experiences elsewhere, for example, with volunteer 
rosters and fixed start and finish times. However, while such 
flexibility has its upsides (in terms of making participation 
available to a wider range of participants and minimising 
risks of volunteer burnout), it sits in tension with the com-
mitment and consistency demanded by both the business 
side of an established urban farm and aspirations for move-
ment building. As Bauman (2007) notes, while neoliberal 
prioritising of individual benefits—like Farm X’s emphasis 
on volunteering as a pathway to learn from expert grow-
ers—may attract volunteers, such instrumental framing risks 
a shallow and ultimately fickle level of commitment, espe-
cially given the difficulties of finding paid urban agriculture 
work (captured in the theme economic hurdles).
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This commitment (and the associated development of 
a change-oriented “collective identity”) are particularly 
important for movement building (Diani 1992). As Vision 
Holder J explains, the demands of leadership are significant 
and require far greater commitment to change than volun-
teers showing up for a novel experience: “It has to be a call-
ing—more than just oh this is fun or more than this is a 
good thing to do—it has to be a calling for… those initial 
people.” For example, while Farm X’s establishment was a 
labour-intensive period relying on many different people, the 
majority casual volunteers, it was itself driven by regular and 
committed volunteering on the part of J, V and the organ-
ising group. However, in line with McClintock’s (2014) 
claims about urban agriculture’s contradictory nature, the 
significance of this committed leadership sits at odds with 
the commitment facilitated by Farm X’s flexible approach 
to volunteers, revealing a key tension between their dual 
goals of establishing a functional alternative to industrial 
agriculture and also growing the movement. While top-down 
management has provided a strong and appealing vision that 
has helped to attract many casual volunteers, most signifi-
cantly during the exciting period of farm establishment—a 
model that may well help initiate more farms that can later 
pay key staff to sustain operations beyond that first push—it 
has also alienated several of the more committed volunteers 
involved early on. Taken together, these factors beg the ques-
tion, central to all movement-building and ripe for further 
research: how to preserve the focus and appeal of strong 
leadership while still leaving space for interested volunteers 
to deepen their commitment?

I end with a brief discussion of an alternative strategy: 
one that balances increased demands with increased support. 
Research on the Brazilian Landless Workers’ Movement—
linked to La Via Campesina—emphasises the importance 
of establishing a formalised support network, helping to 
buffer the precarity associated with AFIs’ ‘economic out-
sider’ status (and the privilege otherwise required to engage) 
by prioritising solidarity, mutual aid and peer-to-peer learn-
ing within a democratic and identity-providing framework 
(Massicotte and Kelly-Bisson 2019). Similarly, work by 
Flachs (2022) on farming cooperatives in India explains the 
ways in which such democratically-organised agricultural 
programs help to provide stable alternatives to models of 
destructive economic growth through “local social institu-
tions, diversified socioecological life, and local control”. 
These approaches offer elements New Zealand urban farms 
may wish to consider (but which Farm X did not provide). 
For example, supporting committed volunteers with for-
malised training programmes, regular food in exchange for 
their labour, regular social engagements and/or more say 
in project governance; a hybrid model of increasing com-
mitments and agency alongside the flexibility and openness 
that has characterised Farm X’s successful approach to date. 

As research from Peru shows, such ongoing participation in 
community gardening’s physical work can help to galvanise 
a specific “organic subjectivity” previously absent, draw-
ing participants into efforts for political change (Cody 2019, 
p. 105) and encouraging the “collective identity” argued to 
be crucial for social movements (Diani 1992). To this end, 
future research might explore differences in politicisation 
amongst garden participants over time, and the various fac-
tors that can contribute to or detract from efforts here.

As McClintock (2014) points out, there are limits to what 
we can ask of a single project. By inviting volunteers to 
learn by doing, Farm X have not only attracted sufficient 
numbers to achieve their immediate goals (the creation of a 
functioning farm) but also helped to educate and expose far 
more to the viability and possibilities of urban agriculture; 
an important aspect of movement-building. Per Gibson-Gra-
ham (2008), it’s vital that these efforts be celebrated, but in 
the same breath, it’s important to acknowledge the tensions 
raised here. To truly build urban agriculture as a movement, 
organisations will need to walk the fine line between ask-
ing a little and asking a lot, balancing strong leadership and 
focus with space for agency and responsibility—not just 
‘leveraging’ volunteer labour, but creating pathways that 
help to build and sustain a collective identity for the move-
ment (Diani 1992). This will, by definition, extend beyond 
the bounds of any one project or vision—for such is the task 
associated with breaking neoliberalism’s hold. As Escobar 
(2021) explains, echoing the Zapatista call, responses here 
ultimately require “a world where many worlds fit” (p. 9; 
see also Holloway 2010). For urbanites interested in social 
change, farm volunteering might hold the seed.
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