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As nature writer David Quammen has written, “The lesson of frag-

mented habitats is Yeatsian: Things fall apart.”1 The converse, though, is not

quite so straightforward. In an ecological truth that speaks more to mystery

than mathematics, the lesson of connected habitats is that the whole is

greater than the sum of its parts.

Imagine the squirrels, hundreds of years ago, that traveled for hun-

dreds of miles from tree to tree in an unbroken stretch of forest...While no

doubt idealized, (there have always been gaps in the North American forest,

the results of natural and human causes), the story has value on a symbolic

level: it helps us to envision a connected landscape of linked habitats.

Today, though, the North American landscape is characterized not

by connection but by fragmentation. Isolated pockets of natural areas exist

removed from one another, separated by highways and habitation, by farms

and factories. The flow of genetic material between these pockets, the 

movements of wildlife and seeds, is impeded by distance and disconnection.

Quite simply, not only are we losing natural habitat and degrading wild

areas, but those areas that remain are becoming increasingly threatened by

fragmentation.

If things fall apart, though, they can also be put back together. And

that is the lesson of the many naturalization projects underway in Canada—

to restore and connect the pieces of a fragmented landscape so that they can

once again become greater than the sum of their parts.
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The words used to describe such projects—corridors, networks and

links, for example—all suggest movement, and that is the key to their eco-

logical importance. Connected landscapes function completely differently

than habitat “islands,” because what they allow for is movement and

exchange, at both the genetic and the species level. And what this leads to

is greater biodiversity. Healthy populations are continually exchanging

genetic information, increasing the gene pool and the evolutionary possibil-

ities; thus, the ecological value of the habitat is increased and strengthened.

Green Links, Delta, Port Coquitlam and Surrey, B.C.

The Institute of Urban Ecology’s Green Links Project, a program of

Douglas College in New Westminster, British Columbia, is one project focused

on making connections. Initiated in 1996, the primary goal is “to increase

the ecological value and biodiversity of urban wildlife habitats and green

spaces,” and this is primarily achieved by connecting fragmented urban habi-

tats and creating a corridor network that serves to link habitat islands. A

backyard, a school ground, a hydro right-of-way: all these can be stepping

stones for connection.

“Honk If You Love Nature,” said the sign on the road beside a hydro

corridor in Surrey, B.C. The school kids who erected the sign were gratified:

“They got a lot of honks,” says Valentin Schaefer, Director of the Green Links
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Project. But the response to the sign wasn’t the only reason they felt grati-

fied: these Grades 1 to 7 students from David Brankin Elementary School had

also just planted the project’s 25th thousandth plant in the hydro corridor, a

cause for celebration, cookies and “photo ops.”

The school has been an enthusiastic supporter of Green Links for five

years, since the project’s inception, and, according to Schaefer, “they’ve really

connected to the project and taken possession of the site.” Their main activ-

ity is the planting of small native shrubs such as Nootka rose, tall Oregon

grape and red-osier dogwood in the hydro corridor, but the effects of this work

go well beyond the on-the-ground activities. “We want the experience to be

enduring and lasting,” says Schaefer, so there’s a strong educational compo-

nent to the work. “We teach them the difference between native and non-

native plants, about the ecology of different sites and what plants are appro-

priate to a specific location. At first, it might just be a way for them to get out

of school for a while, but then they get interested and engaged in nature.”
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Year started: 1996.

Project components: hydro corridor naturalization, mural painting, plant salvages,
native plant workshops, plant propagation, backyard naturalization contest.

Length of corridor being naturalized: 23 km.

Approximate number of volunteers involved to date: 7,200.

Approximate number of native plants planted to date: over 30,000.

Project contact:

Val Schaefer, Director, Institute of Urban Ecology, Douglas College

val_schaefer@douglas.bc.ca; phone: (604) 527-5224.
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One of the innovative ways that the children’s imagination is

engaged is through the creation of murals on school grounds. Although this

wasn’t originally part of the program’s vision, it helped all schools find a way

to participate. According to Schaefer, “We had some schools that wanted to

be involved in Green Links, but for whatever reason they didn’t want to or

weren’t able to do actual greening projects. Producing murals on their school

grounds seemed like an appropriate way to encourage their interest and cre-

atively generate new educational activities based on nature.”

Part of the students’ appreciation probably springs from the fact

that not only do they participate in artwork and planting activities but, as

part of the program, they are also involved in growing the species used in

hydro corridors. “We’ve had a native plant propagation program running in

Surrey and Coquitlam for four years, and we’ve produced a propagation

guide that’s now a part of the curriculum in schools,” says Schaefer. “Kids

are growing plants from seeds and cuttings for us as part of their environ-

mental studies, and it probably makes it more real for them when they’ve
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The first Green Links mural, at Bonaccord Elementary School, was a First Nations-inspired scene

of river and forest, and was a massive undertaking, 2 metres high and 25 metres wide.

Schaefer notes that although he had reservations about the scale at first, the project worked

and now shows other schools what can be done. To date, Green Links has been involved in 15

mural projects, and Schaefer sees them as useful contributions to school kids’ environmental

awareness: “A lot of love and appreciation for nature are expressed in the murals.”



nurtured the plants themselves.” As well, the students are engaged in sci-

entific analysis as part of their studies by measuring mortality and survival

rates of the seedlings.

Green Links has established strong partnerships with B.C. Hydro/

B.C. Gas and with the cities of Port Coquitlam, Surrey and Delta. “We were

involved in discussions with the cities very early on in the project’s develop-

ment in terms of establishing

corridors, because it ties in so

well with the cities’ interest in

greenways, which they see as

recreational opportunities.

We’re trying to keep the ‘green-

ness’ in the greenways, and the

cities are interested.”

The relationship with

B.C. Hydro/B.C. Gas grew out of

the initial approach Green

Links made for permission to plant in the hydro corridors. “B.C. Hydro/B.C.

Gas has been very helpful. It’s an opportunity for them to do something pos-

itive in the community. Our original approach was just for partnership. We

didn’t go to them for money, although we hoped eventually to get some

funding from them. Instead, we looked for in-kind support initially, and we
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highlighted our mutual interest in the corridors. They wanted the commu-

nity to value the corridor and so did we.” 

While schools are involved with growing and planting native species

to enhance the biodiversity of corridor sites, maintenance and monitoring of

the plantings are done by staff of the Institute, who are hired through vari-

ous employment programs (such as the B.C. E-Team, which is a provincial job

skills program for students 16 to 24 years old, and Youth Options, a B.C.

Hydro/B.C. Gas program). It’s important that staff rather than student vol-

unteers do the maintenance because there are safety issues involved. For

example, a tree branch anywhere within 10 metres of a high-voltage wire is

a safety hazard. But, according to Schaefer, this need to keep trees away

from the wires was one of the reasons B.C. Hydro/B.C. Gas was amenable to

the group’s involvement: “We presented to them that we’d be helping with

their maintenance.” Institute staff also do approximately six native plant sal-

vages a year in areas slated for development;

the hundreds of plants rescued in each oper-

ation are then planted in naturalization proj-

ects in hydro corridors.

Another partner in Green Links is

residents who live along wildlife corridors.

“We try to get people involved  our planting

events are open to anyone in the community
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but participation of residents hasn’t been high. We’d hoped that people who

live next to the corridors would adopt the sites and maintain them for us, but

that hasn’t happened much.” For those who have become involved, though,

Schaefer speculates that it’s the gardening aspect that appeals to them: “It’s

aesthetically pleasing and they like working with plants. It

becomes a kind of extension of their yards.”

To capitalize on that gardening aspect, the work

Green Links does in backyards tends to focus pri-

marily on nectar-producing and berry-producing

plants. “There’s the opportunity for a lot more

diversity in a backyard, so we introduce other

elements such as ponds and feeders, which we

don’t do in the hydro corridors.” One of the

safety concerns expressed by residents is that

this kind of landscaping will entice coyotes into

residential communities. Schaefer allays that

fear by pointing out, “We’re not planting coyote habitat; we’re planting bird

habitat, and we try to focus on that.” They also offer workshops, which to

date have been attended by more than 3,000 people, and sponsor an annual

contest called The Backyard Habitat Enhancement Challenge. (It’s worth not-

ing that even balcony gardens are eligible for the contest.)
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The Institute of Urban Ecology and its Green Links project fill a

unique niche in B.C.’s environmental community. According to Schaefer,

“We’re the only institute like this in the province with a community imple-

mentation focus.” The Institute is also unique in terms of its regional focus:

“It seemed that every small area had its own stewardship group already in

place, and the last thing we wanted to do was compete with existing organi-

zations in terms of geography. So we decided to focus on regional connectiv-

ity issues—to counteract the negative impacts on particular green spaces by

establishing links between green spaces.”

Even balconies can provide meaningful habitat if that balcony is

one in a connected string of habitat-enhanced balconies throughout our

fragmented cities. As Schaefer says, “In an urban context, there are lots of

people with ideas about how space should be used, and those ideas don’t

always include nature. It’s important that someone is there with a long-term

presence as a reminder.”

The Bishop Grandin Greenway, Winnipeg, Manitoba

Many of our cities already have existing natural corridors that just

need to be recognized as such–and utilized in a way that enhances their nat-

ural features. The Bishop Grandin Greenway (BGG) in Winnipeg is one example.

The BGG might seem like an unlikely “natural” area. It exists along-

side a high-speed, divided, four-lane connector highway—Bishop Grandin
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Boulevard—that travels east-west through the southern part of Winnipeg.

Running beside this busy highway is a broad corridor, several hundred metres

wide, which serves as the right-of-way for several high-voltage electrical

transmission lines and a major underground aqueduct. This is precisely the

sort of “service area,” so necessary to support the infrastructure of urban

life, that is often relegated to the margins—a kind of forgotten landscape of

grass, dotted with high towers.

But as the dog-walkers and joggers who seek out such expanses of

marginal spaces and create informal paths through them know, these corri-

dors represent a rare opportunity for natural trails in cities. And when, as in
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Length of the corridor: 4.5 km long by 300 metres wide. 

Proposed features: hiking trail, “no mow” natural areas, native tree and shrub
plantings, three naturalized stormwater retention ponds, butterfly garden, wildlife
viewing areas, tree nursery, skateboard park and environmental and historical
learning programs (self-guided and staffed).

Project milestones: 

May 1999 - idea for BGG project arises at a community meeting; open houses held
in the fall to gauge community interest;

Late winter 2000 - creation of Bishop Grandin Greenway Inc. with a Board of
Directors;

Summer/fall 2000 - workshops held to create a conceptual plan and assess
conceptual designs;

Summer/fall 2001- butterfly garden planted using transplanted native plant
species;

October 2001 - first community tree-planting event;

November 2001 - public meeting to present plans for further naturalization and
trail development.

Approximate number of volunteers to date: 160.

Contact: John Shearer, Director, BGG, jashearer@shaw.ca; phone: (204) 254-6724.
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the case of the BGG, the existing natural features are enhanced through nat-

uralization efforts, the benefits are enormous—for people and for wildlife.

Although the BGG is still in the early days of development (the

organizers are deliberately taking a “go slow” approach, trying to build

momentum and get the community on board), when completed it will include

a 4.5-kilometre main trail running between the Red River to the west and the

Seine River to the east, and smaller mini-trails or connecting pathways, some

of which will lead to the three existing stormwater retention ponds on site.

The land is currently owned by the City of Winnipeg, some of it leased

to Manitoba Hydro, and the group spearheading the project is negoti-

ating a formal lease agreement with the City to facilitate trail use.
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The impetus for reclaiming this marginal space arose out of a community meeting. In May

1999, a Healthy Communities workshop sponsored by the Boni-Vital Council for Seniors

identified needs and opportunities to conserve green spaces in St. Vital. One of those ideas

was for a natural corridor along Bishop Grandin. At subsequent Open House meetings to

explore the concept, more than 160 community members participated, indicating a huge

amount of support for the idea, and 18 people volunteered to form a Steering Group. The

motto, “Bishop Grandin Greenway: By the Community for the Community,” and mission,

“To create, enhance and conserve an accessible network of nature areas and public

pathways that link and support both human and wildlife connections along Bishop Grandin

Boulevard,” were born. As John Shearer, a Director of BGG, puts it, “We seek to get people

out of their cars and into a bit of nature within the suburban area.”

John Shearer



According to Shearer, “The current scarcity of municipal money has meant

that the City is very interested in hearing about ways to save money or to

involve the community in green space development and maintenance. We

want to take land that’s been forgotten and, over a period of several years,

without having to spend a huge amount of money, make it a much more

nature-friendly place and, hopefully, a more people-friendly place as well.”

One of the first things the group did was to develop an overall con-

ceptual plan (basically a large map) for the green space, with the help of a

landscape architect. They then presented the plan at a number of commu-

nity meetings. According to Shearer, “community support

has been fairly strong, but some people–especially those

with backyards right beside the corridoræare a little bit

nervous about it becoming a public area. They tend to be

worried about security and vandalism, and also about

weeds invading their properties. We listen to their con-

cerns and deal with them as best we can.” For example, the

conceptual plan was altered to allow for a 15-metre buffer

zone adjacent to the backyards, which helped to allay residents’ vandalism

fears. Though, as Shearer points out, there’s a bit of irony to this: “It seems

more probable to me that vandalism would occur if the green space were not

open to the public. By making it a more public area, I suspect vandals will

go off somewhere more remote!”
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Making the greenway a more public area means getting the public

enthused and involved. “One of the biggest challenges is to capture people’s

imagination, and it’s hard to do that until you have some projects they can

help out with,” says Shearer. Initial on-the-ground efforts at community

involvement have included a spring clean-up day and a tree-planting event,

held in conjunction with Manitoba Hydro. “We’re beginning to create a bit of

a river bottom forest along the Red River,” enthuses Shearer.

Other projects have been less action-oriented but no less important.

In the summer of 2001, for example, some of the more natural areas on the

greenway, which had been mown for years, were

allowed to grow unfettered and, as a result, “quite

a natural flora has developed,” says Shearer.

Future plans include getting school kids

involved: “One of the most important by-products

of this project is that we’re trying to educate peo-

ple about the value of naturalization. Once we get

a few more natural sites, I’m hoping we can get

more classes and school groups to do some plant-

ings. We anticipate that the greenway will become

a focus for local schools and an outdoor classroom

to teach biology, ecology and local history.”

44 Connecting Fragments

John Shearer 



While local history is written on the land in obvious ways— such as

the existing informal trails that lead to the shopping mall—there is also a

hidden history to which the BGG provides a kind of access corridor: the shape

of the greenway follows the unusual layout of the original farms in the

region, which ran from the Red River to the Seine River in long narrow bands

to allow access to the water. Thus, an historically impor-

tant cultural feature is built right into the shape of the

green space. In other words, the fragments connected by

this corridor are the rich legacies of history and agriculture

and the future promises of nature flourishing in the city.
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Cities. Farmland. Wilderness. When we think of the landscape in

broad brush strokes—in the generalized options for land use—these are the

three most obvious categories: cities for human habitation; farmland for food

production; and wilderness for nature. While there is always slippage and

overlap in the categories (people inhabit farmland, of course; urban areas

often encroach on wild areas; and nature can find a home in cities), we tend

to conceptualize the landscape in terms of these sweeping separations.

Urban agriculture is a growing movement that collapses such dis-

tinctions and encourages us to conceive of cities as potentially productive

spaces. We may be close to capacity as far as agricultural land use goes

(according to Environment Canada, virtually all available productive agricul-

tural land in Canada is already under crop production1), but cities offer many

opportunities for expanding food cultivation into unexpected territory.

Rooftops full of tomato plants and salad greens; vacant lots sprouting com-

munity gardens; fruit trees lining urban boulevards; apiaries buzzing in back-

yards; front yards overflowing with rows of vegetables—these are just a 

few of the ideas that can turn our cities into growing, flourishing places of

food production.

Such a shift is not without precedent. During World War II, for

example, urban residents of North American cities were encouraged to grow
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Victory Gardens to help with the war effort by securing a domestic food

source. The program was so successful that in 1944, 42 per cent of the U.S.’s

vegetable production was from Victory Gardens.2 While this shows what can

be achieved during times of national crisis, other examples from around the

world reveal the kind of agricultural self-sufficiency possible in cities on a

day-to-day basis. Singapore, for example, is entirely self-reliant in meat pro-

duction, at a consumption rate of 63.5 kilograms per person annually.3 Forty-

two per cent of Havana, Cuba’s land area is devoted to food production.4

China has had a strategy for urban self-reliance in food since 1960, and the

Indonesian island of Java feeds one hundred million people largely with

locally grown food.5

In Canada, with few policies that promote urban agriculture (and

some policies that have historically limited it, such as municipal bylaws dis-

allowing vegetable crops in front-yard gardens), the movement to bring food

production to urban areas is in the early stages of development. But 

as projects such as FoodShare’s Field to Table and the growing numbers 

of community gardens show, a new kind of “green revolution” is slowly 

transforming our cities and our dinner plates. The average food molecule,

which now travels approximately 2,400 kilometres before it reaches our 

table,6 is moving closer to home.
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Field to Table, Toronto, Ontario  

It’s hard to imagine a more unlikely place to grow food than the

Field to Table warehouse. This 464-square-metre building is in the middle of

an old industrial area of Toronto. The soil on which it rests is contaminated

with waste products from many decades of industrial and manufacturing

use. Overhead, two elevated highways—the Don Valley Parkway and the

Gardiner Expressway—converge in a rush of fast-

moving cars and trucks. On the ground, there’s

hardly any vegetation growing nearby, just a few

weed trees and some grass.

On the warehouse roof, though, it’s a dif-

ferent story. Here, the tar and gravel are barely visi-

ble, completely covered with row upon row of black

pots spilling over with tomatoes, eggplants, sweet

peppers and okra, their soil protected by a straw

mulch. Beans send green tendrils up an elaborate

trellis, and water drips into the pots through a

snaking irrigation system. This is the farm—albeit a

surprising urban farm—where FoodShare, a non-

profit organization whose mission is to work with

communities to improve access to affordable and
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healthy food, grows vegetables as part of its innovative research into urban

agriculture. As Lauren Baker, former Urban Agriculture Program Coordinator,

says, “This rooftop farm is an experiment. Not a lot of people have done this

before—large-scale growing of organic food on top of a ware-

house on contaminated land beside a highway!—so we’re learn-

ing what works and what doesn’t.”

So far, the yields have been considerable (227 kilo-

grams of certified organic tomatoes in 1997 and 315 kilograms

of mixed produce in 2001, for example) and have supplemented

the produce distributed through FoodShare’s Good Food Box—a wholesale

bulk buying club that delivers baskets of affordable fresh fruits and vegeta-

bles to 4,000 participating Toronto homes every two weeks.

Baker points out, though, that the goal of economic self-sufficiency

in the rooftop-growing experiment is not the only goal, or even the main

goal. Just as important is the social agenda at the heart of the project, which

is to work with marginalized groups and create micro enterprises around
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FACTS AT A GLANCE
•   Year initiated: 1996.

•   Site area: 600 m2; Building size: 464 m2, former food warehouse.

•   Core features and activities: two-level rooftop garden, rooftop greenhouse,
youth-training and community service program, fresh fruit and vegetable
food box delivery program, apiary, demonstration gardens, industrial
kitchen, mid-scale composting operation.

•   Crops grown: organic tomatoes, eggplants, hot and sweet peppers, okra,
sprouts, herb seedlings, beans and salad greens.

•   Contact: Vera Top, Urban Agriculture Production Coordinator,
vera@foodshare.net; phone: (416) 363-6441 ext. 25.
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urban food production. To achieve this, FoodShare has a training program for

youth-at-risk who work in the urban agriculture program for six months at a

time, helping to grow the crops on the roof and nurturing seedlings in the

greenhouse, learning useful job skills and contributing to the success of the

enterprise. As Baker says, “The youths who come here are involved in pro-

ductive work. Because there are so many different aspects to the program,

people can find their own niche. There’s a place for everyone here.”

The diversity Baker refers to can be found not only in the rooftop

crops, but also in a number of other agricultural experiments that comprise

FoodShare’s program. Behind the warehouse, for

example, there’s a literal hive of activity—beehives,

that is. Three wooden bee boxes house 40,000 bees

each, and Baker hopes to eventually harvest 100

kilograms of honey from each hive. Another struc-

ture out back is a mushroom hut, which is under con-

struction, where there are plans to grow shiitake and

oyster mushrooms for the Good Food Box. A bustling

compost operation, run entirely by volunteers, com-

pletes one of FoodShare’s central environmental

goals: to create a closed-loop resource cycle in which

wastes become resources. One hundred and eighty
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kilograms of food scraps per week are recycled into compost for the urban

farm through the many different composting systems being demonstrated

at the warehouse, from a huge barrel composter to vermicomposting with

worms. As Mike Nevins, chief compost volunteer, says, as he plunges a ther-

mometre into a steaming heap and the reading comes back at 65.5ºC, show-

ing how healthy and active this compost pile is, “We don’t have much

garbage leaving this site.”

What does leave the site, though, is good, affordable organic food,

grown at an unusual urban farm by people demonstrating the productive

potential of the city and learning useful employment skills.

Community Gardens

Community gardens are another expression of the growing urban

agriculture movement in Canada. Although the definitions vary, community

gardens are places where people come together to create cultivated spaces

and grow food communally. Some are allotment gardens administered by

municipalities, often in parks or other public land; others are more informal

arrangements, where a group of neighbours might get together to transform

a vacant lot into a shared garden, for example. In all of the projects, though,

there is a common goal: to cultivate land and to enlist the power of commu-

nity towards that goal.
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The community gardening movement is flourishing in Canada, par-

ticularly in major urban centres where people are often separated from the

food-production system and are looking for a way to find a meaningful link

to this basic human need. Toronto, for example, has more than 100 commu-

nity gardens, with an estimated 4,500 community gardeners, and an active

network of support, the Toronto Community Garden Network, which meets

regularly and produces a bi-weekly electronic newsletter. (The newsletter

provides a valuable information exchange for gardeners, everything from tips

on how to grow eggplants to notices of “Lettuce Plants—Free to a Good

Home.”) The network, coordinated by Laura

Berman, was instrumental in lobbying the

City of Toronto and advocating the adoption

of a Community Garden Action Plan, which

calls for the establishment of one community

garden in each of the city’s wards by 2003. 

Vancouver, with approximately 2,000

community garden plots, has one of the old-

est continuous community gardens in Canada,

in the Kerrisdale district, which has been

going since World War II. A community garden

in Calgary goes back even further: Victoria

Park Gardens, a community project providing
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space for inner-city residents to grow food, is on land that was the site of a

community garden during World War I, where the Vacant Lot Gardens of

Victoria Park grew potatoes and other vegetables for the war effort. Today,

Victoria Park Gardens employs homeless people to work in the garden.

The City of Montreal has the most organized and municipally sup-

ported community gardening program in Canada. Volunteer organizations

manage the approximately 75 garden sites locally, but the city supports them

in a number of crucial ways: a city office (Service des sports, des loisirs et du

développement social) coordinates the network of gardens, publishing

newsletters, calendars and maps and sponsoring events; and the city hires rov-

ing animateurs horticole who travel from garden to garden throughout the

growing season providing horticultural advice. As well, the City of Montreal

offers tax-free status on vacant lots leased by owners to community gardens.

In short, there’s a community gardening culture that permeates the city.
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The potential of a community gardening culture to be embedded in the very fabric of urban

life is demonstrated by a number of European countries, where the tradition is strong. (And

long-standing. In Britain, there were “Allotment candidates” in elections in the 19th

century, one of whom even won in 1887.) In 1990, community gardens comprised 7 per cent

of the total land area of West Berlin, with one allotment garden plot for every 45

inhabitants in this city of 3.5 million. Britain has approximately 305,000 community

garden plots involving 1.2 million gardeners, and in Luxembourg, there is the International

Office of Allotment and Leisure Garden Societies representing more than 3 million gardeners

in Western Europe.



The benefits of such gardens extend far beyond the nutritional serv-

ices (access to fresh food at low cost) and into the social arena. People get

to know their neighbours, learn to work together and friendships are forged.

According to landscape architect Charlotte Gaudette, who has worked in com-

munity garden projects in Montreal, Vancouver and San Francisco, commu-

nity gardening projects often galvanize people around other urban issues,

too: “Gardening can be a tool for political action and education in the city.

Community gardeners often learn that they can have some decision-making

power in the municipal context.” And this sense of ownership is, according

to Gaudette, key: “Community gardens are important for more reasons than

just growing food. They’re also places in the city where people feel they can

manage a piece of land in their own way somewhere in the world that is

theirs. It’s important for people to have that opportunity.”
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