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Community gardens keep agriculture thriving in Burnaby

by PETER MITHAM

BURNABY – Community
gardens may not be
commercial-scale agriculture,
but agriculture in Burnaby
might well be lost without the
presence of a 40-year-old
community garden in the
heart of its traditional farming
area.

“Burnaby’s Big Bend has
this long history of agricultural
production tied to these small
lots,” says Jim Wolf, a senior
long range planner for
Burnaby. “It would appear that
we’re not only protecting,
we’re increasing the overall
growth of agriculture in the
Big Bend area.”

The proof lies in a review
Burnaby conducted of its
agricultural lands in 2011, the
first comprehensive analysis
since a provincial land use
inventory in 2003. During the
period, nearly 70 acres
entered production. The city
now has 319 acres of actively
farmed land and there are
more farmers working the
properties than ever before.
Altogether, they generate
more than $11.5 million in
annual sales.

“Although on the surface it
may seem those lands are

under threat, I would argue,
no,” Wolf says. “We’re actually
seeing an increase in
production, and a lot of take-
up. There’s a lot of people
seeking out those lands. We’re
actually seeing a higher take-
up of agricultural lands for
production than we have in
the past.”

The blossoming of
agriculture in the heart of a
rapidly developing area has
been noted since 1995, even
as vegetable farms were
diminishing. But the heart of
the renaissance may well lie in
the establishment of an
allotment garden as part of a
provincial initiative in 1974.

Fantasy Gardens

One community garden
had already been established
in Richmond by the province
on the site later known as
Fantasy Gardens, and Edie
Fisher asked Burnaby council
if something similar might not
be possible on lands within
the newly created Agricultural
Land Reserve.

Staff considered the report,
and council agreed to lease
14.5 acres to the province for
an allotment garden. Workers
from the BC Ministry of
Agriculture prepared the land

Two happy gardeners get more than just produce from their community garden plot in Burnaby’s Big
Bend area. “We love being in the outdoors, experiencing nature up close and personal, getting our
fingers into the oil and smelling its richness, enjoying the comradeship of like-minded gardeners, and
relishing the garden’s plentiful bounty of really tasty and nutritious produce and the gorgeous fresh
flowers.” (Supplied photo)

and installed servicing for 372
plots, also serving as resource
staff for the gardeners during
the summer.

“It was socializing through
gardening, but also food
production,” recalls Jim
Mactier, one of two summer

students who worked on the
Burnaby garden and prepared
the ground with a rototiller
nicknamed Howard.

The gardens in Richmond
and Burnaby were joined by
developments in Victoria and
elsewhere as part of the

province’s desire “to afford
participants the opportunity
of getting on the land to grow
their own vegetables.”

While many of the
gardeners were middle class,
the objective was to increase
local food production and
food security on land ideal for
the purpose.

“It’s actually tied to this very
interesting cultural history of
the Big Bend … right back to
the 1890s,” Wolf says.

Popular with immigrants

The market garden
movement of the late 19th
century saw acreages in the
area broken up into two-acre
parcels that a family could
easily cultivate to supply their
own needs, and those of
neighbours. The parcels were
popular with immigrants,
especially the Chinese.

“You could have a couple of
acres, you could produce
strawberries, small fruits,
bunch vegetables and actually
have a comfortable living and
even if you didn’t sell them,
you could sustain your family
on a small lot,” Wolf explains.
“Burnaby’s little community
down there supplied most of
the bunch vegetables for the
local markets well into the 20s,
30s and 40s. … It was urban; it
was close. So you could cut
your vegetables and have
them to the market that very
day. It really created this little
economy that worked quite
successfully, and still works

The establishment of allotment gardens in
1974 may be the heart of the renaissance
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quite successfully.”
But zoning changes in 1948

designated everything below
Marine Way as industrial,
effectively ending the
development of new farms
and increasing pressure on
existing operations.

The local community
pushed back, however,
galvanizing support for
maintaining the city’s
agricultural zones. A new
community plan for the Big
Bend area in 1972 reinstated
the area’s agricultural zoning
and recognized the
importance of local farms to
the local economy.

“The community, the
grassroots in the 1960s and
1970s, turned around the idea
that all this amenity should be
lost,” Wolf says, and the
allotment gardens were a
result of the new awareness.

Chris Mann, a member of
the Burnaby and Region
Allotment Garden Association
that has leased the gardens
from the city on five-year
terms since 1979 and oversees
its operation, is thankful for
the chance the gardens give
yardless city-dwellers like
herself to grow their own
food.

Good for the soul

“We’re all extremely
grateful that this land is still
available,” she says. “I live in a
townhouse so I don’t have a
place to grow anything, and
my friends are the same. We
grow flowers and vegetables,
so we get to have plenty of
food from the garden, as well
as beauty, too, which is also
good for one’s soul.”

But the key role the
gardens have played in
ensuring parcels within the
ALR remain in production isn’t
lost on her.

“It’s remarkable and
wonderful that this land
continues to thrive as an
agricultural area,” she says.
“It’s so big, and it’s remained
dedicated to agriculture for
over 40 years.”

While other municipalities
question how to bring
underutilized parcels into
production, community
gardens have given Burnaby a
solution that is now bearing
fruit – and vegetables – for a
new generation of farmers
who are making a go as small-
lot producers serving local
markets.

“Where we have preserved
land for agriculture and have
preserved, through our
policies, the ALR boundaries,
we’ve been very successful,”
Wolf says. “Those lands have
become increasingly more
valuable to producers to users,
and the lands have been
taken up.”

Chris Mann,
left, has been
gardening in
Burnaby’s Big
Bend
community
plots for almost
10 years. She
originally
joined to help
out a friend and
eventually
stayed longer
than that friend
did. Below,
Country Life in
BC’s Lisa Bealle
exercises her
green thumb at
the community
garden.
(Supplied
photo)
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FORD 6640 1994 2WD, CAB (U30091) ........................................... 14,900
FORD 8340 TRACTOR 2WD, W/CAB, 1994 (U31067) ...................... 19,900
JD 870 TRACTOR 1997, 440 LDR,
FLAIL MOWER (FORD 917A) (CNS582) ............................................. SOLD!
KUBOTA L4630 4WD, 2005, 2600 HRS, 39 PTO HP, 
CAB, AC (U30107) ............................................................................ 19,800
NH 60-865 4WD, CAB, NARROW, 60 HP, 2,725 HRS (U02176) ....... 17,500

QUALITY USED EQUIPMENT
BOMFORD B578 FLAIL HAMMERS (U31054) ................................ 12,500
YEAR END CLEARANCE! KVERNELAND 401 POWER HARROW, 
4 M, NEW (N30411) ......................................................................... 23,500
NH 900 FORAGE HARVESTER GRASS HEAD, 2 ROW CORN HEAD, 
CROP PROCESSOR (CNS578) .............................................................. 6,900
JF STOLL FCT 1050 HARVESTER, 2008, HYD TONGUE SWING, 
HY DUMP HOSE KIT, 3 ROW CORN HEAD, 72” GRASSHEAD, 
GOOD CONDITION (U31065) ......................................................... $12,500
LOEWEN 580 MIXER WAGON 1995 GOOD WORKING CONDITION, 
54O RPM PTO (U30993) ................................................................... 11,500
NH FP240 HARVESTER 2009 C/W CORN HEAD, KERNEL PROCESSOR, 
VERTICAL SPOUT EXT, NEW KNIVES (U31055) ................................. 26,900
NH FP240 HARVESTER ONLY, NO CROP PROCESSOR, HYD. DUMP HOSES, 
HYD. TONGUE SWING (U30438) ...................................................... SOLD!
NH H7330 DISCBINE MOWER, FLAIL CONDITIONER, STD TONGUE, 
10’4” CUT (U31005) ......................................................................... SOLD!
NH FX25 HARVESTER 4WD, 1998, 2100 CUTTERHEAD HRS, NEARLY 
NEW 346 WINDROW PU, 4 ROW CORNHEAD, W/KERNEL PROCESSOR 
& METALLERT,  (U30841) ...................................................................SOLD!
WALLENSTEIN GX900 BACKHOE W/15” BUCKET (CNS504) ........... 6,500
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