
OUTREACH PROGRAMS FOR BOTANIC GARDENS 

Two case studies of community gardens in ethnically diverse New York City 
neighborhoods demonstratsthe w b i l i i e s  for hands on learning by local residents 
concerning maths of ecology, horticulture and Conservation which affect their own 
neighborhoode. Parlidpantsvdi discuss the needs oftheir communities and davelop 
a plan that will work for their own particular community. 

RESUMEN 

Dos casos eatudiados dejardines comuni$rlos en barrios con diversidad mica 
en la ciudad de Nueva York demuestran las posibilidades de 10s rasidentes locales 
para eprsnder y pracZicar m a t e h  de ecdogla, horticulture y conservaci6n que b 
ten a sus propios barrlos. Loo participant= Wscutirdn Iw necesidades de sus 
comunidades y el desarrollo de un plan aue ecometerdn para cada comunidad en 
particular. 

INTRODUCTION 

When you love the land, that love 
can extend from wide-open counby 
spaces to small window boxes in 
heaviby urbanized areas. Most of us live 
in or near Mea 88 we approach the 
end ofthe 20th century and more of us 
move to urban areas every day. For a 
doseness with nature, city dwellers are 

- 
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~~ all types: - 
a prbate homewith a lawn and a pla- 
ce for a garden, a tree or two for 
shade-a place we would consider 
ourselves lucky to live in or even to 
see from our window; 

house plants scattered about our 

t 217 4 



homes; 

- municipal park land--from the well- 
maintained showcase parks of a city 
totheforgotten neighborhood corner 
"playgrounds" in poor ndghbor- 
hoods; 

- a botanical garden-usually only one 

- an apartment building guarded in 
front by a lone tree. branchas rea- 
ching for sunlight and roots grasping 
for water and nutrients in soil hidden 
from view by concrete; b green 
cwnpanp-only some tufts of grass 
growing between sections of side- 
walk; 

- avacant lot with weeds eking out an 
epdstence in the midst of thrown-away 
hulks of automobiles, broken applian- 
cea, and garbage of all sorts, with 
barren earth soaked by discarded 
chemicals offering a habW shunned 
even by the most undiscriminating 
weeds. 

This last "island of green". the aban- 
doned lof is the focus of two New York 
City programs: Bronx Qreen-Up, the 
outreach program of The New York Bo- 
tanical Garden; and Brooklyn Graen- 
Bridge, the outreach program of the 
Brooklyn Botanic Garden. 

How do people turn a vacant lot 
containing the ugly discards of urban 
life into a garden with all the peace and 
nurturing of nature? How do urban folk 
get some of the benetits of l i n g  dose 

PM city; 

to the land even in the midst of an 
overwhelming concentration of concre- 
te and the pervasive urban problems of 
crime, excessive noise, Mer, poverty, 
and deapaiR The problem is really no 
less daunting than this. The process is 
no less than a reaffirmation of human- 
kind'e connection to the eerth. 

New York City is heavily urbanized 
and densely populated-the term "con- 
crete jungle" was popularly coined with 
New York in mind. The profolype of the 
urban area which is in need of green, 
New York, none-theless, was blessed 
manyyears ago with the designation of 
huge tracts of land as parkland. Howe- 
ver, for the poor-or even the working 
and middle dass-transportation to 
such areas is not always easy and, 
even if possible, does not affect their 
daily We. A community garden down 
the block or across the strest, however, 
is a 365 day a year event, 365 days of 
benefits. 

IMPORTANCE OF OUTREACH FOR 
BOTANIG GARDENS 

Both the Brooklyn Botanic Garden 
and The New York Botanical Garden 
have developed an outreach program 
to assist in creating communily gar- 
dens. The importance of such pro- 
grams cannot be overesfimated. Such 
programs counter the perception of 
botanic gardens 88 erii, with a history 
of exdusion. As recipients of public fun- 
dng, it b eapscklty important that bota- 
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nic gardens not be entrenched against 
the surrounding communsties, but rat- 
her accept a responsibility to the 
community and swk to build their au- 
dience from the community. 

APPROPRIATE OUTREACH 
PROGRAMS 

Greeting community gardens is one 
aspect of an outreach program. Educe 
tion is anolher important goal: going out 
to schools, e.g., with a "science suitca- 
se," or bringing people into the garden 
for educational programs. The subject 
areas of hotticulture. botany and envi- 
ronmental science are all relevant sub- 
jects. L i e n  to the vocarned needs 
from community groups and from indvi- 
duals. Tailor your programs accor- 
dingly. In multi-ethnic and multi-cultural 
ciliec such 88 New York City, outreach 
programs need to be relevant to diffe- 
rsnt ethnic groups. Listening is the key; 
oreconceptions are the danger. One 
:ommunky garden or program need 
rot be like another to be successful. 

Of great impomnce in any outreach 
program ia the effective use of volun- 
teers, most notably volunteers from the 
community who ore interested in crea- 
ting a community garden or working 
with a Bchod or church garden. Botani- 
cal garden staff cannot do the effective 
networking that someone who lives in 
the community can. Yet, volunteers wiil 
need help and guidance-this may be 
the first garden t h m e  helped create or 

the fimt time they've worked wiu, a 
group of neighbors. 

EFFECTIVE OUTREACH 

Needs assessmat. If a botanical 
garden has never had an outreach pro- 
gram before, the f i t  step io to ass- 
interest and need by surveying other 
community organizations and indkri- 
duals (e.g., visitors to the botanic gar- 
den). Pay attention to the demogra- 
phics of the communiUes involved and 

to fornulate a balanced approach to 
include all groups of people. 

Selling your administration. As- 
oertak\ the interest of garden steff In an 
outreach program. Present the needs 
of the community and a plan of action 
for beginning an outreach program. 

Getting influential peopk invol- 
ved and committed. It Is Important to 
gain eupport from politicians and com- 
munity leaders. You can then urnire 
such support in selling your program to 
the administration of the garden, in get- 
ting funding for your program, and in 
publidzing the program to interested 
community groups and individuals 
(whose interest will in turn gain support 
from other politicians, administration 
and potential funders). 

Funding. All possible sources of 
fundng should be pursued: puMic mo- 
ney; foundations, corporations; indvi- 
duds. through patties and dinners; and 
events which attract the press and pos- 
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sibly result in news stories-which in 
turn can be used to sell the program to 
fundem. Speaking at events is cons- 
tantly important 

Program: Using Botanlcal Gar- 
den Resources. After assessing 
needs, start... but statt small. Build 
upon small successes. One s u c c d u l  
garden can spawn many more. The 
Rrst community garden which Bronx 
Green-Up assisted in was so inspiring 
to the community that four other 
gardens-of different types, quality and 
degrees ofsuccess-lrvere started within 
one or two blocks of the first garden. 

The Brooklyn Botanic Garden 
found a logical statting point for 
"Brooldyn GreenBridge" in working with 
school/ community gardens, building 
on a long-standing relationship bet- 
ween the Garden and New York C i  
schools. Nearbyschods and schools in 
targeted communities were selected for 
the first year of programs. 

Staff also wiH be learning. You will 
need to develop a criteria as to how 
and who you will help in your outreach 
program, how much staff will do, what 
your r B o u r w  are, etc. For instance, if 
you have a truck, you can assist 
community gardeners in picking up 
supplies; if you have a staff horticulturist 
with good speaking skills, you can give 
workshops. 

Its important to be realistic about 
how much time you have. You need to 
decide how much follow-up you can 

handle. A planting demonstration may 
be reasonable, but the actual planting 
should probably be the responsibility of 
the community gardeners. Without 
community involvement the garden will 
not succeed. Encouraginp that involve- 
ment, even at the risk of failure, may be 
more important than actually doing the 
work. Bronx Green-Up has assistad in 
over 170 projects. Watering and plan- 
ting chores would quickly fatigue the 
staff of four! 

EVALUATION 

The continuation of an outreach 
program is dependent on appropriate 
evaluation. Because of the nature of 
gardening-vacant lot, window boxes, 
roof top garden+anecdotal evidence 
can be compelling. If a community gar- 
den helped residents feel safer becau- 
se drug dealers were no longer using 
the lot to sell drugs... that is a powerful 
message! 

Of coum quantifying information is 
always impoltant You can keep track 
ofwho you helped, what you did, what 
plants were distributed, workshops gi- 
ven, etc. The more numbers you can 
generate, the more you can compare 
one year to the next and more spedfic 
you can be with garden administration, 
politicians, and funders. 

Creating a newsletter is a valuable 
tool. A newsletter can be a forum of 
recognition for individuals and commu- 
nitieswho have created something spe- 
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"thoughts" to reality is, however, rimy cia1 and an inspiration for those who 
are trying. It can help you step back 
from the day-to-day running of the pro- 
gram, and get a broader perspective of 
what you have done and are doing. It is 
a history of your efforb and has multiple 
uses in validating your efforts to those 
whose support you need. 

WORKSHOP 

At the II International Congress on 
Education, held in May of 1993 in the 
Canary Islands, Terry Keller, Director of 
Bronx Green-Up, The New York 
Botanical Garden and Lucy Jones, 
Vdresident, Education and Informa- 
tion Services, the Brooklyn Botanic 
Garden, preaented a workshop which 
walked participants through these 
areas of mm. Mental practice of the 
steps you will take, writing down your 
plan, -ing your resources, antici- 
W n g  problem, is essential when star- 
ting a new program. Such practical 
workshop experience allowed partici- 
pants to visualize the "lay of the land", 
or what they will need to do when they 
return to their respective communities 
and botanic gardens. 

CONCLUSION 

Bringing areas of green to our cities 
where there currently are none can 
elicit all sort8 of hearlwarming emo- 
tions. The steps to turning such 

grHty. The practical step outlined in 
thii paper need to be followed. Vigilan- 
ce is constantly necessary. City gar- 
dens, community gardens, do not "take 
care of themselves". They will fail 
unless there is one or two very com- 
milted persons in the community and 
an ouhside resource to facilitate the ne- 
gotiation of all the obstacles inherent in 
creating and maintaining an urban 
community garden. 

Botanical gardens will provide a va- 
luable service if they assist in creating 
green spaces in the communities b e  
yondtheirgates. In return, they will gain 
a greener, more beautiful urban area of 
which the botanical garden can be the 
jewel. They will build a community of 
knowledgeable visitors who will aspire 
to Visit botanical gardens as their appre- 
ciaon of plants and nature grows 
along with the vegetables, flowers, and 
trees in the community gardens they 
tend. Perhaps most importantly, chit- 
dren will not have to grow up without 
knowing a tree, without smelling a flo- 
wer... without all the treasures of a gar- 
den oubide their door. 

Comparatively few people will ever 
see the tropical rain forests and the ot- 
her beautiful wtlderness areas of the 
earth; everyone wll see the green-or 
the garbage-outside of their homes. 
What could be more meaningful than 
greening our cities? 
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