September 21, 2023

The Honorable Kathy Hochul
Governor of New York State
NYS State Capitol Building
Albany, NY 12224

Re:  Support for Bill to Preserve Community Gardens (S.629-A/A.4139-A)
Dear Governor Hochul:

We write today, as community gardeners from across New York State, to urge you to support the
state’s community gardens by signing S.629-A/A.4139-A into law. The bill, which passed the
Senate and Assembly unanimously, would support community gardens by requiring the New
York State Community Gardens Task Force to assess whether community gardens on publicly
owned land are eligible for designation as Critical Environmental Areas (CEAS) and to
recommend CEA designation for eligible gardens.

Signing this bill will advance your goal of expanding community gardens,* as supporting
existing community gardens is a crucial first step to expanding them. During this summer of
high food prices, extreme weather, and dangerous air pollution, supporting community gardens is
more important than ever. As discussed below, community gardens effectively mitigate all these
harms, very often in the marginalized and under-resourced communities that are most burdened
by them. In so doing, community gardens are helping to restore communities by providing the
critical nature-based resources that enable them to equitably recover their dignity-affirming self-
sufficiency, resilience, and sustainability.

Community gardens contribute to a resilient and sustainable food system by supporting local,
affordable food production. During the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent supply chain
disruptions, which exposed and exacerbated food insecurity in marginalized and under-resourced
communities, community gardens served as a lifeline for many New Yorkers, acting as trusted
distribution sites for free fruits and vegetables. Chloe Smith, Founder of 490 Farmers in
Rochester, explains, “The array of community gardens throughout downtown Rochester
that offer free produce is absolutely vital for folks with limited access to grocery stores and
helps mitigate some of the damage created by widespread food insecurity.” Community
gardens also allow New Yorkers to grow foods that reflect their diverse backgrounds and
cultures. According to Tim Chen, Executive Director at Grassroots Gardens of Western New
York in Buffalo, “Witnessing food being grown in one’s neighborhood opens up a wealth of
opportunities and imagination and provides a gateway to the local food system for many,
while simultaneously offering the chance for education and culturally relevant food
growing and sharing.” Community gardens thus increase New Yorkers’ access to affordable,
healthful food while honoring their sense of human dignity.

Community gardens support resilience against extreme weather, which is increasingly common
and devastating in New York. Trees and other vegetation in community gardens offer relief
from extreme temperatures.? As Gary DiPasquale, Garden Treasurer at Oasis Community



Garden in New York City, puts it, “You walk by the garden, and you can feel the coolness
from the garden on the sidewalk.”® Sustainable, nature-based green infrastructure in
community gardens—such as rain-collection systems, pervious surfaces, rain garden plantings,
bioswales, and compost-amended soil—helps communities cope with flooding due to extreme
precipitation. Heat and flooding disproportionately burden marginalized and under-resourced
communities in New York.* Because community gardens are often located in and stewarded by
these communities,® they support equitable resiliency against the effects of extreme weather.

Community gardens also help improve air quality, as their trees and vegetation filter pollutants
from the air.® According to Karen Washington, a garden activist and original gardener at Garden
of Happiness in New York City, “We say the gardens are the lungs of the City.”’ Like
extreme weather, air pollution disproportionately burdens marginalized and under-resourced
communities.® Community gardens help address this unequal burden.

Despite offering these and many other benefits, community gardens have few legal protections.
Too often, community gardens have been destroyed without appropriate regard for their
immense value to the community or adequate opportunity for community input. CEA
designation would address these problems by triggering additional procedural steps for proposed
projects that threaten designated gardens. Decision-makers would be required to take into
account the gardens’ important contributions, while ensuring that gardeners’ views receive fair
consideration. In this way, CEA designation supports an equitable and inclusive decision-
making process. By directing the New York State Community Gardens Task Force to collect the
information necessary for CEA designation, this bill would bring community gardens closer to
the protection they need and deserve.

In short, S.629-A/A.4139-A would help to ensure that community gardens continue to promote
sustainability, advance equity, and strengthen New York communities for generations to come.
Signing this bill will make clear to New Yorkers that they can and should increase the resilience
and vitality of their neighborhoods by investing in community gardens. We urge you to sign this
bill, which will benefit all New Yorkers, without delay. Thank you for your timely and
thoughtful consideration of this important matter.
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