
 Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 

 ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

 https://foodsystemsjournal.org 

Advance online publication  1 

Toward a justice approach to emergency food assistance 

and food waste: Exploring pantry–urban gardener 

partnerships in California’s Santa Clara County 

 

 

Christopher M. Bacon,a * Ava Gleicher,b Emma McCurry,c and Christopher McNeil d 

Santa Clara University 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Submitted September 2, 2022 / Revised August 11, November 11, November 28, 2023, and February 16, 2024 / 
Accepted February 19, 2024 / Published online April 25, 2024 

Citation: Bacon, C. M., Gleicher, A., McCurry, E., & McNeil, C. (2024). Toward a justice approach to 
emergency food assistance and food waste: Exploring pantry–urban gardener partnerships in 
California’s Santa Clara County. Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development. Advance 
online publication. https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2024.133.017 

Copyright © 2024 by the Authors. Published by the Lyson Center for Civic Agriculture and Food Systems. Open access under CC BY license 

Abstract 
The 60,000 food pantries in the United States are 

well known for charity-based emergency food 

assistance and edible food recovery, serving 53 mil-

lion people in 2022 (Feeding America, 2023a). 

Thousands of urban gardens emphasize vegetable 

production and food justice, but lack strong con-

nections to food pantries. We explore how food 

pantries and urban gardens could partner to trans-

form pantries into distribution sites that also 

become food justice education and organizing 

spaces. To assess this potential, we engaged in par-

ticipatory action research with a leading social ser-

vices provider that offers programs supporting 

both organized urban gardeners and a large urban 

food pantry in San Jose, California. We conducted 

and analyzed 21 interviews with food pantry volun-

teers and urban gardeners affiliated with the same 
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agency, and eight interviews with other urban gar-

deners and food pantry staff from external organi-

zations. We found that while both food pantry vol-

unteers and urban gardeners expressed concerns 

about increasing healthy food access and reducing 

food waste, pantry volunteers were often unfamil-

iar with food justice and uncomfortable talking 

about race and culturally rooted food preferences. 

These findings were similar with the informants 

from external organizations. To support urban gar-

dener and food pantry volunteer collaboration, we 

developed a food justice approach to emergency 

food assistance and food waste management in 

which both groups co-create onsite vermicompost-

ing infrastructure and partner with a university to 

design a training program focused on diversity, jus-

tice, and systemic change.  

Keywords 
food justice, food waste, food sovereignty, com-

posting, urban gardening, urban agriculture, food 

pantry, emergency food assistance, climate change  

Introduction 
The U.S. industrialized food systems left approxi-

mately 34 million people food insecure in 2021, a 

number generated by measuring food security as a 

household-level economic and social condition of 

limited or uncertain access to adequate food 

(Coleman-Jensen et al., 2021; U.S. Department of 

Agriculture Economic Research Service, 2023). 

Food insecurity numbers would likely be higher 

based on our preferred, internationally accepted 

food security definition, from the 1996 World, 

Food Summit, stating that it exists “when all peo-

ple, at all times, have physical and economic access 

to sufficient safe and nutritious food that meets 

their dietary needs and food preferences for an 

active and healthy life.” Economic, racial, and eth-

nic disparities exacerbate food injustices in the 

U.S., as low-income residents and communities of 

color, including Black, Latinx, and Native 

American communities, are more likely to be food 

insecure than wealthy and White residents. 

(Economic Research Service, 2023; Giraud et al., 

2021).  

 Food waste is a problem not only in and of 

itself but also linked to food insecurity and related 

injustices. More than a third of total agricultural 

production is wasted, a quarter of which is edible 

“surplus” food that is recoverable and could have 

been redistributed to help address hunger (ReFED, 

2023). Furthermore, studies show that higher-

income households produce more consumer food 

waste (Bräutigam et al., 2014; Yu & Jaenicke, 

2020), most of which goes to landfills, accounting 

for 24% of the municipal solid waste stream in the 

U.S. (Krause et al., 2023, p. 13). Decomposing 

food waste emits methane, a potent greenhouse gas 

that accelerates the global climate crisis and its 

associated injustices (Casey et al., 2021). Moreover, 

populations living near landfills, potentially 

exposed to more air and water pollution, have 

lower average incomes and are more likely to be 

people of color (Cannon, 2020).  

 Food justice is “the right of communities 

everywhere to produce, process, distribute, access, 

and eat good food regardless of race, class, gender, 

ethnicity, citizenship, ability, religion, or commu-

nity” (Horst et al., 2017, p. 279). Food justice also 

involves struggle against racism, exploitation, and 

oppression, as well as engagement with the sys-

temic work to address the root causes of inequali-

ties (Alkon & Guthman, 2017; Hislop, 2014, p. 24). 

The challenges associated with severe food insecu-

rity, food waste, and equity gaps, are compounded 

by the fact that many small-scale farmers, farm-

workers, restaurant workers, and other food system 

participants suffer from hunger, poverty, and mar-

ginalization because of structural in justices in 

modern food production, distribution, and con-

sumption systems (Alattar, 2021; Bacon et al., 

2014; Jayaraman & De Master, 2020). While these 

systemic problems call for transformative 

responses (Anderson & Leach, 2019; Marya & 

Patel, 2021), most food security funding in the U.S. 

has focused on important medium-term food 

access and antipoverty supports for low-income 

citizens, such as the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP), and addressing emer-

gency food needs through programs, such as the 

Temporary Emergency Food Assistance Program, 

that support the rapidly expanding private food 

assistance networks (Fisher, 2017).  

 Food pantries are one of the most important 

sites of access to emergency food assistance, and 
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they also play a key role in reducing surplus food 

through edible food recovery to be distributed to 

populations in need. More than 60,000 U.S. food 

pantries served 53 million people in 2022 (Feeding 

America, 2023a). Most food pantries are charities, 

dependent upon donations from large food retail-

ers, government grants, and partnerships with 

powerful national regional food banks (Bacon & 

Baker, 2017). They are largely private nonprofit 

organizations managed by a broad range of 

churches, social service agencies, schools, and 

other institutions. Although many have paid staff, 

they heavily rely on volunteer labor (Bruckner et 

al., 2021).  

 Despite the good intentions of the food pantry 

operators, most people that need access to the free 

food report feelings of stigma, as receiving food aid 

is too often characterized as socially unacceptable; 

it is associated with shame and embarrassment for 

recipients (de Souza, 2019; Tims et al., 2021). Sus-

tained critiques of the mainstream charity-based 

approach to private emergency food assistance 

(Poppendieck, 1999; Williams, 2022) and the rise of 

local and alternative food systems have spurred a 

small, but growing, number of food banks and 

food pantries to explore ways to engage local food 

systems, and, in some cases, the broader food jus-

tice approach (Dixon, 2015; Vitiello et al., 2015). 

This study aims to contribute to this latter effort by 

analyzing partnerships to foster a food pantry’s 

transition toward food justice and sustainable food 

waste management. 

 We used a community-based participatory 

action research case study, conducted in collabora-

tion with a food pantry and organized urban gar-

deners in California’s Silicon Valley, to identify 

strategies for how food pantries and urban gardens 

could partner to advance food justice. Our integra-

tive work contributes to the literature about food 

justice approaches to emergency food assistance, 

food recovery/food waste management, and urban 

agriculture. We focus on the possibilities for trans-

forming food pantries into food justice spaces that 

simultaneously help meet basic food needs, sustain-

ably manage food waste, and address racism and 

the structural causes of hunger. Specifically, we 

examine ways for a pantry and organized network 

of urban gardeners to partner with each other and 

leverage a community-university partnership to 

achieve these goals.  

 Our team of university researchers partnered 

with Sacred Heart Community Service (SHCS) to 

conduct this action-oriented study. Located in the 

City of San Jose, California, SHCS is the designated 

social service provider in for the County of Santa 

Clara. SHCS is a robust nonprofit organization that 

aims to meet the basic food, housing, immigration, 

and security needs of marginalized populations in 

the county, while also building power with the 

same residents in need through a community-

organizing approach that also aims to address sys-

temic racism, and change policies to create a more 

just and sustainable society (Sacred Heart 

Community Service, 2021). Santa Clara County, a 

major agricultural production center in the 19th and 

20th century, is now the geographic center of 

Silicon Valley (Diekmann et al., 2013). While the 

study area focuses on Santa Clara County, it also 

includes San Mateo County as together they consti-

tute the South Bay Area. Studies that take into 

account the high cost of housing estimated that 

one in five residents of Santa Clara County of 

1,870,945 were living in poverty and about 200,000 

were food insecure before the intersection of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and uneven development 

exacerbated the situation, doubling food pantry vis-

its to 500,000 people per month (Second Harvest, 

2021; University of California Cooperative 

Extension, 2021; U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). Dur-

ing the pandemic and as our partnership devel-

oped, SHCS and other groups rapidly expanded 

their operations to help meet resident needs. Our 

team partnered with SHCS’s Food Pantry and their 

organized urban gardener network, La Mesa Verde 

(LMV), a network of low-income home gardeners 

that offers materials and training for backyard gar-

dens, food justice education, and leadership devel-

opment training. While the SHCS Pantry focuses 

largely on emergency food assistance, reaching an 

estimated 25,000 individuals annually, LMV 

emphasizes access to fresh, culturally relevant pro-

duce. Figure 1 compares the two programs.  

 Because of potential tensions between the 

SHCS Food Pantry and LMV—tensions that gen-

erally exist between mainstream charity-dependent 

emergency food assistance networks and urban 
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agriculture and food justice 

organizations (Gray et al., 

2014)—our research team 

sought to understand several 

questions. Through our 

engagement with external 

pantries and urban garden-

ers, we sought to understand 

the extent to which qualita-

tive differences identified 

between SHCS Pantry Vol-

unteers and LMV Gardeners 

could be extrapolated to 

External Pantries and Exter-

nal Urban Gardeners in 

Silicon Valley. Our first 

question was, What are 

similarities and differences 

in the ways that SHCS-LMV 

Gardeners, SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers, External Pantry 

Staff, and External Urban 

Gardeners in the broader 

South Bay Area conceptu-

alize and practice food 

justice? Second, What are 

the similarities and differ-

ences in the ways that they 

approach food waste? The questions are designed 

to be action-oriented, centering the partnership be-

tween the research team and SHCS program staff. 

We explore how the SHCS Food Pantry could 

partner with SHCS-LMV Gardeners and leverage 

the community-university partnership to develop 

interventions that help transform the pantry into a 

food justice education and organizing space.  

Literature Review 
Our literature review begins with comparing main-

stream and alternative food justice approaches to 

emergency food assistance. Then we discuss stud-

ies of urban gardens and food waste/recovery, 

highlighting each concept’s interconnection with 

food justice and contending that these relationships 

remain underexplored, especially in relation to the 

potential role of food pantries. After explaining the 

food justice critique of emergency food assistance, 

we synthesize studies on urban agriculture and 

food sovereignty with a focus on their roles in fos-

tering food security, community, and autonomy. 

These terms are significant for food justice and sys-

tems change efforts and are relevant to this study, 

as we interviewed urban gardeners and pantry staff 

and volunteers about how they interpret their 

meaning. Next, we summarize several significant 

studies that analyze scale, environmental impact, 

and recent public policy developments related to 

food loss, waste, and recovery. The literature 

review offers important background for under-

standing trends of the mainstream emergency food 

assistance networks involved in these efforts and 

the potential of developing food justice approaches 

to food pantry food security and food waste man-

agement activities. For further analysis, we con-

ducted a systematic search using bibliometric analy-

sis and visualization software to assess co-

occurrences and gaps among these terms, and to 

help generalize beyond this case.  

Figure 1. Conceptual Diagram of Case Study Social Service Agency 

and Two Embedded Programs 
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Mainstream and Alternative Approaches 
to Emergency Food Assistance  
Many agencies within the mainstream emergency 

food assistance system, working to connect food 

banks to food pantries, aim primarily at improving 

efficiency to meet rising demands under pressure 

from COVID, inflation, and gaps in government 

support. This approach relies on depending on an 

overburdened food system to produce “surplus” 

food, “while longer-term problems of hunger and 

environmental resource expenditure remain” 

(Cooks, 2021, p. 84). Mainstream food assistance 

programs generally measure success in tons of food 

distributed, individuals served, and food waste di-

verted from landfills, rely on corporate donations, 

and omit the community organizing and political 

work needed to address hunger’s root causes, such 

as poverty, racism, and structural food systems 

inequalities (Fisher, 2017). Although Feeding 

America’s national network of over 200 affiliated 

food banks that connect with over 50,000 pantries 

appears to be investing more resources into im-

proving the quality, nutrition, and cultural appro-

priateness of food offered (Feeding America, 

2023b), the vast majority of food banks and food 

pantries do not employ a food justice approach 

(Lohnes, 2021).  

 Fortunately, many community groups, farmers, 

and a small—but growing—number of policy-

makers and food banks have developed a wide 

range of mutual-aid, community-based, and other 

alternatives that aim to address hunger, while also 

centering food and racial justice (Alkon & Guth-

man 2017; Fisher 2017; Hammelman et al., 2020;. 

Spring et al., 2022; Vitiello et al., 2015). For 

example, Boston’s food solidarity economy move-

ment consists of nonprofits, social enterprises, and 

cooperatives that produce, cook, distribute, con-

sume, and compost through strategies that include 

sharing common land and kitchens and building 

intercultural and cross-class alliances (Loh & 

Agyeman, 2019). However, only a few food justice 

studies start their analysis with strategies that 

engage the mainstream food assistance and food 

recovery and waste management systems (Cloke et 

al., 2016; Lohnes, 2021). Research examining food 

pantries as spaces for advancing food justice, such 

as an analysis of how narrative strategies could help 

transform pantry volunteers into advocates (Dixon, 

2015), is rare, as are studies focused on pantry sus-

tainability and innovation (Hecht & Neff, 2019; 

Sewald et al., 2018).  

Urban Gardeners, Food Justice, and 
Food Sovereignty  
In contrast to food waste studies, which often lack 

a food justice framework, researchers have docu-

mented how many farmers and advocates use 

urban agriculture to advance food justice, commu-

nity, well-being, environmental sustainability, closer 

producer-consumer relations, and fresh produce 

access (Diekmann et al., 2020; Lin et al., 2015). 

Urban agriculture (UA) involves producing, distrib-

uting, and marketing food in cities and their edge 

regions, a wide diversity of activities that can 

include collective, individual, and rooftop garden-

ing, intensive urban farms, community-supported 

agriculture, and food production in metropolitan 

greenbelts (Singer et al., 2020). While some forms 

of UA can address several barriers to food system 

equity and food justice by producing food that 

helps close equity gaps in food access and dietary 

diversity (Poulsen, 2017), UA generally does not 

produce sufficient food to eliminate food insecurity 

(Diekmann et al., 2020). Beyond food production, 

some forms of civic UA (an approach that priori-

tizes building more inclusive, locally based social 

relations, conserving local ecologies, and commu-

nity engagement over profit maximization 

[Poulsen, 2017]), offer participants an opportunity 

to improve their health and develop new skills, cul-

tivate community, support local environmental sus-

tainability, and enhance cultural heritage (Guitart, 

2012; Kingsley et al., 2022). Still, urban agriculture 

alone “cannot resolve many of the fundamental 

causes of food injustice” (Horst et al., 2017, pp. 

277–278), especially because it is generally more 

accessible to wealthy White communities 

(Bellemare & Dusoruth, 2020).  

 A growing number of organized urban garden-

ing efforts claim to be motivated by both food jus-

tice and food sovereignty (Block et al. 2012; 

Bowness & Whittman, 2021). Food sovereignty is 

the “right of peoples to healthy and culturally 

appropriate food produced through ecologically 

sound and sustainable methods, and their right to 
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define their own food and agriculture systems” 

(World Forum for Food Sovereignty, 2007, p. 1). 

This term emerges from a long tradition of farmer 

organizing in the Global South, and, like food jus-

tice, is also shaped through sustained engagement 

connecting farmers, social movement leaders, 

scholars, and, increasingly, policy makers (Marya & 

Patel, 2021). The concept emphasizes autonomy, 

self-determination, and self-governance (Patel, 

2009). Noll and Murdock assert that movements 

rooted in food sovereignty view food not just as a 

commodity, but as something intertwined with 

identity, culture, politics, and place (2019, p. 4). As 

such, food sovereignty projects must be designed 

by those they serve and built upon existing com-

munity strengths, local ecologies, and partnerships. 

Although food sovereignty has strong roots among 

organized small-scale farmers and farm workers in 

the Global South, the ideas and practices also 

inform urban agriculture, gardening, and food jus-

tice in the Global North, including wealthy cities in 

the U.S., Canada, and Europe (Bowness & 

Whittman, 2021). For example, community mem-

bers in a food swamp (an area characterized by an 

over-allocation of unhealthy food places like fast 

food restaurants, convenience stores, liquor stores, 

etc.) in Winnipeg, Canada built community and 

agency through the West Broadway Community 

Organization, which features programs such as 

“community gardens, Farmer’s Markets, good food 

boxes and local farm field trips” (Tursunova, 2020, 

p. 102). Like food justice movements, food sover-

eignty movements see fundamental structural 

changes as essential to reducing food and nutrition-

related disparities, arguing that lasting food security 

is impossible without first building food sover-

eignty (Carney, 2012). With few exceptions, how-

ever—including a study proposing indicators for 

urban food sovereignty (García-Sempere et al., 

2019)—in our targeted review we found very few 

urban food sovereignty studies that engaged food 

waste and edible food recovery.  

 Scholars have also used food justice frame-

works to critique exclusivity and White leadership 

in some UA efforts (Hoover, 2013), critically exam-

ine the political- economic context and the types of 

human subjectivity produced within organized 

community garden projects (Pudup, 2008), and 

demonstrate how some UA projects, including 

community gardens, can undermine the local food 

justice outcomes they claim to promote, as well as 

driving up property values and exacerbating gentri-

fication (Alkon & Guthman, 2017; McClintock et 

al., 2018). In response, critical scholars and advo-

cates continue to develop strategies to mitigate the 

unintended consequences that UA and food justice 

projects can produce (Alkon et al., 2019). Despite a 

few important recent studies (Furness & Gallaher, 

2018; Tims et al., 2021), we found that studies 

examining partnerships between organized urban 

gardeners and mainstream emergency food assis-

tance operations remain underdeveloped.  

Food Waste, Food Recovery and 
Environmental Impacts 
The significant scale of food losses and waste illus-

trates the inefficiencies, excessive environmental 

costs, and persistent injustices in the dominant 

food system. Globally, food loss and waste account 

for more than one-third of food produced (Food 

and Agriculture Organization of the United Na-

tions [FAO], 2019). Food loss is more common in 

low-income countries and occurs when it becomes 

unfit for human consumption due to pests, 

extreme weather, or spoilage, while food waste, 

more common in higher-income countries, occurs 

when food is discarded that is still fit for human 

consumption (Hanson et al., 2016; United Nations 

Environment Programme, 2021). In the U.S., 91 

million tons of surplus food or about 38% of total 

production, roughly equal to 141 billion meals, 

went unsold or uneaten in 2021 (ReFED, 2023). 

Of this, 36% was landfilled, 18% composted, 14% 

not harvested, and only 2% donated (ReFED 

2023). Sectors contributing to food loss and waste 

include residential (48%), consumer-facing busi-

nesses (20%), farms (17%), and manufacturing 

(14%) (ReFED 2023). A prioritized set of strategies 

to reduce food loss and waste would emphasize 

prevention, edible food recovery and redistribu-

tion, composting and recycling, and improved 

coordination across ecosystems, farms, food banks, 

food pantries, restaurants, groceries, and govern-

ment agencies (Broad Lieb et al., 2022; Mourad, 

2016). The largest private emergency food assis-

tance agencies in the U.S. have positioned them-
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selves as leaders in developing strategies to address 

food loss and waste (Lohnes, 2021). Indeed, 

increasing food recovery and redistribution are a 

civic priority, not only to help alleviate food insecu-

rity but to benefit the environment by diminishing 

climate change emissions associated with food 

decomposition in landfills and saving trillions of 

gallons of irrigation water.  

 Government policy can play an important role 

in setting goals, offering incentives, adjusting regu-

lations, and supporting food loss and waste 

prevention and recovery (Broad Lieb et al., 2022). 

The federal government recently set a goal of 

reducing food loss and waste by 50% by 2030, and 

in 2016 California passed S.B. 1383, which aims to 

reduce the amount of organic material—largely 

food waste—entering landfills by 75% by 2025 

(CalRecycle, n.d.). S.B. 1383 also aims to recover 

20% of disposed food for human consumption, 

suggesting that food pantries could experience an 

influx of recovered food (Chiarella et al., 2023). 

These policies will significantly increase food 

recovery flowing to pantries. While most of the 

recovered food should be useful for meeting the 

increasing demand for emergency food assistance, 

the quality of the recovered food is inconsistent, 

and pantries will likely generate more food waste 

even as S.B. 1383 extends to regulate pantries. This 

will further spur pantries to invest in food waste 

management strategies, such as on-site composting.  

Systematic Search: Food Pantries, Food 
Justice, Food Waste, and Urban Agriculture  
To complement the targeted literature review, we 

conducted a systematic search for keywords using 

the Web of Science Core Collection to download 

titles and abstracts from articles published in the 

last decade. The search yielded 1,408 peer-reviewed 

articles. The data was imported into VOSviewer,1 a 

program for bibliographic mapping that clusters 

key terms in the literature by frequency counts and 

relationships of the words in titles and abstracts, to 

generate a visual representation of their connected-

ness. The structure of co-occurrence suggests 

strengths and gaps in relationships among concepts 

of interest. We selected the 200 most relevant 

 
1 https://www/vosviewer.com/ 

terms according to the VOSviewer relevance score, 

and hand-removed terms related to research 

methods and words commonly used in academic 

writing (e.g., lens, critique, baseline).  

 The result shown in Figure 2 is a representa-

tion of our search that illustrates the gaps in the lit-

erature linking food pantries, urban gardens, and 

food justice (e.g., the fact that each is essentially 

about food, illustrated in the figure by the terms 

“vegetable” and “fruit”). However, beyond these 

shared terms, food pantries, urban gardening, and 

food justice are each largely relegated to their own 

sphere, suggesting that each approach to shifting 

the food system is siloed. The physical distance 

between clusters of interrelated terms is repre-

sented in Figure 2 in blue, green, and red. The red 

cluster contains terms like “food pantry,” “assis-

tance,” “food stamps” and “food bank” (e.g., 

charity-based food assistance), while the more 

interconnected blue and green clusters contain 

terms like “diversity,” “innovation,” “movement,” 

“equity,” and “sovereignty” (e.g., food justice/food 

system change and urban gardening, respectively). 

We contend that the lack of connections between 

the red cluster and blue/green clusters represents a 

lost opportunity to develop a food justice approach 

to food pantries. 

Methods 
After sharing additional details about the key 

community-based partner organization and our 

study area, we explain our community-based partic-

ipatory action research approach and describe how 

we used mixed methods to answer the research 

questions.  

Community-Based Partner and Study Location  
Sacred Heart Community Service (SHCS) aims to 

help fill basic needs gaps by providing essential ser-

vices to low-income residents, ranging from sup-

port for utility bills, housing, and immigrant rights, 

to emergency food assistance through the SHCS 

Pantry, which served over 25,000 people in 2021. 

As part of their mission to increase food security 

and self-sufficiency, SHCS includes the SHCS-

LMV Garden, which started as an independent 

https://www/vosviewer.com/
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grassroots organization in 2009 (Gray et al., 2014; 

Diekmann et al., 2020). The SHCS-LMV Garden 

currently serves about 180 urban backyard garden-

ers, recruits 50–75 new gardeners annually, and 

includes a 600-household alumni network. (There 

are hundreds of community gardens in the Bay 

Area, including 42 reported by the San Francisco 

Recreation and Park Department and 20 reported 

by the City of San Jose (City of San Jose, n.d.; San 

Francisco Recreation & Parks, n.d.). The SHCS-

LMV Gardeners network features frequent work-

shops where members learn about food justice and 

food security through examples and case studies, 

urban agriculture policies, organic agriculture, and 

how to employ these concepts practically in their 

lives and gardening practices (Gray et al., 2014). 

These workshops are often interactive and com-

munity-based, allowing SHCS-LMV Gardeners to 

meet their fellow community members—learning, 

growing, and developing a food justice framework 

together, organizing and creating power in their 

shared interests and community connections. In 

contrast, the SHCS Pantry Volunteers had not par-

ticipated in educational workshops that engage 

food justice, nor do they have a similar learning 

and organizing space within SHCS.  

 Our study area, Santa Clara County (SCC), is 

home to a racially and ethnically diverse popula-

tion that in 2022 was 41.4% Asian, 28.30% White, 

24.70% Hispanic or Latino, 2.9% African Ameri-

can, 1.20% American Indian and Alaska Native, 

and 4.3% indicating that they were of two or more 

races (for the U.S. Census, Hispanics may be of 

any race, so they also are included in both the two 

or more race and Hispanic or Latino categories; 

U.S. Census, 2022). The county is also charac-

terized by a high median household income of 

US$140,000, home value of US$1,013,000, and 

very high rents (Data USA, 2022). In addition to 

being among the most affluent regions in the 

world, Silicon Valley, the majority of which is 

within the jurisdiction of the county of Santa 

Figure 2. Visualization of Key Terms in Existing Literature on Food Justice, Food Pantries, and Urban 

Gardening, from Web of Science and Displayed Using VOSviewer* 

Note: Interact with Figure 2 data online at https://app.vosviewer.com/?json=https://drive.google.com/uc?id=1_M1eVv_rvMVUX-

esHvM_oBwHaDmGVO6O 

* Note on figure production: Using Web of Science, we searched the literature using the following query: All Fields: “food pantry” OR “food 

pantries” OR “food justice” OR “urban gardening” OR “urban garden” OR “food waste” AND Publication Date: 2013-01-01 to 2023-04-01.  

https://app.vosviewer.com/?json=https://drive.google.com/uc?id=1_M1eVv_rvMVUX-esHvM_oBwHaDmGVO6O
https://app.vosviewer.com/?json=https://drive.google.com/uc?id=1_M1eVv_rvMVUX-esHvM_oBwHaDmGVO6O
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Clara, but also includes the smaller San Mateo and 

San Francisco Counties, also has some of the 

U.S.A.’s highest levels of inequality (Pellow & 

Park, 2002; Bacon & Baker, 2017). The poverty 

rate using the Federal Poverty line, is only about 

5%, but by the Self-Sufficiency Standard, which 

defines the amount of income necessary to meet 

basic needs without public subsidies or private 

and/or informal assistance, the rate stands at 28% 

(Joint Venture, 2023). As with other indicators of 

wealth and human health, there are troubling 

racial and ethnic and economic disparities in 

hunger across the Bay Area, which were exacer-

bated during COVID-19; a UCSF study found a 

sharp rise in food insecurity among Latinx 

households during the first part of pandemic 

(Escobar et al., 2021). 

Community-Based Participatory Action 
Research Project 
This research is informed by a community-based 

participatory action research (CB-PAR) approach, 

which starts with establishing a community-

university partnership that recognizes power and 

resource-access inequalities, commits to reciproc-

ity, and negotiates mutual goals for a project (e.g., 

program improvement and student learning) 

(Maiter et al., 2008). It is also an exploratory case 

study (Yin, 2012) about the starting points, process, 

and potential benefits emerging from a partnership 

linking a food pantry, urban gardening network, 

and university (Porter, 2018). This sort of collabo-

ration challenges traditional top-down models of 

knowledge production, while encouraging 

researchers to include diverse perspectives 

(Tremblay, 2018). CB-PAR and allied action 

research approaches are particularly useful for 

research involving marginalized populations and 

community-based food justice organizations, as 

they emphasize tangible improvements while creat-

ing respectful and mutually beneficial relationships 

between researchers and community-based part-

ners (Porter, 2018). Like other forms of participa-

tory research, CB-PAR is challenging in practice, 

but we have worked to listen deeply, show up for 

SHCS and SHCS-LMV events, and support stu-

dent interns working directly for the program. 

These additional steps underscore why CB-PAR 

takes more time than applied work and requires 

ongoing critical reflection and dialogue to help the 

research team remain accountable to partners 

(Mendez et al., 2017; Tremblay, 2018).  

 CB-PAR projects traditionally operate in a 

cyclical and iterative manner, as shown by Figure 3, 

which presents our study activities within a CB-

PAR cycle (Balazs & Morello-Frosch, 2013). First, 

partnership with the SHCS-LMV Garden and the 

SHCS Pantry emerged from a decade of collabora-

tion with Santa Clara University. The lead author 

has worked with SHCS- LMV since 2012 through a 

range of activities, including partnering with them 

as community-based mentors for multiple 11-week 

intensive interdisciplinary undergraduate student 

projects addressing food justice themes as part of a 

Environmental Studies and Sciences capstone class, 

co-organizing a workshop in March of 2020 that 

helped launch a South Bay Area coalition of food 

justice organizations, and through many volunteer 

days with LMV Hardeners and in the Pantry. Next, 

we collected and analyzed data with a shared 

agenda in mind and disseminated the information 

to our community-based partners. Following analy-

sis and dissemination, the SHCS-LMV program 

and SHCS Pantry plan to utilize the data and mate-

rials to inform training and change strategies within 

the SHCS Pantry and support the cross-training 

effort linking SHCS-LMV Gardeners and SHCS 

Pantry Volunteers and staff. Then the cycle will 

restart (Figure 3).  

 To address the aforementioned research ques-

tions, our team collaborated with the SHCS-LMV 

Garden and SHCS Pantry to design a semi-

structured interview guide (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015). The guide included several brief short-

answer questions and longer open-ended questions 

about experiences at SHCS Pantry and with the 

SHCS-LMV Garden program. After the introduc-

tions and informed consent process, the questions 

also addressed experiences with food pantries 

and/or urban agriculture, duration and type of 

engagement with SHCS, current and past experi-

ences with food waste reduction activities, interpre-

tations and definitions of food justice, and perspec-

tives about the extent to which interviewees see 

relationships linking food justice, racial justice, and 

food waste. We were especially interested in under-
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standing how their past experiences and cultural 

identities influence their approaches to food justice 

and engagement with SHCS. After the interviews 

with SHCS Pantry Volunteers and SHCS-LMV 

Gardeners, we sent a short demographic survey, 

asking standardized questions modeled after the 

U.S. Census about racial and ethnic identity, as well 

as gender and income. We did not send the demo-

graphic survey to External Pantry Staff or External 

Gardeners: we interviewed only one person per 

organization and wanted to avoid deductive disclo-

sure, which could be possible in the case of smaller 

organizations with few employees.  

 We conducted the research in two phases. We 

interviewed 13 SHCS-LMV Gardeners and eight 

SHCS Pantry Volunteers, totaling 21 interviews. 

We worked with the SHCS coordinators and 

managers for LMV and the Pantry to help recruit 

participants for this convenience sample who had 

been involved with LMV for at least three years 

and had been regular Pantry volunteers for at least 

one year. We then relied on suggestions from staff 

members at the SHCS Pantry and SHCS-LMV 

Garden to recruit interviewees at five External 

Food Pantries and three External Urban Gardens 

in the South Bay, totaling eight interviews at the 

organization level. We interviewed at the individual 

level (with SHCS Pantry Volunteers and SHCS-

LMV Gardeners) and organizational level (with 

External Pantry Staff and External Urban Garden-

ers) to understand whether our first phase of 

results at the individual level were particularized to 

SHCS or whether they could be extrapolated to 

pantries and urban gardens more generally. All 

interviews were conducted one-on-one. Table 1 

compares demographic data across the SHCS 

Figure 3. Diagram of Community-Based Participatory Action Research (CB-PAR) Cycle and 

Project Activities 

Source: Updated and modified to include project-specific activities from Balazs & Morello-Frosch, 2013. 
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research participants: more Pantry Volunteers self-

identified as White or Asian/Pacific Islander and 

tended to have higher household incomes than the 

SHCS-LMV Gardeners, who were largely 

Hispanic/Latino, White, or multiracial, and tended 

to have lower household incomes.  

 Our research team conducted interviews May–

September 2021 and February–April 2022. SHCS 

Pantry and SHCS-LMV Garden staff helped recruit 

all interview participants: they suggested External 

Pantries and External Urban Gardens, and SHCS-

LMV Gardeners and SHCS Pantry Volunteers 

based on those that had been involved with the 

respective organization longer. We contacted inter-

viewees via email to link them with the members of 

the research team. Our team conducted these 25- 

to 75-minute interviews on Zoom in both Spanish  

and English depending on interviewee preference. 

We recorded, transcribed, translated, and then 

anonymized the transcripts. We identified the inter-

view transcripts by respondent affiliation to SHCS 

(Pantry vs. Gardeners) and organization (SHCS/ 

SHCS-LMV or External).  

 Following Saldaña (2013), we used an induc-

tive coding process that began with reading tran-

scripts and identifying the most frequently occur-

ring codes. After most key ideas started repeating, 

we concluded that we had reached a saturation 

point at the individual level with SHCS. Given the 

relatively small sample, we used documents and 

spreadsheets to coordinate the coding process 

across the team members. We identified quotes 

that illustrated major themes and findings. We 

shared preliminary findings with SHCS and LMV 

staff and received feedback before presenting these 

findings.  

 Finally, after the manuscript entered the 

review process, we began co-implementing the 

food justice workshops with SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers and SHCS-LMV Gardeners. Our 

research team took detailed notes during them and 

asked several SHCS Pantry Volunteers and SHCS-

LMV Gardeners to submit testimonies about their 

experiences with food justice, food waste, and 

food security in the context of the workshops. 

Although we did not code this transcript as part of 

the analysis, we cite a testimony in our discussion, 

as an update to this work and an illustration of the 

efforts and challenges to integrate approaches 

across these areas. 

Results 
We begin by showing a comparative analysis of the 

different interpretations of food justice that 

emerged from our analysis of interview transcripts 

with both SCHC food pantry volunteers and SHCS 

gardeners (Table 2), and then assess the degree that 

these findings hold for the interviews conducted 

with external pantry staff and external urban gar-

deners (Table 3). We continue by developing a sim-

ilar analysis contrasting how these same four 

groups approach food waste. 

Contrasting Definitions of Food Justice: 
SHCS Pantry Volunteers and Gardeners 
Four of the eight SHCS Pantry Volunteers were 

unfamiliar with food justice or could not provide a 

meaningful definition—or any definition—of the 

term. Those who could provide a definition agreed 

Table 1. Sacred Heart Community Service-

La Mesa Verde (SHCS-LMV) Gardeners’ and 

Pantry Volunteers’ Demographic Data 

 SHCS-LMV 

Gardeners  

(n = 13) 

SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers  

(n = 8) 

Gender   

Male  3 5 

Female 10 3 

Race/Ethnicity   

White 4 5 

Asian/Pacific Islander 0 3 

Hispanic or Latino 7 0 

Multiracial 2 0 

Household Income in Past 12 Months (US$) 

$5,000–$34,999 4 0 

$35,000–$49,999 4 0 

$50,000–$99,999 2 2 

$100,000–$149,999 0 2 

$150,000–$199,999 0 2 

Over $200,000 1 1 

Other 2 1 

Sources: 2021 and 2022 interviews.  
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upon a simplistic one: everyone should have access 

to nutritious food. An Asian/Pacific Islander 

female SHCS Pantry Volunteer added more 

nuance, noting that everyone should have access to 

nutritious food “not based on their economic,  

racial or demographic area, region or part of the 

world.” Overall, SHCS Pantry Volunteers either 

had a limited understanding of food justice or were 

not at all familiar with the concept.  

 SHCS-LMV Gardeners were all familiar with 

food justice; each contributed nuanced and diverse 

definitions. SHCS-LMV Gardeners’ reflections on 

food justice yielded three significant themes. Four 

SHCS-LMV Gardeners emphasized food justice as 

a right, which none of the SHCS Pantry Volunteers  

mentioned. Four Gardeners cited gardening and 

access to land as part of their definitions of food 

justice. For these members, food justice expands 

Table 2. Sacred Heart Community Service (SHCS) Pantry Volunteers’ and SHCS-La Mesa Verde (LMV) 

Gardeners’ Definitions of Food Justice 

 Definitions of Food Justice 

SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers 

● “I think people should be able to have sufficient food to live comfortably. … That doesn’t 

necessarily mean that they have to have filet mignon every day, but it does mean they should 

have sufficient food to meet basic nutritional needs.” (White male) 

● “I don’t think I can give that a really good answer … because I haven’t heard or read anything about 

it.” (White male) 

● “Equal access to good food. … I haven’t been a victim of not being able to get food.” (White male) 

● “I’m not sure I would know how to define that. Maybe food that was of, you know, average to good 

quality, you know, so that people are able to consume it.” (Asian/Pacific Islander female) 

SHCS-LMV 

Gardeners 

● “I mean, it’s food for all, right?” (White female) 

● “We all have the right to have these affordable foods.” (Latinx female) 

● “I didn’t know this concept of food justice until I became a part of [the SHCS-LMV Garden]. The first 

time they showed it in a workshop, to me it was very eye-opening how even the produce that comes 

from the soil is very politicized.” (Latinx female) 

● “Food justice would be like we could all have the opportunity to grow our own vegetables.” (Latinx 

female) 

● “That’s a big thing, you know, keeping accessibility to food, the quality of food, the quality of food 

being equal to all.” (Latinx female) 

● “It’s about talking about justice. It’s talking about rights and laws so for me food justice also 

includes workers. From the workers to the consumer. And it is a process.” (Multiracial female) 

Table 3. External Pantry Staffs’ and External Urban Gardeners’ Definitions of Food Justice  

  Definitions of Food Justice 

External Pantry 

Staff  

 

● “I don’t really know the movement well. I think we do a lot of what the stuff that I read is talking 

about, but I’m not so familiar with it.” 

● “I would define [food justice] like just dignity. Feasible for us is dignity. Dignity because people in 

need can be provided with dignity that food that they need.” 

● “Food justice? … Really, the first time I heard that term was in your email.” 

● “Food justice is food insecurity in simple terms.” 

● “So, I’m tangentially familiar with the idea of food justice. I’m not an expert.” 

External Urban 

Gardeners 

 

● “I would define food justice as providing equity and access to everybody. … Food justice means that 

every human being, for the sake of being a human being has the right to safe, secure, and 

nutritious food, and we are all responsible in making sure that that is upheld.” 

● “I think it has to do with not just accessibility to food, but sustainability within that and also 

sovereignty over food systems and in communities.” 

● “I feel like food sovereignty takes [food justice] a step further, which I really like in the sense that 

you are sovereign in this. … And beyond just picking like your own vegetables, but maybe it’s that 

you have a say in how your food system is structured.”  

Sources: 2021 and 2022 interviews. 
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beyond access to food to include sovereignty over 

what is grown and eaten. Third, SHCS-LMV 

Gardeners noted the importance of high quality, 

organic, culturally relevant food for food justice, 

beyond mere access to food. Two SHCS-LMV 

Gardeners’ definitions of food justice that included 

both food production and food consumption (Table 2). 

Both Gardeners noted inequality in food produc-

tion systems; one White LMV-SHCS Gardener 

said, “I think farm workers are just treated so bad. 

Like, we do not respect—at all—the work that they 

do. They’re not compensated well…They’re mis-

treated. They’re overworked. They’re exposed to a 

lot of hazards in their work. And, I mean, every-

body eats the food that, you know, that they pro-

vide and they’re just exploited.”  

Contrasting Definitions of Food Justice: 
External Pantry Staff and External 
Urban Gardeners 
We found that these contrasting definitions of 

food justice were similar across other food pantries 

and urban gardens in the South Bay Area. External 

Urban Gardeners generally had more nuanced defi-

nitions of food justice than External Pantry Staff. 

External Pantry Staff from three of the five exter-

nal food pantries were unfamiliar or only slightly 

familiar with food justice. Of the remaining two 

External Pantry Staff in the study, one reflected on 

the importance of dignity in food justice: “I would 

define [food justice] like just dignity. Dignity be-

cause people in need can be provided with dignity 

[by ensuring they have access to] food that they 

need.” The second External Pantry Staff member 

conflated food justice and food security, defining 

the two synonymously. Still, this interviewee 

acknowledged that “everybody has the right to be 

able to—and this is a little more social economics 

than just food itself—but be able to have a livable 

wage where they can actually, you know, buy 

food. … Nobody should go hungry.”  

 Each External Urban Gardener provided a 

nuanced definition of food justice. One reflected, 

“I would define food justice as providing equity 

and access to everybody. … Food justice means 

that every human being, for the sake of being a 

human being, has the right to safe, secure, and 

nutritious food, and we are all responsible in 

making sure that that is upheld.” The other two 

External Urban Gardeners challenged the 

limitations of food justice and instead emphasized 

food sovereignty, acknowledging the importance of 

community member autonomy and having a role in 

constructing their food systems. For them food 

sovereignty can be expansive: “I feel like food 

sovereignty takes [food justice] a step further, 

which I really like in the sense that you are 

sovereign in this. … And beyond just like picking 

like your own vegetables, but maybe it’s that you 

have a say in how your food system is structured.”  

 Importantly, the language that External Pantry 

Staff and External Urban Gardeners utilized when 

talking about food justice differed significantly 

based on organization type. External Urban Gar-

deners tended to center and integrate community 

needs and voices, whereas External Pantry Staff 

were more focused on “educating” the community. 

For example, an External Urban Gardener 

reflected, “We are actively trying to improve on—

especially in the work that we do—making sure 

that we’re not coming at this from, like, a savior 

mindset, and also that we are, you know, really 

rooting this in community.” Staff from this urban 

garden take time to ask their clients what produce 

they are eating and enjoying, what produce they 

dislike and are wasting, and how the urban garden 

may better serve them and their community. These 

approaches are distinct.  

Contrasting Approaches to Food Waste: 
SHCS-LMV Gardeners and SHCS 
Pantry Volunteers 
In their own homes and practices, most SHCS-

LMV Gardeners and SHCS Pantry Volunteers 

made conscious efforts to reduce food waste. Four 

SHCS Pantry Volunteers mentioned trying to eat 

everything, and avoiding food waste through vari-

ous strategies. For example, an Asian/Pacific 

Islander female SHCS Pantry Volunteer mentioned 

what her family calls “eating for the cause”: strate-

gically placing food close to spoiling in a certain 

area in the fridge and upcycling leftovers. “So like, 

for instance, if I did a batch of rice or something—

today is Thursday I made it on Monday—it’s not 

going to last much longer through the weekend, so 

I will make something like fried rice or I’ll serve it 
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like tonight.” And two SHCS Pantry Volunteers 

emphasized buying food consciously. One White 

male reflected, “We try to not buy stuff, so we 

don’t generate waste. That’s number one. … The 

basic thing is just not—not producing the waste to 

begin with. … We don’t go to Costco and buy 50 

pounds of potatoes and watch them rot.” Other 

strategies employed include freezing food, com-

posting, and eating beyond satiety.  

 SHCS-LMV Gardener approaches differed 

from SHCS Pantry Volunteer approaches in that 

many more SHCS-LMV Gardeners compost their 

food waste and emphasize a passion for reducing 

food waste, beyond that of SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers. A White/Mexican female SHCS-LMV 

Gardener cited the “power of soil and the Earth 

and how much that it’s alive and really the source 

of where everything begins.” For her, SHCS-LMV 

Garden workshops underscored “how important 

composting is,” leading to “a snowball effect [in 

spreading knowledge and enthusiasm] 

about food waste.” Most SHCS-LMV 

Gardeners feel similarly: a Latinx female 

SHCS-LMV Gardener noted that they will 

peel potatoes and save the peels for com-

post. A Latinx male SHCS-LMV Gardener 

emphasized, “All the waste we have here at 

home, we use. I like to have garden beds 

with soil where my crops are. There I am 

burying the waste under the ground so that 

it remains good, this compost, for good 

working soil.”  

Comparing Approaches to Food Waste: 
External Urban Gardeners and 
External Pantry Staff 
As with these individual approaches, all the 

External Pantries and External Urban 

Gardens in this study have strategies for 

reducing or mitigating food waste (Table 4). 

Two External Pantries compost food waste, 

whether on-site or via industrial compost-

ing off-site. One External Pantry gives away 

pre-cooked food to churches or other com-

munity centers in the area. Interestingly, 

two of the External Pantries tailored their 

services for the specific needs of the com-

munity, thereby reducing food waste. One 

External Pantry Staff member noted, “For exam-

ple, this community, these folks, they just want 

protein. They don’t want the starch. They don’t 

want the veggie, so I can understand that dynamic 

a little bit too. So that gives us a little more ability 

to figure something out…We do more veggies in 

one place—we offer more, we offer less, and kind 

of work on that angle.”  

 External Urban Gardens utilized a variety of 

different strategies to manage and reduce food 

waste, such as instructing their clients to only take 

what they’ll eat, composting, ordering produce 

carefully and thoughtfully, and adjusting the price 

of produce in response to availability. At one 

External Urban Garden, if they have a surplus of 

produce, they “slash the price in half, and make 

sure that if [they] have more of it, that it can go out 

to folks at a cheaper rate, so maybe they’ll buy 

more.” An External Urban Gardener described the 

value of their donation-based system: “Because we 

Table 4. Strategies for Reducing Food Waste 

  Strategies for Reducing Food Waste 

SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers 

● Buying consciously 

● Repurposing leftovers 

● Composting 

● Freezing food 

● Eating beyond satiety 

SHCS-LMV 

Gardeners 

● Buying consciously 

● Repurposing leftovers 

● Composting 

● Cooking at home 

● Let food waste break down in piles 

● Worm composting 

● Sharing excess produce with fellow gardeners 

External Pantry 

Staff  

● Considering what foods clients can physically 

open and utilize 

● Sharing with churches and other local 

community organizations 

● Redistributing food from grocery stores 

● Composting on-site 

● Composting off-site 

External Urban 

Gardeners 

● Donation-based system 

● Ordering produce carefully and thoughtfully 

● Decreasing the price of surplus produce 

● Removing unwanted produce from clients’ 

boxes 

● Adding additional produce to clients’ boxes 

● Utilizing feedback from the community 

● Composting on-site 

● Teaching clients how to compost at home 

Source: 2021 and 2022 Interviews.  
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have a donation-based system, we are kind of able 

to offer more to folks, maybe, than they would 

normally take based on like a price restriction…we 

want it to get into the hands of the community, so 

I think anyone who is coming to our farm stand is 

able to like walk away with—really—as much as 

they need, not just as much as they can afford.” 

 SHCS-LMV Gardener approaches to food 

waste and connections to the land are stronger 

than those of SHCS Pantry Volunteers. For many 

of the Latinx SHCS-LMV Gardeners, their feelings 

stem from experiences in different countries, and, 

relatedly, to the wastefulness that they perceive in 

aspects of mainstream American culture. But their 

feelings are ingrained and bolstered as well by the 

food justice framework that the SHCS-LMV 

Garden employs and develops through educational 

workshops for members. Most SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers had not considered a food justice 

framework—including a food justice approach to 

food waste—because they had never heard of such 

an approach.  

Discussion  
This research has revealed differences in the con-

ceptualization and operationalization of food jus-

tice and food waste management strategies through 

analysis of interviews conducted with SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers and SHCS-LMV Gardeners, as well as 

interviews with External Pantry Staff and External 

Urban Gardens. From our literature review, we 

expected to find that SHCS-LMV Gardeners and 

External Urban Gardeners had developed more 

sophisticated and multidimensional understandings 

of food justice, in comparison to SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers and External Pantry Staff who are more 

influenced by a charity and direct service-oriented 

strategy. We did not initially expect to find mean-

ingful differences among how the different groups 

approached food waste.  

 Consistent with our expectations—and based 

on the SHCS-LMV Gardeners’ exposure to food 

justice through the LMV curriculum and through 

their own lived experiences—we found that SHCS-

LMV Gardeners have a more robust understanding 

of food justice than SHCS Pantry Volunteers. 

Moreover, SHCS-LMV Gardeners were comforta-

ble talking about food as a right, addressing distrib-

utive and procedural justice, and analyzing the 

structural causes of hunger and food waste. SHCS-

LMV Gardeners likewise were comfortable talking 

about race and ethnicity. They acknowledged that 

neighborhood access to food differs depending on 

the racial makeup of the neighborhood. They con-

trasted the wastefulness of American vs. Latin 

American cultures, and they emphasized a lack of 

health education in lower-income, less White 

neighborhoods. On the other hand, SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers, who had not been privy to the LMV 

curriculum, were largely unfamiliar with food jus-

tice. We suspect that SHCS Pantry Volunteer unfa-

miliarity with food justice, and their watered-down 

approaches to food waste, could be due to lack of 

education in food justice, satisfaction with a charity 

approach, higher average incomes, or other White 

privileges that could also influence their contribu-

tions to inflicting stigma upon food insecure popu-

lations and within emergency food assistance envi-

ronments (de Soza, 2019). More broadly, External 

Urban Gardeners from various urban gardens 

throughout Silicon Valley had similar nuanced and 

complex understandings of food justice compared 

to SHCS-LMV Gardeners, and more than half of 

External Pantry Staff were unfamiliar or only 

slightly familiar with food justice based on their 

positionality in the emergency food assistance 

network.  

 Similarly for food waste, nearly all individuals 

and organizations have strategies for food waste 

reduction, but SHCS-LMV Gardeners and 

External Urban Gardeners were far more knowl-

edgeable about food waste and likely to employ 

time-consuming and varied waste reduction strate-

gies, ranging from prevention to composting. 

SHCS-LMV Gardeners and SHCS Pantry Volun-

teers noted consciously buying food and repur-

posing leftovers, but SHCS-LMV Gardeners take 

waste reduction a step further by composting and 

intentionally sharing produce with family, friends, 

and other urban gardeners. Likewise, while some 

External Pantries compost or consider feedback 

from clients, these strategies were far more com-

mon among External Urban Gardeners. External 

Urban Gardeners reported additional, innovative 

strategies, such as teaching clients how to compost 

at home, changing produce in food boxes, and 
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using donation-based systems, allowing them to 

reduce food waste more effectively at their 

organizations.  

 To what extent are the contrasting approaches 

to food justice and food waste of urban gardeners 

versus food pantry volunteers that we found in this 

Bay Area study generalizable to other places? While 

we do not know for certain, one way to begin 

answering this question is through our keyword 

search of the Web of Science and the VOSviewer 

visualization displayed in Figure 2. The visualiza-

tion showed relatively strong connections linking 

terms, such as “urban gardening,” “composting,” 

and “food waste,” all of which were grouped 

together, as well as several studies bridging the 

cluster of urban gardening studies with the cluster 

that included food justice, a relationship we found 

in this study. Figure 2 also shows a dearth of stud-

ies linking food justice and food waste or food jus-

tice and food pantries, which is also consistent with 

our findings. Overall, the literature on these topics 

remains broadly segmented with only a handful of 

studies linking urban gardens to food pantries and 

often without a food justice approach, suggesting 

the need for more integrated research and imple-

mentation strategies. 

Partner-Led Action Emerging From 
CB-PAR Methodology  
When SHCS staff and the university-based 

research team negotiated this partnership within a 

broader CB-PAR framework, (Figure 3) the pro-

posed action step focused on co-developing an 

educational and infrastructure intervention to con-

tribute to transforming the SHCS Pantry into a 

food justice space and to support the urban garden 

by developing an on-site worm composting opera-

tion at the pantry. As in many CB-PAR partner-

ships, the local organization rather than the univer-

sity is the leader for the critical action step (Juris et 

al., 2021). SHCS partnered with Santa Clara Uni-

versity to serve as the lead agency in a successful 

application for a CalEPA Environmental Justice 

grant (US$50,000). First, our research team shared 

with SHCS staff preliminary findings” SHCS 

Pantry Volunteers’ and SHCS-LMV Gardeners’ 

differing demographics, approaches to food justice, 

and approaches to food waste. After consulting 

with the food justice literature and setting up a sys-

tem to track food waste in the SHCS pantry, SHCS 

staff and our research team have begun to co-

create a training curriculum that aims to build on 

diverse experiences and combine them with best 

practices from the literature to develop a food jus-

tice approach to their food assistance work and 

establish an onsite vermicomposting program that 

diverts food waste from landfills and supports 

urban gardening.  

 The planned sequence of workshops includes: 

(1) two community-build days to install worm 

composting containers at the pantry and train par-

ticipants in home composting; (2) diversity, equity, 

inclusion, and justice (DEIJ) and Sacred Heart’s 

approach to basic needs, antiracism, and structural 

change; (3) food justice testimonies and dialogue; 

(4) climate change, food waste, and food system 

transformation; (5) a community and food pantry 

compost and plant distribution celebration. The 

workshops start and conclude with hands-on com-

munity-building and include engaging a recently 

developed system that tracks the SHCS Pantry 

food waste. Importantly, the proposed times for 

the workshops intersect with when SHCS Pantry 

Volunteers are scheduled for their regular food 

distribution shifts and SHCS-LMV members are 

available.  

 SHCS-LMV Gardeners who experience food 

insecurity and visit the SHCS Food Pantry offer an 

especially valuable perspective for establishing a 

relationship between the SHCS Pantry and LMV. 

In a recent storytelling workshop that we co-

organized as part of the workshop series, an elderly 

female Mexican immigrant, SHCS-LMV Gardener, 

and occasional Pantry visitor offered her testi-

mony: 

When we have excess food, we freeze it, dis-

tribute it, or eat it. In my country, Mexico, with 

my parents and grandparents, food waste did 

not exist. … They taught me that food is not 

thrown away, much less is wasted and that we 

should eat everything we have for the day, 

whether it is a little or a lot. At that time, we 

ate what we had, because we had no other 

options. When I came to this country, I found 

a lot of delicious “junk food” that could now 
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be eaten, and this gave me diabetes. Fortunate-

ly, my husband and I had health insurance with 

Kaiser. A Hispanic nurse taught me the food 

pyramid, portions, and healthy eating. 

When I received food boxes, sometimes 

[the SHCS Pantry and also Salvation Army 

Pantry] would include things that were not 

healthy for me to eat, as a diabetic, or I 

wouldn’t know how to cook it. For example, 

they would include a lot of pumpkins, and so I 

would give some to my neighbors, or I would 

give them to Americans, who would use it to 

make pie … 

My ancestors didn’t care about food secu-

rity because there was hardly anything to eat. 

That’s why I became an urban gardener. In my 

opinion, food justice is having options to eat 

healthy and share with the family. I believe that 

one way to not waste food is to know the por-

tions, to have options for fruits, vegetables, 

and groceries that each family in their own cul-

ture likes to cook, eat, and enjoy. This way they 

won’t throw it in the trash, because we like to 

enjoy our own food.  

Her testimony underscores many of the 

themes SHCS-LMV Gardeners and External 

Urban Gardens reflected on throughout our 

research. It shows not only the way that she inter-

prets relationships between food security, food 

waste, and food justice in a coherent and compel-

ling way that may not strictly follow the accepted 

academic definitions for these terms, but it also 

contributes a culturally rooted food justice ap-

proach to food waste. Interestingly, this testimony 

does not mention rights-based (Horst et al., 2017) 

or explicitly anti-racist notions of food justice. It 

focuses more on the power of solidarity, sharing 

food, and access to culturally relevant food for all 

(Loh & Agyeman, 2019).  

Drawing on this testimony and one author’s 

participant observation with the respondent during 

the last two years, we find that this SHCS-LMV 

Gardener (and several others) explain their experi-

ence with confidence and without stigma regarding 

periodic food pantry visits. This is important, as 

stigma and shame among food pantry visitors are 

common (Bruckner et al., 2021; de Soza, 2019). 

This narrative also shows a level of empowerment 

which is possibly attributable—at least in part—to 

several years of participation in SHCS-LMV’s lead-

ership program. Another study that interviewed 

senior food pantry clients, some of whom were 

also involved in a food security-focused commu-

nity garden, found that accessing the food from the 

garden offered participants destigmatized “socially 

acceptable” food access, as compared to percep-

tions of stigma when accessing free food through 

other food assistance programs (Tims et al. 2021). 

However, in the case of SHCS-LMV Gardeners, 

they felt comfortable accessing the SHCS Pantry, 

as well as growing and sharing their own food.  

In addition, External Pantry Staff expressed 

interest in implementing a similar curriculum in 

their own pantries. Following the SHCS and LMV 

implementation of the workshop curriculum, 

SHCS will produce playbooks for other pantries to 

use in developing their own food justice ap-

proaches to emergency assistance and waste. 

Therefore, we contend that this study is broadly 

relevant to tens of thousands of food pantries as 

well as other anti-hunger organizations, food 

recovery organizations, food waste reduction strat-

egists, advocates, and policy makers working to 

develop a stronger food justice approach to emer-

gency food assistance and food waste recovery and 

management in ways that integrate urban agricul-

ture and build food sovereignty. 

Conclusion  
Our analysis of the interviews found similarities in 

the way that organized urban gardeners, including 

both SHCS-LMV Gardeners and the External 

Urban Gardeners engaged food justice and food 

waste compared to the SHCS Pantry Volunteers 

and External Pantry Staff. SHCS Pantry Volun-

teers’ definitions of food justice were generally 

one-dimensional and less nuanced than SHCS-

LMV Gardeners’ definitions, which cited gardening 

and access to land as part of their definitions, and 

noted the importance of high quality, organic, cul-

turally relevant food. SHCS Pantry Volunteers’ 

comparably less nuanced definitions may be 

attributed to a higher percentage of White SHCS 

Pantry Volunteer interviewees than among SHCS-

LMV Gardeners, as well as the Gardeners’ expo-
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sure to food justice trainings and advocacy work 

through LMV; however, in our comparison of 

common themes in the interviews, we found simi-

lar patterns in understandings among the External 

Pantries and External Urban Gardens.  

 The CB-PAR process is necessarily a work in 

progress. We have not yet proven that it is possible 

to change the large-scale food pantry into a space 

for food justice or to unleash the potential of com-

posting food waste. However, these dual problems 

are intrinsic to the current emergency food assis-

tance network and the lessons learned here are 

potentially useful for the more than 60,000 U.S. 

food pantries that should play a more important 

role in developing transformative strategies to meet 

basic food needs and reduce food waste today, 

while simultaneously developing a food justice 

approach to reduce hunger and food waste in the 

long-term.  

 If food pantries are to become educational 

and organizing spaces that advance food justice, 

pantry staff, volunteers, and partner organizations 

will need to assume new roles (Dixon, 2015). We 

argue that food pantries are important places to 

create “ethical and political response to welfare in 

the meantime,” building from “the austere con-

ditions of the here and now,” (Cloke et al., 2016, 

p. 705), advocating for increased public support to 

secure a right to food, and moving toward more 

transformative alternatives to the dominant global 

system and charity-based emergency assistance. 

Urban gardeners, many of whom already empha-

size food justice through their organized networks 

(Diekmann et al., 2020; Horst et al., 2017), are key 

allies in this work, but few have relationships with 

pantries that reach beyond supplying fresh pro-

duce (Furness & Gallaher, 2018). We argue that 

community-university partnerships that include 

both organized groups of civic urban gardeners 

and food pantries are a useful starting point for 

developing educational programs as well as infra-

structure investment plans to close the food waste 

loop through local composting efforts. These 

partnerships could help connect gardeners, pantry 

staff, volunteers and visitors as crucial parts of an 

expanding food justice coalition addressing root 

causes of food insecurity.   
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