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Assembly for Action – Let Our Garden Bring Hope for a New Home 

Problem Statement: Background-According to the North Central Florida Alliance, there are 819 homeless 

persons in Alachua and Putnam Counties.1 Prevalence of homelessness is highest in Alachua county as compared 

to other parts of Florida (46% vs. 28%).2 In Gainesville alone, 113 homeless individuals are sheltered in temporary 

housing through GRACE Marketplace (G-Marketplace) and 200 individuals through the neighboring Dignity 

Village.3 Inadequate income was identified as a major cause of homelessness in Alachua county.3 Mental health 

conditions and addiction are two major barriers homeless individuals face when seeking and sustaining 

employment.4 The prevalence of mental health disorders among homeless individuals was nearly 30% according 

to latest research.5, 6 Programs to improve mental wellbeing and personal development of the homeless population 

in Alachua county are extremely limited and are often out of reach7. Therefore, such programs are urgently 

needed, and supporting non-profit organizations that promote mental wellbeing of severely underrepresented 

populations within the community is our duty as Action Scholars. Support-Epidemiological studies have shown 

that gardening has improved mental wellbeing of many population subgroups, including those who are homeless8 

and that it has therapeutic benefits for individuals addicted to drugs/alcohol.8, 9 GRACE Grows (G-Grows) is a 

non-profit organization which currently provides mental health support and education to homeless individuals 

through gardening initiatives at G-Marketplace. However, the current infrastructure (raised garden beds) can only 

accommodate about 20 individuals at a given time. Increasing the capacity of this project provides not only mental 

health support, but also supplements nutritious food for the G-Marketplace kitchen and allows for expansion of 

the therapeutic and vocational training programs. A study conducted by Hoven et. al reported that vocational 

training, such as the training provided by the G-Grows, significantly increases the chances of gaining employment 

compared to those who do not attend such programs.4 Another study reported that shelter-based garden projects 

can make substantial improvements to mental health of homeless individuals.9 Benefits of such gardening 

programs include stress relief, social inclusion, confidence building, and most importantly, the toolkit necessary 

to gain employment.4,7,9  

Mission Statement: Utilizing gardening to stimulate mental wellbeing of the homeless.  

Key Partners: Our primary partner is the GRACE Grows non-profit organization which provides garden-based 

therapeutic (THER) and vocational (VOC) programs at GRACE Marketplace. Our network of partners includes 

G-Marketplace for land resources and Working Food/ Southern Heritage Seed Collective for seeds. We aim to 

collaborate with SNAP Nutrition to educate participants about the vegetables they grow and UF/IFAS Extension 

to accredit the vocational training program. The University of Florida Departments of Horticultural Therapy and 

Epidemiology will assist us in conducting a quality assessment survey (QA) to identify areas that can be improved 

within the gardening program. The QA will be contingent on the UF IRB (we expect a waiver for IRB oversight 

because this is a QA). For this project, we will seek advice from Dr. Hodges, A.C. (Head of Plant Medicine) and 

Lopez-Quintero C. (Department of Epidemiology).  

Key Activities: The Assembly for Action grant will provide the necessary funding to build 10 additional raised 

vegetable beds (4’x 8’ plan; area of 32 feet2/vegetable bed) to accommodate more participants within the 

programs. We will volunteer bi-weekly to support the development and sustainability of the G-Grows programs. 

In addition, we will reach out to other non-profit organizations and persons interested in contributing to the 

horticultural vocational program in the future. The QA research that will be conducted by the Departments of 

Horticultural Therapy and Epidemiology is significant, as the study’s findings will be disseminated at local poster 

presentation sessions such as the Diversity Graduate Research Symposium and Undergraduate Research 
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Symposium at the University of Florida. Through these sessions, we aim to increase education and awareness on 

homelessness in Alachua county, our non-profit partners, and the Assembly for Action conference/grant. 

Value Proposition: Our main objective is to improve the G-Grows gardening programs through expanding their 

capacity to accommodate more individuals. We expect that through improving the infrastructure of the gardening 

program, we will contribute to mental wellbeing of more individuals living in G-Marketplace and Dignity Village, 

and we aim to increase this number continually in the future. Our long-term goal is to collaborate with farmers’ 

markets, Fresh Wagon, Gainesville VegFest, and other entities to provide an opportunity to monetize the garden. 

Additionally, we will partner with UF/IFAS Sciences to provide accredited certifications for the VOC program 

provided through G-Grows. These collaborations will expand the benefits and reach of the program, but to do so, 

the infrastructure must first be improved through the utilization of this grant.  

Key Resources, Stakeholders, Stakeholder Relationships, and Communication Channels: Key resource will 

be land from G-Marketplace and the human capital provided by volunteers. Stakeholders include volunteers from 

both on and off-campus organizations, the inhabitants of G-Marketplace and Dignity Village, supporters, and 

donors to G-Grows, and the Gainesville community. The garden will develop a relationship of community 

empowerment, both for the internal community at G-Marketplace and for the external community of Gainesville. 

This will create channels for potential employment and will promote overall wellbeing, higher quality of life, and 

awareness within our local area.  

Cost Structure and Budget: The estimated cost needed to improve the garden program is $2,040. This includes 

items necessary to build 10 raised vegetable beds (wood frames, soil and manure, fertilizer, herbicides, etc)10, 11 

by the end of Spring 2019. No additional costs will be necessary as volunteers will provide the necessary labor. 

If we are awarded the Assembly for Action grant, it will cover 98% of the costs needed to scale-up the garden 

projects that could accommodate about 10 more people in the THER and VOC gardening programs/year. G-

Grows will seek additional support [$7000] for the VOC program through existing funds, donations, fundraising, 

other grants [pending] and the future monetization of the garden. Funds for the QA study, which will be conducted 

in Fall 2019 [pre/post VOC program], will be included within the additional support.   

Diverse funding for long-term sustainability: In collaboration with G-Grows, we will assist in raising funds 

and applying for other grants to obtain the total budget of $9,040.  The Assembly for Action grant will contribute 

to the development of G-Grows to meet the increasing demand of mental health initiatives within the homeless 

community as well as kickstart the intended VOC program. Expanding the garden will allow for growth of more 

crops, thus allowing G-Grows to monetize by selling to local farmers’ markets, etc. The QA will measure the 

impact of the gardening program to provide data that will strengthen future funding opportunities, as well as 

supporting the contributions of our benefactors.  

Your Unique Impact:  According to past participants, there is a growing demand for this gardening program. 

Currently, Alachua County does not have a gardening program to improve mental wellbeing of the homeless. As 

an interdisciplinary group of volunteers (DC, FA, BE, HE, MV, WA) we have collaborated with non-profit 

organizations that target individuals affected by homelessness (G-Marketplace: DC, FA, HE, MV, WA; St. 

Francis house: WA), mental health/epidemiology research (WA, MV) and have conducted nutrition initiatives 

(Helping Our People Eat org: MV; Holidays without Hunger: DC, Field and Folk Pantry: DC, Campus Kitchen: 

WA; Agricultural and Life Sciences Philanthropy Council: EB; Fresh Wagon: WA). All of us have expertise and 

experience in organizing, leadership and managing community service projects locally and internationally. 

Intended Impact: In the past, funding limitations restricted the number of homeless individuals able to participate 

in the G-Grows garden programs. These restrictions reduced access to improved mental health, social support/ 

confidence, and education on gardening. Collaborations with UF and the Gainesville community will increase 

awareness of homelessness in our Gainesville community while encouraging volunteerism at G-Grows and G-

Marketplace. 
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