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Increased anxieties over contemporary crises such as climate change are generating 
interest in urban agriculture in Australia.  The connection between suburban food 
producing environments and the urban environment is complex and often 
misunderstood.  The food system is multi faceted and frequently intersects with 
economic, political and cultural aspects of society.  By looking at historical events, we 
can see how the important connection between food and cities was once well 
understood and appreciated.   

This paper explores the historical importance of food in cities by demonstrating the 
actions of the Australian government to promote urban agriculture during the Second 
World War in response to a crisis in food supply.  Overall, we argue that during the 
Second World War home vegetable gardening was used as a performative action for 
salvation during a time of national distress.  Further we argue that by imagining this 
historical example and replacing it within a contemporary context, we are potentially 
able to calibrate and contextualise urban food growing as a response to climate change.  

Keywords:  Home vegetable production; the Second World War; 

Introduction 

Historically the supply, storage, trade and consumption of food has formatively shaped cities. Cities 
have always located around a central market place, in order to make food accessible to all. Despite 
having an important role, food has appeared intermittently as a concern for planners during the 
twentieth century. While once being one of the foremost considerations in city design, the growing 
of food is no longer as important a policy consideration in our 21st century cities. Physically, this 
shift is marked in Melbourne by the inner city suburbs such as Brunswick, Northcote, and Preston, 
which once flourished with market gardens and backyard vegetable plots, are now covered with 
high-density residential growth. Furthermore, the Australian backyard has now shrunk and has been 
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transformed into an extension of the living room, where activities of leisure and recreation 
commonly take place (Hall, 2010;Budge, 2013).  While the notion of urban resilience has formed a 
backdrop for planning action in much of the 20th century, and was of great assistance particularly 
during the depression and two World Wars, in recent years the longer term survival of the world’s 
largely urban civilisations has become a topic of concern because of climate change and peak oil, re-
focussing the attention of planners and other policy makers on food (Burton et al., 2013). 

History provides a useful means to contextualise these shifts but also shows how different actors can 
plan for food in the face of a crisis. This paper explores how the historical importance of food within 
cities demonstrates that our current society has lost sight of the crucial impact the natural 
environment has on the urban environment.  By repositioning food as the central component of our 
city’s alignment via its inclusion in political policies and educational campaigns, we would be able to 
expose people to the potential value such an activity can have. Home vegetable production was 
used as a performative action to generate resilience in the face of a national threat (Kjellberg and 
Stigzelius, 2014).  By tracing the historical link between food and cities we are also able to add to 
some of the existing literature on the relevance and importance of food in cities. 

In the following we begin by demonstrating the importance of food in shaping cities. While the 
provision of spaces for the production of food is a relatively minor concern for contemporary 
planners, when compared to transport and land use for example, through the literature we highlight 
how town planning pioneers acknowledged and recognised the importance of food in cities.   We 
then focus on the Second World War and the pressures that the Australian Government faced, 
which prompted a focus on home vegetable production.  The research is derived from a number of 
government archives from the National Archives Australia.  These archives included letters of 
correspondence between the Prime Minister and various Government bodies including the State 
Department of Agriculture Melbourne, posters of publicity campaigns, newspaper articles and 
meeting minutes.  Information was also via the use of the Australian Home Beautiful Magazine from 
the years 1925-1960, viewed at the State Library of Victoria.  The use of this magazine has allowed 
us to trace the changing attitudes towards home food production.  

Our history highlights Melbourne and is divided into three distinct phases. In the first phase, the 
motivation for growing food in cities was chiefly economic and the growing of food had to compete 
with the creation of an aesthetically pleasing garden. Nonetheless as others have noted (Lewis, 
1999; Gleeson, 2006), Melbourne was one of the World’s pre-eminent suburban cities, with a 
government program that strongly encouraged home-ownership. While the motivations for this 
were varied, the government’s promotion also influenced albeit indirectly, the spaces that would 
later become useful for growing vegetables.  

Finally, we conclude by suggesting that there is the potential for home vegetable production to be 
effective in combating a contemporary crisis such as climate change.  The use of home vegetable 
production, a seemingly insignificant practice, can have the potential to effectively manage such 
unpredictable threats.  
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Historical Understanding of Food in Cities 

Growing food within and around cities is not new particularly for settler colonial societies where 
food has played a local role to support colonist survival (Vitiello and Brinkley, 2013).  Securing a 
sustainable and continual food supply is not only a basic need for cities, but also can help to explain 
the reasons why the market place has always had such a central role in shaping and influencing the 
growth and development of cities  (Budge, 2013; Steel, 2008). 

The importance of food and the interconnections between urban agriculture and the development 
of cities was recognised by key Victorian town planning pioneers at a time of rapid urban growth and 
intense interest in colonial settlement. Patrick Geddes, Ebenezer Howard and Lewis Mumford all 
drew connections between town planning, cities and food.  All three advocated that local food 
production was a primary need for survival and acknowledged the crucial role that the natural 
environment plays within the urban environment (Meller, 1990; Mumford, 1956; Pothukuchi and 
Kaufman, 2000; Sandercock, 1975). They were close to and understood the upheaval caused by the 
rapid improvement of transportation technology which greatly improved, the distribution, 
production and purchasing of food and was able to uncouple urban expansion from the limits of 
local water and food supply. 

Whilst these early 20th Century planning visionaries were thus alive to food production as a crucial 
component of urban survival, today food is rarely included within the planning system.  Instead 
planning focuses on consumption, which ignores how food has historically intersected with planning 
(Lyons et al., 2013).  Urban agriculture is not only part of the broader food system that provides food 
for cities - it is interconnected within other urban and global systems and it is important to 
acknowledge these interactions.  The food system connects social, economic and biological aspects 
of life, in turn creating a complex web of actions and actors (Tansey and Worsley, 1995).  As Budge 
argues, the invisibility of the potential for urban agriculture derives from the belief that the food 
system is only associated with rural activities (Budge, 2013).  Indeed in some specific cases, land use 
zoning and residential neighbourhood amenity concerns directly reduce the scope for urban 
agriculture (Morgan, 2009).  Laws such as the provision of the Victorian Local Government Act 1958 
and the Health Act 1958, enables Local Government to enforce regulations regarding the keeping of 
certain animals on residential property.  Such laws have immediate implications for the potential 
that urban agriculture can have within urban areas (Huxley, 2008).  

Garden Food Growing in Melbourne Pre 21st Century 

During the early 19th Century as with most cities around the world, Melbourne had substantial land 
available along its city boundaries, close to market gardens and livestock (Burton et al., 2013).  By 
the 1870s Melbourne was already a sprawling, suburban city, with most residents living on blocks 
with a small garden. Supporting this pattern of development was the need for subsistence 
gardening, as bigger blocks were associated with more capacity for home food production (Hall, 
2010).  The ideal of the Australian backyard included vegetable and fruit production as core 
elements, facilitating individual self-sufficiency (Gaynor, 2006a).  The backyard gave people hope 
that if they continued to garden they would be able to make something good out of a bad situation; 
with land and a vegetable patch, you would be able to “avert the worst blows of fate” (Lewis, 1999). 
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The Australian Home Beautiful magazine provides a primary means of tracing the shift in attitudes 
towards home vegetable production during the inter-war period and through the Second World 
War.  Prior to the war, articles on home gardening were focussed on educating citizens how to plant 
their gardens with flowers (Anonymous, 1925).  The ‘importance of the suburban garden’ was 
aligned with that of aesthetic pleasure, with little to no emphasis on allowing space for a vegetable 
plot within the backyard (Pornett, 1931).  Beyond aesthetics, gardening was supported by a 
discourse of rugged self-sufficiency and independence through government schemes launched in 
1925 to “Own Your Own Home” (Rampling, 1925). Yet, as the Great Depression unfolded in the 
1930s, the interest in home vegetable production began to increase. Home vegetable growing was 
put forward as a viable response to save money and combat high food prices, with mushroom 
growing being encouraged for example, as it required little effort and low investment (Kay, 1933; 
Flay, 1939). 

The use of vegetable growing for economic survival during the depression was completely taken 
over by the need for national survival as the Second World War unfolded. Urban food production 
campaigns such as ‘Dig for Victory’ and ‘Grow Your Own’ successfully forced citizens to alter their 
attitudes and behaviours in order to make a difference. Kjellberg and Stigzelius argue that intensive 
campaigns such as these provides the right information needed to motivate people to not only 
change the way they perceive a situation, but to alter their behavioural practices to reflect these 
changing values (Kjellberg and Stigzelius, 2014).  According to this frame of mind being resilient 
through urban food production comes from an individual’s pursuit to understand the role food has 
in enabling resilience through modifying various everyday practices.  

Home Vegetable Production & The Second World War 

Wartime agricultural production in Australia during 1939-1941 was a period of agricultural 
uncertainty. Faced with a surplus of produce because of shipping shortages and changing demands 
from the United Kingdom and under the threat of invasion, the Australian Government moved to 
classify agriculture as a war industry in 1942 (Crawford et al., 1954).  However the situation then 
lurched to one of shortage as the Government struggled to meet the ever-increasing demand from 
Australian civilians and the war allies.  As vegetable production came under strain, Government 
departments began to think of ways to increase vegetable growing (Anonymous, 1944).  While not 
at risk of starvation, Australia had an obligation to increase its vegetable production so as to feed 
British civilians and allied fighting forces (Curtin, 1943a). 

Government Influence 

Governmental interest in the growing of vegetables began with an attempt to make the army more 
self-sufficient in vegetable production. While soldier health and the strengthening of supply lines 
were the obvious advantages, such a program was also intended to foster the beautification of the 
army camps. A proposal was submitted in 1941 by a Major General in the Australian Army to provide 
three different kinds of spaces for growing food, which included a unit private garden; a unit 
subsidized garden and even army farms of up to 50 acres in size (Major General, 1941). 
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At the level of the citizenry, the interest in home vegetable gardening prompted the creation of the 
Vegetable Production Plan by Prime Minister John Curtin as a response to a lack of vegetables 
production.  The plan focused on “stimulating the development of domestic gardening as a national 
duty during war” (Curtin, 1943b).  Various other Commonwealth Government Ministries such as 
those for Commerce and Agriculture and Food Control also supported the need for the plan, as did 
the State Departments of Agriculture in Melbourne (Massey, 1945).  Furthermore it was agreed that 
the success of such an ambitious plan relied heavily on home garden vegetable production.   The 
collaboration of these Government bodies formed the creation of the ‘Grow Your Own’ campaign 
which aimed at encouraging, educating and influencing citizens to partake in home grown vegetable 
production (Curtin, 1943a). 

As commercial vegetable production numbers continued to decrease rapidly, the urgency of the 
need for citizen assistance was heightened and became well known.  Several Departments became 
part of the national effort to increase vegetable production.  The Prime Minister, John Curtin 
stressed the importance of the cooperation of the Home Security Department to the war effort of 
home food production.   Mr Curtin assumed that the many citizens who had patriotically given their 
services to the defence force over the past few years now required assistance on home food 
production (Curtin, 1943a). The Civil Defence Organisation was engaged to be involved to foster 
home vegetable production (Anonymous, 1943a).  The use of the Civil Defence Organisation was 
considered advantageous due to the connection they could have directly with householders 
(Anonymous, 1943b). 

While the government initiated a mass citizenship education campaign to support the vegetable 
production plan, more direct pedagogical methods were used. The Commonwealth government’s 
Office of Education, within the Department of the Prime Minister and the Ministry of Instruction, 
also assisted with the Vegetable Production Plan, leading to a scheme to encourage schools to grow 
their own vegetables, the establishment of a Children’s Garden Army and a compulsory policy for all 
schools to be provided with vegetable plots.  While this strategy was assumed to increase 
production, an additional benefit was to give children a sense of personal responsibility 
(Anonymous, 1943c).  In addition, both the Commonwealth and the Office of Education were able to 
foresee the large influence children who were encouraged to grow their own vegetables at school, 
would have upon their parents growing vegetables in their own backyards (Osborne, 1943). 

Other methods to educate the public included the production of a film that aimed to generate public 
awareness on the need for home vegetable growing (Anonymous, 1943d).  The film was called ‘The 
Farmer Comes to Town’ and connected the emotive idea of “a nation fighting for its very existence” 
with home vegetable gardening through the narrative of an actor posing as a farmer (Anonymous, 
n.d). 

Broader Responses 

Government efforts to increase home vegetable production were also disseminated as propaganda 
through radio propaganda, educational pamphlets and newspaper articles. Articles produced by the 
Department of Commerce and Agriculture explained “Why you should grow your own” (Department 
of Commerce and Agriculture, 1943).  An article published in the Sydney Morning Herald encouraged 
all of those citizens “with a piece of land, in half day sunshine, who [had] a few hours leisure” to 
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start contributing to the national interest of home vegetable growing (Waratah, 1942).  Another 
article in The Courier Mail stated food shortages could easily be overcome by turning your garden 
into a vegetable plot (Anonymous, 1943e). 

These propaganda attempts were further magnified by Governmental support for civil societies. The 
government enlisted the support of the Y.W.C.A’s Garden Army to assist with vegetable shortages 
(Walling, 1942).  Similarly, The Royal Horticultural Society launched the Women’s Garden Army in 
February 1942 in response to the urgent shortages in manpower and scarcity of vegetables.  Along 
with the ‘Grow Your Own’ Campaign, there were several other initiatives started in order to promote 
and encourage civilians to partake in home vegetable growing, including the opening of a communal 
vegetable plot in the center of Melbourne. This area was for the purpose of demonstrations, to 
educate, and inspire residents to grow their own (Hon. Secretary, 1943). 

Discussion  

The Second World War marked a watershed in the support for urban agriculture by the Australian 
government and marks a shift in the meaning of the Australian backyard. At first a space for 
aesthetic pleasure and beautification, the backyard was transformed into a productive space during 
the depression and then into a space where citizenship and patriotism could be expressed through 
the growing of vegetables.  

By 1944 the home vegetable gardening campaign had begun to fizzle out. During 1944-1945 the 
Australian Home Beautiful turned its attention to the planning of a “Peace Time Garden”, with new 
suburban areas now encouraged to accommodate a “commonsense” garden as well as one that was 
aesthetically pleasing and would fit in with the streetscape (Mellor, 1944).  More seriously, 
vegetable growers became concerned that there was a vegetable glut (Anonymous, 1945).  As an 
indicator of the shift in the governmental attitudes the 1946 edition of the booklet “Vegetables in 
the home garden”, published by the Department of Agriculture promoted home vegetable 
gardening as “a profitable hobby and an excellent form of relaxation”. It focused on providing 
people with information on how to grow vegetables that were less commonly consumed and that 
would not be able to be supplied commercially (Kinsella, 1982). 

Yet, while the efforts of the government were assumed to have entrenched a healthier diet among 
the citizenry, the broader impact of the campaign was to be felt in the unlikely area of international 
relations (Bulcock, 1944-1945).  The implementation of the ‘Vegetable Production Plan’ led to the 
substantial reorganisation of food production control. The Commonwealth Director of Agriculture 
and the State Department of Agriculture were established to work together and co-ordinate 
activities of the State. A District War Agricultural Committee was also established to control activities 
of numerous voluntary local War Agricultural Committees (Anonymous, 1944). 

The experience of setting up and running this form of organization and planning for food was 
channeled into the establishment of the Food and Agriculture Organisation at the Hot Springs 
Conference (1943). Australia was invited to attend by the Government of the United States of 
America to consider strategies for the global post war reconstruction of food and agriculture, 
production and consumption. The Australian representative H.C.Coombs, Director of Post War 
Reconstruction and a keen enthusiast of planning, played a significant role at the conference and 
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was eager to ensure that strategies on improving world health and nutrition via ensuring a continual 
and stable food supply for all, were pursued and achieved (Amery, 1945).  The conference itself also 
fed into other domestic efforts to raise awareness of health and nutrition through food. The 
Department of Health released a ‘Food Facts’ pamphlet to educate citizens about typical food 
values. These efforts were echoed by the Red Cross Society and the Commonwealth Nutritional 
Council, who worked together to organise nutrition lectures for all those responsible for food control 
(Flay, 1943a).  The scarcity of food during the war meant that some foods were not always accessible 
and articles in the Australian Home Beautiful encouraged citizens that the best way to maintain 
adequate nutrition was through growing their own vegetables (Flay, 1943b). 

Internationalism in food growing is also found in the cooperation between the New Zealand and 
Australian governments.   Morris argues that the popularity of wartime home food gardening in 
Christchurch can be explained as one of a range patriotic actions performed by ordinary citizens 
(Morris, 2006).  Posters in the National Archives of Australia exhorting women to join the Women’s 
Land Service and to respond to a “Call to Farms” are actually those of the National Service in New 
Zealand. The sharing of this material between the New Zealand and Australian governments and the 
alignment of motivations and positioning within the British Empire reveals potential for the further 
exploration of planned Australasian responses to the Second World War hostilities. 

Conclusions 

Gaynor discusses how throughout the 1940s the various motivating factors for people to grow their 
own vegetables included economic viability, leisure, and the ability to maintain “manly 
independence” (Gaynor, 2006b).  This research has uncovered that while these factors for 
motivation may have existing during this period of time, the main contributing factor to the overall 
rapid growth in popularity, is attributed to Government propaganda.  

Similar to the Australian use of food to reinforce civic duty and even patriotism, the events that 
occurred during the Second World War provide us with an interesting model that explains how 
urban food production was used to increase security during a time of crisis.  The historical 
importance of food within cities demonstrates that our current society has lost sight of the crucial 
impact the natural environment has on the urban environment.  By repositioning food as the central 
component of our city’s alignment via its inclusion in political policies and educational campaigns, 
we would be able to expose people to the potential value such an activity can have.  

While the term ‘resilient cities’, contains a set of interventions to respond to contemporary 
problems we would argue that contemporary large scale problems such as climate change require a 
response from a broad set of actors at different government levels and even the invocation of a 
wartime mentality. Such ideas are echoed elsewhere, with Amin et al arguing that accomplishing this 
goal is only possible with Government intervention and education (Amin et al., 2011).  A growing 
concern exists with the vulnerability of cities to a number of existential threats.  
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How can vegetable growing assist in combating climate change? 

Home vegetable production has the potential to combat climate change through altering people’s 
attitudes towards the increased consumption of fruits and vegetables.  In the 21st Century where 
the number of people consuming animal products is increasing dramatically it is important to realise 
the impact this has upon the environment.  In 2006, the Food and Agricultural Organisation released 
the report titled ‘Livestock’s Long Shadow’.  The report explains how animal agriculture is one of the 
leading contributors to global climate change, ranking higher than the global transportation sector.  
The animal agricultural sector alone contributes 9% of carbon dioxide via deforestation for the 
purpose of livestock grazing; 65% of nitrous oxide emissions via crops used to feed livestock; and 
37% of methane gas emissions via livestock waste (Bristow and Fitzgerald, 2011; Steinfeld et al., 
2006, p. 272).  The inclusion of urban agriculture within cities has the potential to lessen our 
individual demands for livestock production, and therefore create gradual reductions in greenhouse 
gas emissions/climate change.  Home vegetable gardening has the ability to change the way people 
rely on livestock as a main food source and in turn generate a solution to climate change. However, 
our research shows that such a strategy is only possible with strong political commitment.  The 
theme of nutrition and community building stands out as a key contribution of urban agriculture 
now, as they did during World War II.  This position is highlighted by the invisibility of the real 
problem of agriculture – livestock raising.  As utopian and committed to urban agriculture as the 
world war planners were, they were not willing to move livestock raising into the city again.  
Similarly, there are limits to urban agriculture as a solution to climate change as the report by the 
FAO indicates.  

The potential for home vegetable gardening to play a major role in combating climate change is 
often further limited by the small role it plays in people’s lives both historically and currently.  For 
the most part, prior to the Second World War, home vegetable gardening played a small role in 
peoples’ lives.  It was typically practiced as a hobby or to combat rising food prices.  There was not a 
strong focus on food within cities as a matter of survival or as a matter of land use policy.  The lack of 
appreciation of urban agriculture is also attributed to increases in technological advancements and 
consumerism.  These two factors are some of the aspects that are most influential to the current 
development of Australian suburbs.  This pattern of development does not acknowledge the 
potential for urban agriculture to make a contribution to creating a resilient society.    

Increased housing densities are often to blame for the lack of ability of people to grow their own 
vegetables in the home garden.  However, there are several examples that indicate that even in high 
density residential areas growing your own vegetables can be done.  The provision of community 
gardens within higher density areas is becoming popular within cities like Melbourne. The ‘Dig In’ 
community garden located in Port Melbourne adjacent to the Beacon Cove housing development is 
home to one of the more successful community gardens.  The area includes 5 high-rise apartments 
and 40 standard houses. The community garden has earned its popularity through providing a place 
where residents can interact (Kingsley & Townsend, 2007). 

Food production is typically seen as solely a rural activity.  But this fails to acknowledge the 
contribution that urban agriculture has for creating resilient cities that are flexible and responsive to 
unpredictable threats such as climate change.   
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While home vegetable production continues to remain a small-scale productive activity, the ability 
for it to make a significant contribution to a contemporary crisis is evidently limited.  However the 
example of the Second World War shows that government intervention can be used to prompt a 
global shift in peoples’ attitudes and behaviour towards home vegetable production.  This 
demonstrates that if a similar approach were applied within the 21st Century, it would increase the 
ability for home food production to effectively address growing anxieties over climate change.  
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