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2020 Edit  

This document was written in 2012-2014 to help groups and organizations build and oversee 
their own Yard Sharing Network. If you are an individual grower or homeowner just wanting to 

share one yard, you might find this document contains information beyond your interests.  
 

 
 
 



Start one in your neighborhood! 
This document is a working document. We have documented as much as we can to this point 

and will be editing it as we learn more. We recommend you use this as a guide but make 
adjustments as you see fit. We know every neighborhood and community are different with 

different needs and interests. If you have questions about the document or about starting a Yard 
Sharing Network please contact us at yardsharingtoolkit@gmail.com 

yardsharingtoolkit.wixsite.com/grow2gether 

Definition  
“Yard Sharing” is a term used to define a relationship in which a landowner opens up part or all 
of their yard for the use by a neighbor who does not have access to land.  

Our Story  
In the winter of 2010 as we were just starting to pull LETS GO Chicago (www.letsgochicago.org) 
together, a neighbor offered up their backyard for the use of our program. In the spring of 2011 
we turned a weedy unused backyard into a bountiful 700 square foot fruit and vegetable garden! 

 
So began the beginning of the Rogers Park Yard Sharing Network!  By the end of the next 
summer we had raised $3,000 through an online crowd funding campaign and expanded our 
Yard Sharing Network to a total of 6 yards and invited 25 new growers to join us.  
 
Rogers Park is a highly populated and developed neighborhood, in fact the most dense 
neighborhood in Chicago, home to around 70,000 people. We chose a the path of Yard Sharing 
because there is minimal open land in the area, so more established methods of growing food 
(like community gardens or small urban farms) is not an option. This model also opened us up 
to the benefits of not owning land, including financial things like not paying property tax and 
upfront costs, and community things, like creatively answering questions about what is private 
and what is public and what responsibility neighbors should have to each other. 

mailto:yardsharingtoolkit@gmail.com
https://yardsharingtoolkit.wixsite.com/grow2gether
http://www.letsgochicago.org/


 
In our third summer with the Yard Sharing Network, we facilitated a total of 7 backyard gardens 
with a total of 18 plots, not including our main backyard (shown above) that we as LETS GO 
Chicago operate as a modest but successful CSA.  
 
The beginning of our 2013 season! 

 
 
Look at this produce! 

 
 
We are still growing and learning a lot! Our model isn’t perfect yet but we are excited about what 
we have seen so far. This toolkit will contain tips and suggestions for how you can start a Yard 



Sharing Network in your neighborhood.  

Mission/ Values  
As a growing Yard Sharing Network we believe in the expansion of access to food knowledge 
and locally grown food in addition to the creation of a closer community body.  
 

 
 
We believe deeply that our communities cannot be transformed without local food that is grown 
by the people, for the people. A self-reliant community that can meet its own needs doesn’t 
have to rely on unhealthy, fossil fuel heavy systems. This is the first step to  Like Grace Lee 
Boggs, Detroit activist, says: “We can’t free ourselves until we can feed ourselves!”  
 
Because of this philosophy, we put a heavy emphasis on trying to make this network accessible 
and relevant to everyone in our neighborhood. We are very intentional about how we outreach 
for growers so as not to continue the trend of often white/middle/upper class food spaces, as 
seen in community gardens that require a fee or food markets like Whole Foods that many 
people cannot afford to shop at.  
 
We also believe that everyone is a teacher and everyone is a student. We practice collaborative 
learning and skill sharing as a way for individuals to share parts of themselves while learning 
diverse skills.  
 
At the heart of the network is the concept of “placemaking”. With the overdevelopment of 



neighborhoods, we lose more and more space to meet and interact with our neighbors. By 
creating public space on available land, we create opportunities for connection, conversation, 
and collaboration. Knowing your neighbors lends to a deeper sense of place, safety, and home 
for people.  
 

 
 

Start One in your Neighborhood  
Build the model. Share the vision. Thats our motto. 
 
We believe in creating a small, self-sustaining and replicable model. That way we are able to 
focus on the needs and desires of our networks members. We are able to put energy to creating 
community, not just building and facilitating infrastructure.  
 
 
We encourage you to try out our model in your neighborhood as well! As you move through this 
workbook, consider our solutions and evaluate if they make sense for your neighborhood -- 
each neighborhood has its own needs! 
 

Step 1: Write Your Own Mission Statement 
As you can see below, your first main action item is outreach. Its helpful when doing outreach 
that you have a well planned story to tell. People are going to want to know specifically what you 
are doing, how you will do it, and most importantly, why you are doing it.  
 
Spend some time thinking deeply on why you are interested in starting a Yard Sharing Network 
in your neighborhood.  

● What are some of challenges in your neighborhood that you think this project will solve?  
● What outcome or goals do you envision coming from this solution?  
● How is this project rooted in the needs and interested on your community?  
● How is this project different than other projects that might be addressing similar 



challenges?  
● Why is it urgent that you do this work? 

 
Prepare a narrative and write a mission statement with the answers to those questions. Make 
sure everyone on your team is involved in the process of this and everyone can tell the story! 

Step 2: Strategic Plan  
How will this project continue next year? The next 5 years, 10? If we are going to heal our 
economy, environment and communities, we need to create models that last. Consider what 
structure you want to take with this Yard Sharing Network.  

● Who will be facilitating the relationships? How will they support themselves in this work?  
● Who will make decisions for the network? (We encourage lots of community input, if not 

direct community leadership.) 
● How will information be shared within the network? If someone leaves, how will you 

ensure information is not lost? 
● Who or what organization will make purchases and operate finances?  

 
You should also consider what your capacity is for each year. 

● How many gardens can you afford to build each year? 
● Who will build them? 
● How many gardeners do we want to join each year? What is the maximum amount of 

people you feel like you can responsibly support?  

Step 3: Door to Door  
Get out there! You can’t have a Yard Sharing Network without yards.  
 
Now that you have a story to share and can articulate how the network will run, it's time to find 
your yards. We went door to door telling people our story and asking them if they would be 
interested in joining the network and donating all or some of their yard. You will likely get 
answers all over the board, but there will be at least some that will be really excited!  
 
Some intro tips for canvassing: 
-Make sure it's the yard you want! South-facing? Not too many trees? Good access points? 
-The best Yard Share partnership is a lawn that someone doesn’t want to care about any more 
-- approach homeowners who look like they need help getting their land in order. 
 
We recommend canvassing around 4:00pm - 6:30pm on weekdays or on the weekends. Here is 
an example script of what to say: 
 

Hi I’m (name), I live just (a few blocks away). How are you doing today?  
 
I’m talking to neighbors today to let people know about a new gardening network we are 



starting right here in our neighborhood. It's called a Yard Sharing Network. We are 
interested in creating more opportunities for neighbors to grow food together, but since 
it's hard to acquire land we are being creative and talking to neighbors who do have 
space. The idea is we talk to neighbors who do have land and would be willing to open it 
up to a few gardeners. We then build the gardens ourselves and outreach to neighbors 
without land.  
 
Does this sound like something you would be interested in being part of?  
 

**If no, say thank you and offer them a way to stay connected or learn more. If yes, offer them 
some more information about how it will work.  
 
Keep in mind, you are not trying to sell them something. You are their neighbor and you are 
interested in getting to know them and offering them more community. Be friendly and down to 
hear. Be a neighbor!  
 
It’s also a good idea to have a canvassing flyer of some sort -- a way to give them your 
information, to direct them to more information about the network (like your website or Facebook 
page) and other ways they can follow up with you. 
 
Make sure you map your outreach! Going door to door, you are not always going to get to 
people when they are home. It's important that you note those places so that you can go back to 
them, and so you don’t hit houses twice (that could be frustrating to homeowners). It’s also 
important for outreach in year two so that you can re-invite people and not give the same pitch 
again that may have not worked the first time.  
 
Important things to look for what acquiring yards: 
Light: A garden doesn’t do well if it does not get good sunlight. It might be hard to tell how the 
light will be if you are canvassing in the spring, but look around and take some notes. How 
many trees are there? Will they block southern sun light? Look around at current vegetation. It 
will give hints as to how plants have been growing there. If the ground as a lot of exposed dirt, 
that might mean that not much is able to grow there.  
 
Soil: When you secure a yard, it's very important to get the soil tested for contaminants. 
Although contamination wont 100% block you from growing there, it will influence the type of 
bed design that is built.  If there is contamination, you might need to make raised beds with 
impermeable bottoms.  
HERE is some soil sampling information.  
We send our soil samples to the University of Massachusetts Amherst Soil and Plant Tissue 
Testing Laboratory  . 
 
Water: Ask about water source. We only work with spaces where water is accessible and free. 
Otherwise, logistics get complicated. Look for the water spigot. How accessible is it? If its far, is 

http://www.mn.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/ecs/nutrient/plant%20nutrient/mnnutr3.pdf


there a hose you can use? Or is it ok if you bring a hose to share? 
 
Accessibility: How easy is it to get to the proposed garden location? If someone with a 
wheelchair wants to come, is it accessible for them? Is it behind a locked gate? Keep in mind 
that gardeners have different schedules and this garden will work best if individuals can come 
and go at their leisure during the day.  

Step 4: Developing a Relationship with the Homeowner 
We really enjoy the homeowners in our network who are donating land. In our experience they 
have been very supportive and open, and we really appreciate them. That’s not to say that they 
won’t be asking you important questions about how the relationship will work, who is 
responsible for what, and what happens if something goes wrong.  
 
Because we wanted to be able to answer all these questions and come to sound and mutually 
understood agreements, we created a “Land Use Agreement”. This is a document that you as 
“The Network”, the homeowner and the growers all sign and agree to. Read through it here!  

Step 5: Begin Fundraising  
Your main costs for building a Yard Sharing Network is going to be the physical infrastructure -- 
the gardens themselves. You might also want to put resources into outreach and marketing 
materials as well as various garden or building tools. When calculating these costs, it’s 
important that you know the source of your materials. Lumber can be purchased at a recycling 
center or at the hardware store, large amounts of soil however might be a different story. For us 
here on the northside of Chicago, we work with a place called Buy the Yard. They supply cubic 
yards of soil, compost, gravel, and other garden materials and they also deliver large amounts 
on a truck. Do some research in your area to find out the best place to get soil since this will be 
a large percentage of your budget.  
 
The ultimate goal with the Yard Sharing Network is to make it internally self-sustaining so that 
there is less strain on the organizers to keep it going. This can be done through a number of 
creative means such as plot fees, farms stands, backyard CSAs, fundraisers at garden host 
sights, small entrepreneurial projects, etc. Your first year however, it will be a difficult to 
implement any of these strategies since there are no plots to receive donation on and there is 
no produce to sell.  
 
Our first year, we set up a Kickstarter Campaign and raised over $4,000. We were able to build 
about 15 plots with various designs and had a large amount of money left over. We would 
suggest fundraising for around $3,000. There are a lot of people who will be participating in this 
network (hosts, gardeners, trainers). Ask them to help fundraise too! 
 
Check out the page from our original Kickstarter HERE. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1l5hPFcwWYCdpVRdBZrLQFrB1_zQdbQ9W0c6f0s-mRwQ/edit?usp=drive_web
http://www.buytheyardinc.com/
http://www.kickstarter.com/projects/554959511/sprout-new-gardens-for-neighborhood-yard-sharing


Step 6: Outreach for Gardeners  
This is the area of the network where you can be most intentional about who you are reaching 
out to and who you are including in your network. Local food gardens are a growing trend; 
however, it is often an opportunity only available in upper-middle class white communities, 
places where people have disposable income, land and extra time. But, this doesn’t have to be 
the case, and your Network could be an incredible way to increase access for low-income and 
minority people in your neighborhood. 
 
Spend some time strategically creating an outreach plan. Connect with community centers, local 
health clinics, elementary and high schools, other garden or eco clubs. It might be a good plan 
to prioritize a specific amount of beds for marginalized community members or people who have 
barriers to healthy food.  
 
After you have laid out a plan, get out there and start talking to people. Drop off information with 
community centers. Get tables at community events. An important thing to note: you might get a 
lot of interest and response and only have 12 slots. Also note, you might get people from 
outside the community wanting plots. Consider placing higher priority on members from inside 
the community since they will be more invested in the projects going on there, and also, we 
believe local food should benefit local people!  
 
Below you will find a link to an Application Form that you can hand out to interested neighbors.  

Step 7: Building Infrastructure  
After you get your soil samples back, you can determine what garden design might be best for 
each yard.  There are a lot of creative garden ideas out these. Do some exploring! 
 
If the soil sample comes back contaminant free: 
Consider planting right on the ground and not in raised beds. You will save a lot of money and 
you can be much more creative with the shape of your garden. Look into some permaculture 
techniques like Key-Hole-Design to help minimize walking space and maximize growing space. 
You can also look into look into Lasagna Gardening which is a method of creating your own soil 
by layering organic matter, as a good way to be creative and cut costs.  
 



   
 
If the soil samples show up with contaminants: 
It is very important to read about and understand the contaminants found in the soil! Do this 
first. If you read about the contaminants and find it is still safe to grow in, you will likely choose 
to build a “raised bed”. This is a raised box filled with topsoil. Raised beds are frequently made 
out of wood, but can also be made from cement blocks, plastic timber, and other materials. 
There are positives and negatives to each material. Think about what is best for you. Here is a 
common design for a wooden bed. Makes sure you get untreated wood! 

 
Lastly, when you’re actually constructing the beds, make sure people know! Training people 
how do the work you’re doing will grow your capacity as an organization to bring in more people 
AND will help move the urban agriculture community forward! Consider bringing in volunteers 
from local schools or community centers. It will also help with the heavy labor! And -- if a lot of 
people are coming, see if you can also make it a fundraiser! 



Step 8: Building Community  
At the heart of our network here in Rogers Park is the desire to build community. This is the 
area we are still learning the most about. Currently, we try to have training/potlucks once a 
month at the various gardens so that people can meet, share ideas and helpful garden tips that 
are relevant to that month’s growing.  
 
It is not always easy to get everyone to come out to those especially where there are language 
and cultural differences. So we are asking ourselves some questions; how do we create 
community in a diverse and busy neighborhood? What does “community” look like? What are 
our goals? How do we learn from others what their concepts of community are? How can we 
think creatively to engage and connect with the growers in the network? 
 
Come up with your own ideas in regard to connecting with the growers. Try a few things out. 
Create spaces where everyone can get together.  
 
A few other fun ideas we have had include: 
-Monthly challenges like who can grow the most flowers or the biggest squash 
-Sharing seeds with each other 
-Building shared tool sheds  
-A weekly food pick up from each garden that will go to a local soup kitchen 
 
Have fun with this! 

Finances  
There will be a lot of movement of money at times throughout the network. As mentioned above, 
the main cost will be in building the beds and acquiring the materials. You many need to rent 
things like a saw or a car as well. Luckily, aside from the garden materials themselves, there are 
not many things you will need to buy, or the purchases will be small and easy to manage (we 
purchased a few watering cans and trowels to give to growers). 
 
Make sure you have responsible ways of keeping track of your money.  We operate all funds 
through our larger LETS GO Chicago non-profit status. Especially if you are doing fundraising, 
it's really important that people can trust you with the money they donate.  
 
Revenue Generation Tips: 
Again, our goal is to make this network self sustaining so that the organizers do not have to 
constantly seek funding. There are a number of ways you can bring in money in the network. 
Here are a few of our ideas: 

● Plot fees: although we were hesitant to introduce plot fees because we wanted to make 
the spaces affordable and accessible, there are ways to make sure it is accessible 
helping people realize that this is a valuable opportunity that is worth their money. We 



have a sliding scale plot fee of $10-$75 dollars. We also don’t turn people away if they 
can’t pay (money is really not our top priority). 

● CSA: We started our first Community Shared Agriculture membership last year! This 
means that we got people to pay us for produce at the beginning of the summer and we 
delivered bag of food to them each week. Our CSA was 14 weeks with 4 members to 
start off with. We kept it small this year as we were learning a lot, but we did make $600 
($200 for each member and one free membership to the homeowner of our garden)! 
Check out the CSA membership like below and email us at team@letsgochicago with 
more questions on this topic.  

● Farmers Markets: Investigate if there are places you can sell produce you grow -- people 
love local organic food! Look for community events you could join to sell yours! 

● Plant Sales: Are there ways you can sell seedlings to your growers? Or to other 
gardeners in your neighborhood? People need plants for gardens -- meet that need! 

● There are lots of other ideas too!  

Important Forms 
Plot Application  
Land Use Agreement 
EXAMPLE Online Yard Sharing Network Workbook 
CSA Member Contract 
--these documents are all works in progress -- feel free to edit, let us know if you have 
suggestions! 
 
GET MOVING! 
This is a very exciting moment for you and for your neighborhood! You have the 
opportunity to build REAL change, get HEALTHY food, and build a STRONG 
community -- go for it! And let us know how it goes! -- keep us updated at 
team@letsgochicago.org 
 
GOOD LUCK! 

 

The Yard Sharing Toolkit by LETS GO Chicago is licensed under a Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License.  

*A Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 3.0 United States License is a 
legally-enforceable open source license system. If you wish to share or distribute this work, you 

may do so for non-commercial purposes as long as you attribute us (LETS GO Chicago 
http://www.letsgochicago.org). You may also create modified or derivative works as long as you 
attribute us and share your derivative work with the same or similar license so that others may 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ouIdxp8aK7VHAdq4dDEXbxpqGL2yx3k3vm_-lBx6hus/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1l5hPFcwWYCdpVRdBZrLQFrB1_zQdbQ9W0c6f0s-mRwQ/edit
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0Aji9gygakzPJdDhCeExsc3Nxa1NGbldPZ3Y1cnJfalE#gid=8
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ptvf316x_C8cWA9AcX9KtPLJZV51gWggd2zr87QZsIQ/edit#
mailto:team@letsgochicago.org


do the same. Any rights beyond these (for example to use for commercial purposes or to adapt 
without attribution) must be granted expressly by LETS GO Chicago – contact 

team@letsgochicago.org. The exact description of what this license entails can be found in 
human-friendly language (with the legal code linked) here: 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/us/ 
 
 
 
 
 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/us/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/us/

