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Overview
 
Back To Our Roots (BTOR) Urban Farm is  
located on the grounds of the Nova Scotia Hospital 
(NSH), which serves mental health and addictions  
clients. We aim to create a healthy and  
educational environment for hospital  
clients, staff and the  wider community. 

BTOR highlights the environmental and 
health benefits of growing and eating organic 
vegetables. We do this by providing hands-on skills 
training and educational workshops, paired with the 
space and tools to grow healthy vegetables for our 
communities. 

 
 
BTOR has wrapped up its first growing  
season, and GROWTH has certainly been  
the operative word.  The farm went from 
being a sprawling lawn overlooking the  
Halifax Harbour at the end of May, to a vibrant  
community garden, commons area and  
market garden in a few short months.

Although it’s only been one year, BTOR is  
already very much a part of the NSH and  has 
been enthusiastically welcomed by hospital 
staff, clients, and the broader community.  

“I enjoyed going to the garden after work.  My work can be very stressful, and  
going to my plot after work and enjoying the fresh air is now a very important 
part of my day.”~ Plot Renter

Making measurements for the garden at the end of May

The garden in August

 
Our Mission  
Promote wellness and skills development through a community urban farm inspired by our rich history. 

Our Vision  
A welcoming environment blooming with healthy food and mental wellness for all community members.
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From Our Co-Chairs
 
“Big things often have small beginnings.”  

It’s a saying rooted in truth for all of us here at the Back 
to Our Roots Urban Farm. What began as a tiny sprout of 
an idea has flourished into a bountiful reality.
 
  

The first meeting of the BTOR Steering Committee took place in August of 2014. By May of 2015, a powerful 
team of oxen from Nova Scotia’s South Shore was on site breaking ground.

With a small, but dedicated group of volunteers, the BTOR Urban Farm was born! The two of us are  
honoured to be Co-Chairs of this inaugural Committee. Our thanks to Sean Feeney, Colleen Fraser, Paul Little, 
Jayme Melrose, Brain Rankine, Maureen Wheller and Norman Wiegers for their many volunteer hours and 
input. This has truly been a team effort. We’d also like to express our gratitude to our BTOR Urban Farm  
Coordinator, Hillary Lindsay. We couldn’t have asked for a better supervisor for the farm. Hillary jumped in 
with both feet and quickly plunged both hands deep into the soil! 

BTOR has attracted the interest of our neighbours and friends. It has brought members of our extended 
community to the Nova Scotia Hospital. It’s so wonderful to look out at our property and see families  
enjoying the natural beauty of our site. It’s equally as satisfying to see them interacting with our clients, staff 
and volunteers. 

We expected BTOR would produce nutritious vegetables, fragrant herbs and stunning flowers. We hoped it 
would grow fresh relationships, therapeutic benefits and extraordinary learning opportunities. We’re happy to 
say it has done all that, and more.  

From kale and carrots, to smiles and new friendships, the BTOR Urban Farm has truly delivered on its vision 
to be a welcoming environment blooming with healthy food and mental wellness for all community members. 

With Thanks,   

Shauna Blundon & Starr Dobson
BTOR Steering Committee Co-Chairs

Survey
Our end-of-season survey  was distributed 
to hospital staff,  volunteers, community 

members and plot renters.

100% had a postive overall  
experience

100% believe BTOR is meeting goals of 
promoting mental health, healthy food, 
healthy environment, skills development for 
hospital staff, clients, and the surrounding 
community

75% saw an improvement in stress levels

63% reported increased access to fresh 
fruits and vegetables

81% increased their knowledge of  
gardening and urban farming

Shauna Blundon and Starr Dobson 
Photo by Steve Smith/VisionFire
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Hospital Farms 
The NSH is part of a growing number of hospitals in North America that are making the connections  
between growing healthy food and healthy people. According to a 2012 New York Times article, “Hundreds 
of hospitals across the [United States] host a farmer’s market, have a garden on their grounds that supplies 
fresh produce or buy at least some of their food from local farms, ranches and cooperatives.”  

Partners for Care and the Nova Scotia Health Authority Central Zone are helping lead the charge in Canada. 
With a weekly farmers market on the grounds of Victoria General, two urban farms on hospital sites in HRM  
(Common Roots Urban Farm, on the grounds of the QEII, just wrapped up its fourth season) and a new  
commitment to edible landscapes on hospital grounds, the connection between healthy food, healthy people and  
healthy communities is stronger than ever.

“I think BTOR is an amazing initiative and it makes me so happy to see natural 
(whole food) nutrition and gardening incorporated into our health care system. 
I look forward to watching it grow!”   ~ Lauren, community member     
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Market Garden
The market garden produced vegetables, salad greens, herbs and flower bouquets that were sold at a weekly 
pop-up market stand on the hospital grounds. Markets this year ran from July 23 until October 22.  

Vegetables and flowers were also sold wholesale to Stonehearth Bakery, which is part of MetroWorks and  
provides work skills training for people suffering from emotional and mental health difficulties; and to the NSCC, 
which has a bi-weekly market to give students access to fresh, affordable, local veggies.

A quarter of the produce grown was donated to Options Work Activity Program (also part of MetroWorks), 
which prepares healthy affordable lunches for students who are on income assistance and have a very 
limited budget for food.
  
Clients from the NSH participate regularly in MetroWorks programs, making the partnership make sense 
on many levels.

“I really enjoyed the Thursday 
Pop-up Markets. I made quite 
a few purchases. It was priced 
well, and so fresh. Everything 
was delicious and healthy!  I 
look forward to next time! It is a 
great idea on so many levels!”

~Chris, NSH employee  
and market-goer

Flower Garden
The flower gardens were part of the market  
garden, but really they were something all their 
own!  The gardens brought vibrant beauty and 
joy to BTOR and the dahlias were everyone’s  
favourite.  

Bouquets were a popular seller at the  
market stand, and were also donated to NSH 
units to bring some of the garden’s outside  
colour to the hospital floors.    
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The Market Garden sold a total of $2237 of produce and flowers, and donated over $700 worth of  
vegetables to MetroWorks. 

The market garden area was just over 3000 square feet, or less than one tenth of an acre.  Almost 900 
square feet of that was seeded with buckwheat, a cover crop that will increase the organic matter in 
the soil. 
  
An additional 3500 square feet of space was tarped in the fall to kill the grass underneath so the  
market garden area can expand significantly in 2016.  Extra produce will be sold to our growing market, 
donated to local community food programs, and incorporated into meal and activity programming at 
the hospital. 

Market Garden Produce
“Having fresh produce  
available has delighted the  
culinary instructor and inspired 
creativity and student  
engagement in menu  
planning over the summer.  I 
look forward to working with 
BTOR in the future.”  
     ~John Hartling, MetroWorks
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Community Garden
 
The Community Garden consists of 28 plots that are 4 feet by 12 feet.  The plots can be rented for $30 
for the growing season. Donated plots were also available to individuals or groups who could not afford 
the cost.  

The Community Garden was a vibrant and productive space during its first growing season:  

•	 About half the plots were used by community members and the other half by NSH staff and  
clients.  

•	 Three of the plots were planted and cared for by the Mayflower Unit and Simpson Landing, both  
units at the NSH.  

•	 Three of the plots were cultivated by recent refugees to Canada who grew vegetables and herbs  
native to their home country of Bhutan.    

•	 One of the plots was rented by the staff at the Mental Health Foundation of Nova Scotia, who  
held picnics over their lunch hour during the growing season.  

•	 Two of the plot families had babies during the growing season. 
•	 Students from the NSCC rented two plots to grow produce for their market on campus.    
•	 The majority of the gardeners were new to growing vegetables, including Karrie (below).

“It was a pleasure learning and making friends in the community. I am trying 
to convince some of my neighbours in my building to also get a plot because I 
think that it is great for our physical, mental and community health to be  
chatting, gardening and learning from each other.”  
           ~Heidi, Community member and plot renter

“This was our first kick at a garden and we had pretty good success. We 
learned a lot - our tomatoes got a little out of control though.  LOL. It was  
wonderful and we hope to learn more next summer.”  
           ~ Edith and Arlene, NSH staff and plot renters
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Scarlet runner beans climb up an old swing set in the Commons area.  The plant not 
only has beautiful red flowers, but beans that clients enjoyed picking and snacking on.   
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The Commons
The Commons are garden beds that are planted for everyone, for the purpose of education, tasting 
and general enjoyment. This year, the plots included tomatoes and beans to snack on, and culinary and 
medicinal herbs for teas and cooking.
    
This section has a great deal of potential for engaging clients and others with information and healthy 
snacks.  We also hope to add a picking flower garden in 2016.  This will be open to clients or anyone 
to make a bouquet for their room or their family.  

Client Involvement
This season, three of the plots in the community  
garden belonged to hospital units, two for  
Simpson Landing and one for Mayflower. Staff and clients  
planted the gardens together in the spring and  
produce from the gardens was brought back to the units 
once harvested. 
  
Mayflower is an acute care mental health unit 
that services patients that have diagnoses of  
schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, depression,  
anxiety, personality disorders and psychosis. Simpson  
Landing, along with Transition Hall, are part of the  
Recovery and Integration program within mental health  
services.

“Through our experience, using horticultural 
or garden therapy as a tool to improve  
mental health and wellness has proven  
beneficial. It provides the clients of  
Simpson Landing and Transition Hall with an 
opportunity for socialization and as a means 
to increase self esteem. Our clients have  
expressed having a sense of  
accomplishment and using the gardens as 
a meditative space. It is also an opportunity 
to learn a new skill that can be applied once 
discharged from hospital; utilizing fruits and 
vegetables grown in the gardens contributes 
to healthy eating as well as budgeting. We 
are so happy with the work that has been 
done by ‘Back to Our Roots’ and are looking 
forward to another gardening season!”

~Jonelle Rodgers, Recreation Therapist,  
Recovery and Integration and  

Specialty Services
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With a first season under our belts and a better understanding of the garden’s potential, the project 
coordinator met with recreational therapists from Mayflower, Transition Hall and Simpson Landing to 
discuss the season and plan for next year.  Starting in the spring, gardening will be part of the weekly 
recreation schedule of Mayflower, Transition Hall and Simpson Landing.  The project coordinator will 
work closely with the recreational therapists to help plan and develop garden programming and get the 
most out of the harvest.

“Next year, we’ll be seasoned and prepared as gardeners to help more  
individuals plant and harvest produce that we’ll make into meals prepared and  
enjoyed in the kitchens of Simpson Landing by individuals staying here…  
perhaps we’ll host a barbeque and invite the other community gardeners to it!”
 ~Karrie Scribner, Health and Wellness Coordinator, Simpson Landing

Gardening, especially in a community atmosphere, can have significant mental health benefits.  There 
is a growing body of evidence that shows that key components of community gardening (growing 
plants, community building, being outside, being active, and eating healthy food) can contribute to 
positive mental health outcomes.  

The market garden can also expand the variety and volume of vegetables available for food  
programming.  For example, this summer, clients from Mayflower picked basil and summer squash from 
the market garden for their pizza.  The recreational therapist said this small change in programming 
gave the activity more significance and made the pizzas feel more special (and taste more delicious!). 
 
Client involvement also happened spontaneously.  Clients enjoyed picking beans and tomatoes from the 
common plots for snacking on.  They spent time in the garden, observing the activity and watching it 
grow, and occasionally helped out with watering or other tasks. 
 
Clients and their assistants from Willow Hall, which is an acute care geriatric mental health unit, also 
enjoyed the garden despite limited mobility.

“I absolutely love the  
garden and all the  
benefits it brings.  The  
seniors on Willow Hall love 
to watch you guys work 
from the window on  
Willow Hall. We have 
spent lots of time  
watching and reminiscing 
from the window. We also 
enjoy our daily walks by 
the garden.” 

~Cecile Amirault  
Recreational Therapist  

Willow Hall
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A one-of-a-kind addition to BTOR, thanks to our friends at  
Sculpture Nova Scotia and RBC. The “Grandfather’s Hand” 
bench, created by Marc Graff, is a beautiful spot to enjoy the 
view from the Nova Scotia Hospital.  

The Mental Health Foundation of Nova Scotia team  
getting ready to plant their garden! 
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Programming
LAUNCH EVENT
BTOR’s opening was celebrated with a launch event 
on May 30th. Dozens of families, community mem-
bers, hospital staff and clients came out to watch 
a team of oxen break ground on the hospital site. 
Speakers included Janet Knox, President and CEO 
of NS Health Authority, and Keith Colwell, Minister 
of Agriculture. There was music, cake and juice; 
and participants were invited to bring a picnic and 
watch as the oxen plowed the area for the future 
market garden. 
 
The event was covered by local media, including 
Metro News Halifax and the front page of Snapd 
Dartmouth. 

Keith Colwell, Minister of Agriculture; Janet Knox, President & 
CEO, Nova Scotia Health Authority; and event co-hosts Gloria 
McCluskey and Starr Dobson.
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BBQS AND GET TOGETHERS
BTOR hosted two BBQs for community members 
and hospital clients.  Over 20 people came out each 
time.  Along with traditional BBQ fare, we always 
provided a large salad from the garden that was 
eaten up with enthusiasm. At the Harvest BBQ at 
the end of September, plot renters were invited to 
bring a dish to share with ingredients from their 
garden. These events provided a space for clients, 
plot renters and volunteers to meet and get to 
know each other.
  

“One Dartmouth couple who had a  
garden plot brought their new baby 
along during a barbeque – she was 
younger than some of the tomatoes 
we’d planted in our Simpson Landing 
Plot. Everyone loved her! Volunteers 
from Bhutan made amazing dishes they 
shared along with information about a 
country many of us have never visited.” 
    ~Karrie, NSH employee and plot renter

BTOR also provided tomatoes, cucumbers and salad 
from the market garden for NSH staff BBQ.  The 
fresh vegetables were a highlight!

WORKSHOPS 
Four workshops were offered for free during the 
growing season.

Growing Vegetables for Beginners  
An introduction to how to grow your first vegetable 
garden using organic practices.  

Harvesting the Harvest 
How and when to harvest your favourite vegetables 
and greens from your garden plot.
 
Seed Saving Tips for Sustainable Gardeners 
The best ways to save seed from your favourite  
local vegetables. 

Grow Your Own Garlic! 
How, when and where to plant your garlic for  
harvest next summer – with garlic bulbs to plant 
your own! 

14



15



Volunteers
BTOR was lucky to have some dedicated, enthusiastic volunteers this summer who weren’t scared 
to get their hands dirty!   

Becky, Amy, Caroline, Januka, Katie, Camela and Data Ram showed up week after week. Their 
strong arms were critical in helping to build the garden beds, prepare the soil, plant the market  
garden, harvest the vegetables, sell the produce, and so much more!  
 
Other volunteers came when they could to help water the garden, mulch the pathways, paint the shed 
and pick the beans.  

Thank you to EVERYONE who  
made this season possible!  
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Operations
BTOR’s beginning and ongoing development has been guided by a 7 person steer-
ing committee that met once every two weeks during the growing season:

Shauna Blundon: Administrative Site Manager, Nova Scotia Hospital
Starr Dobson: President and CEO of the Mental Health Foundation of Nova Scotia
Maureen Wheller: Senior Communications Advisor, Mental Health and Addictions,
     Nova Scotia Health Authority
Colleen Fraser: Communications Coordinator, Mental Health Foundation of Nova Scotia
Jayme Melrose: Project Coordinator, Common Roots Urban Farm, Halifax
Sean Feeney: Manager of Housekeeping Services, Central Zone, Nova Scotia Health Authority
Paul Little: Principal, Nova Scotia Community College Waterfront Campus, Dartmouth

A Project Coordinator was hired by BTOR in the middle of May until mid December. The Project  
Coordinator was responsible for all aspects of the farm’s development and operations, from  
building the farm infrastructure, to coordinating workshops, to engaging staff and clients, to growing and  
selling the produce in the market garden.  
 
Financials
EXPENSES 
Human Resources $25,488.00
Market Garden $3,722.00
Community Garden $1,661.00
Events                    $902.00     
                    $31,773.00

INCOME 
START Grant                           $10,000.00
Nova Scotia Health Authority    $18,606
Market Garden                 $2,237.00
Community Garden                 $930.00    
                                    $31,773.00

Communications
During the growing season, a weekly newsletter went out to all plotters, volunteers and anyone else 
who wanted to be kept up to date about what was happening on the farm.  The newsletter and  
Facebook updates included photos, gardening tips, upcoming events, news from the farm, seasonal 
recipes and articles relevant to the work of BTOR.  

A Twitter page was added to our social media network in the late fall.

I have a kitchen garden at home and I find the BTOR tips and emails very  
helpful. ~ Maureen, community member    

           www.cdha.nshealth.ca/mental-health-and-addictions/back-our-roots-urban-farm

            /BackToOurRootsUrbanFarm

             

@BTORFarm

THANK YOU for a beautiful first season! 17
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