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HOW	TO:	Create	an	Accessible	Urban	Garden 
 

 
The Americans With Disabilities Act 
 
The Americans With Disabilities Act is the primary civil rights legislation that prohibits 
discrimination against individuals with disabilities in all areas of public life, including jobs, 
schools, transportation, and all public and private places that are open to the general public.i 
 
Although the Americans With Disabilities Act does not specifically address accessibility 
requirements for farms and gardens, gardens can still be liable for disability accommodations 
on the basis of being an educational or recreational space.  Essentially, public and private 
entities that serve the public should provide disability accommodations to people with 
disabilities that allow them to access services of the business unless it imposes undue 
hardship for the businesses to accommodate the individual.2 
 
Undue hardship refers to an action requiring significant difficulty or expense when 
considering financial and operational resources of the entity that is asked to provide an 
accommodation.3 Undue hardship is intended to protect small public service entities that 
cannot provide accommodations as a result of budgetary or operational restraints. However, 
it is important to note that few disability accommodations require an extensive use of 
resources. Often times alternatives can be implemented that benefit both the entity and the 
individual. Implementing disability accommodation requires a willingness to communicate 
with people with disabilities to understand how to best encourage participation within the 
garden. Undue hardship should only be claimed if the individual and the garden do not have 
the resources to provide a disability accommodation and cannot agree upon an alternative 
method of participation within the space.  
 
Universal Design 
 
Urban farms and gardens serve as a means to which everyone is able to participate within 
the food system and reflect the idea of community-driven agriculture that challenges the 
convention system driven by industrial agriculture. Making community gardens universally 
accessible to all people is an easy step we can take to bring about community-driven food 
production in a meaningful way. In order to serve the community, the Sustainable Economies 
Law Center recommends incorporating universal design into the garden space in order to 
create more accessibility for both disabled and non-disabled individuals. Universal design is 
the design of an environment so that it can be accessed, understood, and used by all people 
regardless of their age, size, or ability.4 Universal design takes into consideration structural 
barriers of the environment and redesigns the environment without barriers in place. The 
universal design method can be implemented within an existing garden, but is most effective 
in the planning phase of the garden.   
 
As community gardens are one aspect of our food system, it is unfair to suggest that only 
increasing accessibility in these spaces will result in full demarginalization of people with 
disabilities in the food system. However, it is a start to fully including  people with disabilities 
in the process of reclaiming our broken food system.  
 
Various Accommodations Using Universal Design  
 
When using universal design, gardens should consider the multifaceted nature of 
identity within the disabled community. This includes but is not limited to considering 
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cognitive, sensory, and physical impairments when designing the space. The 
accommodations listed below are only a few examples of what can be done to create a more 
accessible garden. More information can be found in this guide provided by Grassroots 
Gardens of Buffalo:  
 
http://www.grassrootsgardens.org/uploads/2/6/3/8/26383225/a_guide_for_making_communit
y_gardens_accessible_for_all_members.pdf 
 
 
Accommodations That Can Be Implemented Now Using Universal Design 
 
The following accommodations can be reasonably implemented with little financial and 
operational resources: 
 

• Implement diversifed farming techniques to include a variety of plants that have a 
strong smell, different textures, strong tastes, and can manage constant handling. This 
will help to accommodate people with sensory impairments. 

• Instead of separating volunteers with disabilities from other volunteers, have a mix of 
accessible spaces near non-accessible spaces so that people of all abilities  can work 
together. 

• Repurpose cabinets and wood products into planters that allow people to garden 
comfortably (i.e. vertical planters, sitting planters, raised beds). 

• Have braille on signs with larger print on signs. 
• Maintain clearer pathways. 
• Have resources for deaf community (i.e. providing handouts with instructions, having 

an interpreter, having visual and interactive demonstrations). 
• Post an outline of the day’s events in a visible area. 
• Have signage for allowing service animals.  

 
Accommodations That Can Be Implemented Over Time Using Universal Design 
 
The following accommodations may take more resources over time, but can serve as an 
investment in the long-term: 

• Have modified gardening tools (can be found online or can be made). 
• Buy more raised beds. 
• Hire a team member who can teach workshops on disability and gardening and who 

can provide sensitivity training to participants.  
• Create wider, more solid pathways (this can be done through paving or by using hay 

and other materials to make the ground less permeable).	
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