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Negotiating the Landscape: 

A Niche for Organized Pro-Bono Landscape Architecture 
 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Sprout is a not-for-profit corporation offering pro-bono landscape architectural services through a 

network of volunteers.  Services that can be offered as part of the program include  

1. facilitation of community engagement initiatives, and  

2. conceptual graphic production for grant applications and publicity.   

This connection and service is based on a foundation of mutual benefit. Community groups get access to 

these important landscape architecture services, while volunteers get access to interesting and 

rewarding projects; a platform for building mentorship relationships within the landscape architecture 

community; and, a chance to represent the landscape architectural profession to expand public 

awareness of what landscape architects do and insert the profession into the public dialogue over where 

our communities are heading. Together these foundations support a short term launch pad for 

community-based projects without undercutting professional practitioners or putting volunteers into 

positions with significant legal risk.  
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In 2014, Sprout was honoured with a $1000 grant from The Landscape Architecture Canada Foundation 

to create a program for pro-bono landscape architecture. Now, Landscape Architecture already has a 

proud history of community engagement and volunteerism that has made an important impact on our 

landscape. Over the past 18 months, however, Sprout has actively pursued a program that creates a 

more formal venue for productive volunteerism in the field. 

By providing a more formal setting, the Sprout program provides a venue for a different type of 

volunteerism that could be beneficial to the profession and the public. Benefits include: 

 creating a conduit for low-income communities or those at an early stage of mobilization to find 

interested LA professionals. 

 A greater scale of action that allows cooperation across communities, helps build momentum 

around new ideas and provides references for future projects. 

Sprout provides an opportunity to extend the profession and create new opportunities to apply 

landscape architectural expertise. 

Sprout has identified three project archetypes which hit the sweet spot for our organization and a fourth 

which has not yet been explored but which remains a promising option. 
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VOLUNTEER WITH PURPOSE: 

Negotiating the landscape implies a grasping at new ideas, experimentation and risk-taking. In most 

cases these early-stage projects lack a clear vision and even where a basic vision can be agreed upon 

there is no confirmed commercial model that can be used for financing. This pre-commercial stage of 

urban collective change-making requires low cost access to resources and talent in order to launch the 

movement before it can become part of a more traditional commercial format. 

Our volunteers provide a key resource for groups looking for funding. Eventually it is the goal of Sprout 

to help projects gain the financial wherewithal to pursue their project effectively by hiring landscape 

consultants and bringing together the expertise and vision for a new type of landscape expression. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SPROUT 

Sprout arose out of discussions within the Ontario Association of Landscape Architects (OALA) in 2012 

and developed into an OALA task force established that year. Mentorship, community outreach and 

promotion of the profession were identified as important goals for the OALA membership and the 

Sprout program emerged from these discussions as an independent entity to pursue these goals. From 

this early influence of the profession, Sprout focussed on avoiding the traditional landscape 

architectural practice of providing drawings and documents for construction and municipal permitting 

and focussed instead on visioning with non-traditional clients composed of community based 

organizations. 

 

Figure 1: MarketShift Charrette in 2012 by The Working Habitat and Scadding Court Community 
Centre was an early point of inspiration for Sprout. (Image by Jon Woodside) 



4 
 

 

EARLY LESSONS 

Early experiences with community groups 

also had a key impact on the direction 

Sprout would take.   

1. A large park in west Toronto 

experiencing significant construction 

at it’s margins. Some community 

members felt there was a need for 

more input from the neighbourhood 

on how the various investments would 

be resolved. Ultimately the project 

was too far along and there was no 

community groundswell to carry the 

message in terms of landscape.  

 

Lesson: There must be organized leadership within the community before it makes sense for 

outside pro-bono consultants to play a role.  No matter how beneficial the project without that 

local and vocal support no outside consultant should expect to lead a community project 

forward. 

 

2. A park in a high profile downtown appeared to be a perfect match for Sprout and an important 

public purpose. Yet, the well-connected community group behind this project was too far advanced 

in thinking through the project pushing Sprout activities too far towards installation and permitting 

phases of the project.  

Lesson: Early stage projects are better suited to Sprout than more advanced projects. Sprout has 

the highest value in early stage visioning, community engagement, and conceptual graphic 

development for grant applications and promotions.  

 

3. A project with a small group of volunteers in a suburban Toronto community appeared to provide a 

good early entry to help. After an initial pop-up project yielded mixed results, it was evident that 

the community group did not have a goal or program that sufficiently motivated themselves or the 

community.. Sprout’s involvement was put on hold while the community considered options  

Lesson: While early stage projects are suitable for Sprout, groups must be self-mobilized and 

have a clear goal or program that keeps them motivated to move forward and can be leveraged 

to generate broader support.   

Sprout is serious about giving back to the community 

and the profession at once. To achieve this Sprout: - 

 Focusses on early stage projects looking to expand 

their reach in the community and raise grant 

money; 

 

 Does not produce any documents for  the purpose 

of construction or permitting; 

 

 Aims to provide a mentorship relationship 

between volunteers of greater and lesser 

experience. 
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2nd GENERATION SPROUT PROJECTS 

These lessons have led Sprout to focus on early 

stage projects in communities that may not have a 

clear understanding of how landscape architects 

could help and are otherwise not a market for 

commercial landscape architecture.  

Sprout reaches these target groups through 

recommendations from trusted organizations that 

have strong connections with communities across 

the city. Such connector groups have included 

municipalities, The United Way, and other not-for-

profits such as Jane’s Walk and Foodshare. 

 

CURRENT PROJECTS: 

1. Rexdale Rec: This project is led by a charismatic recent high school graduate named Josiah 

Thompson.  Josiah and a group of friends, all heavily involved in skateboarding, were pushing for 

more local infrastructure for their sport. It was months of looking for locations and reaching out to 

anyone who would listen before Josiah found a sympathetic collaborator in Doug Bennet and the 

Partnerships Development Unit in the City of Toronto’s Parks, Forestry and Recreation Department.  

After seeing real potential in the skatepark idea and the location at Islington Avenue just north of 

Highway 401, Doug introduced Josiah to Sprout and Inna Olchovski, Sprout board member and 

Figure 2: Sketching Ideas at MarketShift Charrette in 2012 by The Working Habitat and Scadding 
Court Community Centre.  (Image by unknown participant) 

As a recent graduate of the BLA program at the 
University of Guelph, Sprout gave me my first 
opportunity in the field outside of school.  Sprout 
has given me a valuable experience as it has 
allowed me to connect and collaborate with 
other landscape architect professionals.  I was 
drawn to Sprout because of their involvement in 
giving back to the community and my experience 
with them has allowed me to see first hand the 
positive impact they can make.   
 

- Brianne Francis 
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volunteer who along with volunteer Brianne Francis, helped Josiah develop background 

information, graphics and documents that his group can use to start gaining support more widely in 

the community.  

 

JUST LAUNCHED: 

2. Thorncliffe Park RAC: This project is part of a new planning paradigm in low-income suburban 

tower neighbourhoods by the City of Toronto. The new Residential Apartment Commercial (RAC) 

zone is the first new land use zone in decades in the city and an opportunity to re-imagine the 

suburban landscape. Early stage city sponsored “pop-ups” will begin summer 2016 in select 

neighbourhoods to gauge interest and provide an example for future applications throughout the 

city. Sprout will be working with the Thorncliffe Neighbourhood Office (TNO) on behalf of the 

community at large to identify potential sites and uncover programs that might work in that 

neighbourhood.  

 

This project is launching fall 2015 with a study of precedents in Toronto and throughout the world. 

Sprout, led by See-Yin Lim and Sandy Cappuccitti, will be supporting TNO staff with concepts and 

graphics for use in discussions with local land owners, residents and city staff.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: RAC zoning at apartment sites – negotiating the landscape of economic inclusion.     
(Image by Jon Woodside) 
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3. Malvern Family Resource Centre (MFRC) – Hydro-Corridor Agricultural Project:  This community 

has multiple goals, however, the most immediate is a community garden/urban agriculture project 

tied to a hydro corridor in cooperation with Toronto Urban Growers. With this project the MFRC 

hopes to build community around existing market gardening activities while reaching out to active 

seniors with social and economic opportunities who may otherwise be unnecessarily isolated.  

 

The first step, beginning this fall, is the commencement of a community outreach initiative, led by 

MFRC outreach staff and tied to programming a local hydro corridor, for community based 

agriculture and market garden. Sprout’s initiative, led by Michelle Moylan, is to develop conceptual 

graphics to support the opening of community discussions. 

 

PROJECTS COMING SOON: 

4. Foodshare Food Hub – 

Gordon Ridge and 

Flemingdon Park:  Led by 

Foodshare in cooperation 

with Shift Landscape 

Architecture, among others, 

these twin projects, in 

different suburban 

communities, are attempts 

at creating community 

institutions to support 

recreation, 

entrepreneurship and 

productive self-sufficiency 

using food as a catalyst.  

 

As Sprout’s first project 

performing community 

engagement it has been a 

welcome opportunity to 

work with strong partners 

including Shift, a landscape architecture firm that Sprout brought to the project to take on 

particular elements of the program that are beyond the Sprout mandate such as cost estimates.  

 

The food hub is a public space that can provide a home base for a range of market and community-

based activities revolving around food and small scale commercial agricultural operations. Currently 

even the most small scale commercial activities are not permitted on public lands. Yet, these small 

To whom it may concern, 
 

We are writing to express our support for Sprout and the 
services it provides to the community groups we work with. 
 

The Partnership Development Unit of Parks, Forestry and 
Recreation helps grassroots community groups with their 
fundraising projects. Working together, we have successfully 
raised millions of dollars for parks, recreation and urban forestry 
projects. 
 

Oftentimes, community groups need help organizing their 
thoughts and visualizing their plans. That's why we were 
delighted to learn about Sprout and begin connecting Sprout's 
team to some of the groups we work with. Sprout brings 
organizational and design resources to groups that aids greatly in 
moving projects forward. 
 

We look forward to working with Sprout on current and future 
projects. 

- Doug Bennet 
Business Development Officer 
Partnership Development Unit 
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scale commercial projects serve as a hub for community activities and the small sums of money 

being exchanged make standard commercial rents completely out of place.   

 

Angela Elzinga-Cheng, of Foodshare, sees this project as a step to identifying policies and 

procedures that suit projects that aren’t simply commercial and aren’t simply recreational - setting 

an important precedent. Where current policies stand in the way of community economic 

development, a tailored regulatory framework could help underserved communities find ways to 

help themselves.  

 

 

A NICHE FOR ORGANIZED PRO-BONO LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE: 

The unorthodox city builders and unorthodox projects that make up this list have some common themes 

that help can shed light on the niche most appropriate for organized pro-bono landscape architecture.   

The Local Champion:  Rexdale Rec and, to some degree, the Malvern projects are powered by ambitious 

and driven individuals/small groups who combine a vision of the landscape with charisma and follow-

through.  Projects with a dedicated champion provide a foundation for the project and inspire 

confidence.  

While nothing would appear to be able to stop our particular partners, too many roadblocks can waste 

the efforts of such dedicated individuals. Sprout provides an outlet for these individuals and helps steer 

them towards engaging with the rest of the community to build a stronger constituency of support. 

 

 

Figure 4: Malvern – MFRC staff,Alejandra Perdomo,  Alex Dow,  and Juneeja Varghese seeing the potential   
(Image by Jon Woodside) 
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The Pre-Commercial: The pre-commercial project is a project that has a commercial element which is 

experimental in some manner.  The growing dissatisfaction in the labour market has led to a range of 

new commercial entities, such as social enterprises, with built-in social objectives. In some cases these 

pre-commercial operations are having an impact on the landscape such as in the case of urban 

agriculture and micro-enterprise. Projects which only make sense where the landscape productivity is 

understood and flexibility inserted into the system. 

Most existing commercial developments fall into well-worn categories where it is easy to access 

commercial lending. Yet, where communities are experimenting with alternative forms of commercial 

operations, these projects will likely not be eligible to follow standard development financing. And, 

while these models may eventually prove commercially successful, immediate professional support may 

not be forthcoming.  

For projects like Foodshare’s Community Food Hub, where there is a commercial goal on top of multiple 

social objectives, Sprout provides that short-term, up front service that can help these projects get 

started and develop local support and funding before, hopefully, being able to engage a conventional 

landscape architecture service as the project moves forward. 

 

The Negotiated Landscape: Like the pre-commercial project, a project that aims to re-negotiate the 

existing landscape and find alternative solutions to community development will not likely be able to 

access standard funding models or conventional professional services. Here too, Sprout can provide that 

up-front service that can help secure grant funding.  

There have been dramatic changes across society in recent years and with these changes a raft of 

theories for how the built landscape can be made to respond. For most communities, contributing to 

this conversation is beyond their political reach. Yet, together with the right resources and permissions, 

even modest communities can make a contribution to their built form. 

At Sprout we have found an important conversation taking place in suburban communities like 

Thorncliffe Park and Malvern where the traditional suburban compromise has become problematized by 

a new reality of gridlock and greater expectations for social connectivity. Where suburbanites were once 

satisfied to build on economies of scale allowing them to access to a rural-like recreational landscape, 

suburbanites today are increasingly searching a new productive relationship with the land and a greater 

ease of association with neighbours and others in the community. This could mean landscape projects 

that connect the suburbs with revived intensive agricultural landscape or conversely a more urban 

setting where passive engagement allows people to spend time in public without the perception of 

loitering. 

Municipalities and commercial developers are exploring new “sustainable” variations on existing 

suburban patterns, and at Sprout we see an equal if not larger role for independent community 

members to propose less conventional approaches and explore concepts which may not quite have a 

commercial strategy fleshed out but are worth trying.  
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Research Support: There are many areas where research may better inform a project.  Research may be 

left undone when pursuing a project for several reasons: The individual project may not benefit from the 

results even if subsequent projects would be improved; a commercial funding model may not allow for 

‘non-essential’ pursuits; and community projects may simply not have the fund to pursue both the 

project and associated research.  

Yet, for landscape architects and community leaders with far-reaching goals, research could be as 

important and influential as the project itself.  With an organized pro-bono organization, research may 

be more accessible to community groups than in any other situation, further the organized group could 

encourage the on-going evolution of an idea by conducting research on similar types of projects over 

time.   

While Sprout has yet to take on a research role.  It is an exciting opportunity that is open to new 

participants should they be raedy to take it on.  In this regard, Sprout would be best served with greater 

contact with local schools and places of higher learning where Sprout could act as a link between the 

professional community and academic community. 

 

THE ADVANTAGE OF WORKING TOGETHER 

For each of these projects Sprout provides an important time-sensitive advantage for community groups 

that is greater than any one individual landscape architect could provide working pro-bono.  

Certainly there is a long history of pro-bono work in the profession of landscape architecture. Individual 

volunteerism is terrific and is often done by professionals who see a need in their own communities, yet 

this tends to reward well-connected communities or those in the same economic class as the landscape 

architectural community. Organized volunteerism helps expand the presence of landscape architects to 

reach under-served and/or low-income communities. For early stage projects in communities that might 

not be aware of landscape architecture, organized volunteers with a greater public presence can provide 

an outlet for communities looking for support.  

Figure 5: Natural Playground Concepts with Low-cost Options   (Image by Jon Woodside) 
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Organized action by volunteers can also have a different kind of impact on the projects they serve.  

Where projects are pushing for a new kind of landscape work by communities and volunteers cannot be 

expected to arrive at perfect results each time. Building on past work that has the same local context 

can be an important source of information whether it is for grant applications, engagement or any 

number of elements which form the basis of a successful local development project.  

 

CHALLENGES: 

It has been a very slow process to find appropriate community based projects where the project 

outcomes are complementary with Sprout objectives. Sprout must be both flexible and firm when 

discussing a project and how Sprout might participate. Partnerships with intermediary organizations, 

including municipalities and well-established social service organizations have been the most successful 

leads to Sprout projects. Continuing these relationships and building new relationships will build on this 

strength. 

It has similarly been difficult to collect a stable of complementary volunteers to allow the coupling of 

mentors with pupils. The majority of volunteers come from a similar career station: Landscape 

architecture professionals with a few years of professional experience. Each of these volunteers has 

brought energy to the program, yet too many similar career backgrounds can lead to stagnation.   

With continuing education requirements becoming a requirement for licenced landscape architects, the 

benefits of joining Sprout will become greater for established landscape architects who need to spend 

time on their profession outside of work. it is possible that these changes will yield more senior 

landscape architect volunteers. For Sprout’s part, further promotion of the program, the completion of 

current projects and promotion of those results are the primary ways of developing interest in the 

community. With so many demands on one’s professional life, volunteerism can seem like a burden. 

And many landscape architects can have the perspective that their talents will be taken for granted by 

the community. Demonstrating an exciting and rewarding program with tangible benefits to all 

participants is one important way that Sprout can build a presence in the profession and in our 

community at large. 

 

 

  



12 
 

CONCLUSION: 

Organized pro-bono Landscape Architecture can have an important impact on the landscape by 

supporting early stage actors and inspiring unorthodox reinterpretations of the landscape to better 

serve community goals.  

- Where new models of approaching the landscape are under consideration, an organized base for 

pro-bono work can be effective by providing a basis of learning across projects.  

 

- Where non-traditional actors are the basis of projects, organized pro-bono landscape architecture 

may provide a more visible resource for underserved communities.  

Organized pro-bono services are one way to provide support and help generate further interest in 

community landscape. By focussing on early stage projects in the process of raising support and grant 

money, avoiding work related to construction documents or permitting and by aiming to provide a 

mentorship relationship between volunteers, organized pro-bono landscape architecture can provide a 

safe space for landscape architects and community members alike to experiment, reach out and grow. 

 

 

 


