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Introduction

Singapore is a highly developed economy that taps 
heavily on foreign workers in certain industries 
such as the construction, manufacturing, and 
services sectors. Numbers in the foreign workforce 
stood at 1,305,800 in June 2022 (Government of 
Singapore, 2022a), with many originating from 
countries such as Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, and 
China (Government of Singapore, 2022b).

Nationally, the issue of food security has been 
high on the public agenda in recent years, moving 
further into the limelight following the disruption 
of global food supply chains during the COVID-19 
pandemic outbreak. The Singaporean government 
had in 2019 set a target of locally and sustainably 
producing 30% of residents’ nutritional needs by 
2030, and from 2020 onwards focused by necessity 
on diversifying food sources and addressing 
logistical challenges to ensure that Singapore’s 
population continued to have access to food 
supplies (Wong, 2022). Along similar lines, a 
study on Bangladeshi Workers in Singapore has 
highlighted the lack of access to quality food for 
the population (Dutta, 2015).

Successes and opportunities for horticultural initiatives amongst 
migrant workers and Singaporeans: Learnings from three projects

t ex t  and  images  by

B jo r n  Low

Ade l ine  Chang

The pandemic and the ensuing restrictions 
placed under stress both access to food as well 
as mental wellbeing and saw the emergence 
of grassroots trends as well as governmental 
efforts to mitigate this. The strictest movement 
restriction was during the circuit breaker (April 
to June 2020). Even then, residents during this 
period could leave their homes for solo outdoor 
exercise and nature activities (Government of 
Singapore, 2021). Concurrently, local interest 
in growing edible plants at home grew steeply 
(Chew, 2020), more hobbyists started growing 
ornamental plants to support their own emotional 
health (Lee, 2020), and the National Parks Board 
launched a “Gardening with Edibles” program, 
which saw free seed packets being distributed to 
interested households to encourage edible home 
gardening (National Parks Board, 2020). These 
efforts showed a recognition at all levels of the 
importance of and interlink between food security, 
access to nature, and mental well-being – and of 
their effects on workforce productivity.
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Spending time in nature is linked to a myriad of 
cognitive benefits as well as increased happiness 
and prosocial behaviour (Weir, 2020), whilst food 
insecurity is correlated with poorer mental health, 
likely mediated by chronic stress (Leung, 2019). 
Given the connections between access to food, 
access to nature, and mental well-being, and the 
large numbers of migrant workers in Singapore, 
initiatives that bring these elements together could 
significantly improve the lives and well-being of a 
large proportion of Singapore’s population. 

This article elaborates on three edible gardening 
initiatives that were undertaken by Edible Garden 
City (EGC) with the migrant worker community 
around the issues of food insecurity, access 
to nature, and mental wellness. It looks at the 
challenges and successes of each initiative as 
backed by academic research and summarises 
useful learnings that can support the effective 
planning of future edible gardening initiatives, for the 
benefit of migrant workers and Singaporeans alike.

Initiative #1. Migrant Worker Visit to Edible 
Garden City (2019) 

As part of EGC’s engagement with other 
community groups, the urban farm at EGC’s 
headquarters hosted a group of 20 migrant 
workers in 2019. Many of these workers hailed 
from the Indian subcontinent and were undergoing 
work injury claims or disputes.

Migrant workers in such situations are often 
supported by various non-profit organizations, 
including SDI Academy, a Singapore-based  
social enterprise that aims to empower migrant 
workers through education. SDI Academy 
conducts English language, IT, computer literacy, 
and entrepreneurship classes, supporting 
participants to pick up skills to assimilate and 
improve their quality of life. As part of their 
entrepreneurship program, a visit to an urban farm 
was arranged to pique their interest in alternative 
food production systems.

The farm tour was undertaken by the EGC team, 
who brought participants through a rotation of 
stations, moving from indoor farming to insect 
farming, and finally to the outdoor regenerative 
gardens. 

Fig 1 & 2. 
Participants visiting the urban farm at 
Edible Garden City headquarters


