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Social media is making it easy for 
backyard producers to share their crops, 

and anyone with even a pot of herbs  
can be part of it, writes JULIE RAY

G rowing produce in 
your backyard and 
swapping or giving 
your glut to friends 

and neighbours is nothing new, 
but with the aid of social media, 
food swapping has become  
a whole lot easier. 

Social media platforms have 
been springing up across the 
country to swap, give away  
or sell backyard produce and,  
as a result, strong community 
connections are being formed.  
Many backyard producers are 
now broadening their networks, 
connecting with more people  
in their neighbourhood and 
creating a village atmosphere. 
From drop-off and pick-up carts 
to Facebook pages, websites 
and apps, gardeners are able  
to easily connect and share 
within their own community. 

I spoke with the following 
initiators of edible gardening 
technology platforms, who  
all have the same messages: 
connect with your community, 
reduce waste, save money,  
eat seasonally and disrupt  
the way we access our food.

SWAPyou!
The motto on Grow Free’s website  
is ‘Grow Food, Grow Love, Grow 
Community’. Founder Andrew Barker 
believes the simple act of growing food 
and giving it away without reciprocation 
or acknowledgement is a way of healing.

One aim of Grow Free’s movement is 
to place carts in neighbourhoods where 
people can share homegrown produce. 
“Giving food away without rules can be 
looked at as a revolutionary act,” says 
Andrew. “And why not? We need to put 
our trust back in humanity. If someone 
takes all the produce from the cart,  
they must have needed it.” 

Grow Free began in 2013 in a 
backyard in Middleton on the Fleurieu 
Peninsula, south of Adelaide, where 
Andrew was giving away seeds and 
seedlings. It attracted like-minded 
people who supported his concept of 

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT 
A cart of free produce; plants  
for the garden; Sophie Thomson 
(on left) with Andrew Barker, and 
Louise and Candy (on right) from 
Strathalbyn Community Centre.

growing and giving. “Grow Free was 
soon helping people set up gardens, 
organise sharing carts, attend markets, 
cook at meals programs, and promote 
health and abundance in the community,” 
says Andrew, who explained the idea to 
Sophie Thomson on a recent segment 
of the Gardening Australia TV show.

There are now 190 Grow Free carts 
in Australia, mostly in South Australia, 
but Perth, Melbourne and other areas 
around the country are also embracing 
the concept. Andrew is thrilled that  
his ‘revolution’ has also infiltrated the 
east coast of the US, at Chesapeake 
Beach in Maryland. “We are going  
back to when people baked, pickled, 
preserved and ate seasonally,” he  
says. “Grow Free is arming people  
to slow down and appreciate food.” 
Visit growfree.org.au  

GROW FREE
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Helen Andrew had just moved to the 
Sunshine Coast, Queensland, in 2013 
when, after reluctantly burying most of 
her bumper crop of sweet mandarins, 
she thought there had to be a better 
way of reducing waste.

“The citrus season is abundant 
where I live and I tried to pursue the 
old-fashioned way of giving them away, 
but a lot of the people in my network 
were also keen gardeners and were 
having the same problem,” says Helen. 
“I had no choice but to dig all those 
mandarins into the ground. It was 
heartbreaking, just to waste them.  
It was a debacle and it should not  
have happened. There had to be  
a solution to this problem.”

That solution was the Spare Harvest 
website, which Helen launched in 2016 
across Australia. It’s now also in the US 
and Europe. The website makes it easy to 
share, swap, sell and source produce and 
garden items. Also open to businesses, 
farmers and charities, the website features 
a global map where you zoom into your 
location, pinpointing the buy, sell and swap 
listings from more than 2000 members. 

“We’ve had a cafe use the site to give 
away their coffee grounds for gardeners’ 
compost, and a local Men’s Shed using 
gifted produce to generate income,” Helen 
explains. “There is even a teenager looking 
for extra pocket money by doing backyard 
work. It connects people in so many ways.”
Visit spareharvest.com

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT  
Spare Harvest helps people offer 
and share produce and services, 

including gardening labour; Helen 
Andrew with the mandarin tree 
that started it all; Meryl Aldous 

(on right) gives homemade pickles 
to Jenny from Care Outreach. 

CROP SWAP AUSTRALIA 
Young mum Laurie Green from Sydney 
has always grown some food – even while 
living in a small apartment in Kings Cross. 
An advocate for permaculture, she was on  
the board of Charlie’s Garden in Redfern, 
and after moving to the North Shore a few 
years ago, began seeking ways to connect 
with the local community through growing.

“I had a young family and a mortgage, 
and grew lots of things we couldn’t eat,” 
she explains. “I thought there must be a 
share economy out there to connect with 
locals, to go back to age-old bartering.”

After researching her options, Laurie 
decided to start her own food-sharing 
platform, Crop Swap Sydney, through 
Facebook. Three years on, the Crop Swap 
Australia network has an audience reach 
of 26,000 people. There are 19 Crop Swap 
communities, six of which are in Tasmania, 
and a community in Canada. Laurie saved 
$2500 off her grocery bill last year by 
growing and swapping. Crop Swap also 
offers free tips, ‘how-to’ videos and expert 
advice for gardening problems. 

Laurie is over the moon about Crop Swap 
developing into more than just swapping 
food. “I’ve met some amazing people, been 
introduced to unusual plants and learnt 
new skills, like making wooden spoons,” 
she says. “Crop Swap has totally enriched 
my life in more ways than I ever imagined.”
Visit cropswap.sydney

MORE RESOURCES
Other online communities available for sharing produce include 
ripenear.me, based in Adelaide, and localharvest.org.au, which  
can connect you to multiple resources around the country.  GA

Meryl Aldous, 
from Nambour in 
Queensland, has 
made more than 

1500 jars of 
cucumber or 

zucchini pickles 
over the past two 
years to donate  

to Care Outreach, 
a local charity 
that supports 
farmers with  

care packages. 
She uses Spare 

Harvest for  
jars and some 
produce. “It’s 

about community 
and living; it’s 

about being here 
for each other, 
whether you’re 

giving or sharing. 
It’s about loving, 

basic love.”

Brisbane-based Brenden Kemp is an IT expert with a strong  
love for growing his food. The Grow Share app evolved from 
Brenden’s frustration of not being able to be self-sufficient with 
food. “I tried many times to grow a garden and to get as much  
out of it as possible,” he says. “You can have quite a lot of space 
but still not enough to stop you going to the supermarket. The  
app is there to trade what you do have, so you can specialise in 
growing one or two things and trade those for everything else.”

Within a few weeks of the app being launched in May, Brenden 
already had more than 400 users across Australia. His vision  
is to create a global food-swapping community. 

“I see this as a big application, especially in India and the  
US, as it focuses on local community aspects and it’s radius 
driven,” he says. “It’s really there to show people that if they  
don’t have much space to grow food, even if it’s an apartment  
block and it’s just spring onions, they can still trade. If everyone 
did that, it would be a different economy.” 

The free app works on a bartering system – whether it’s food, 
skills, gifting or money, the users decide. “I call it a different way 
of thinking; a socialist revolution. Consumers need to vote with 
their wallet, but also give an ultimatum to the supermarkets.”
Visit grow-share.org

GROW SHARE APP

SPARE HARVEST 

CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP RIGHT 
Laurie Green, the mum 
who started Crop Swap 
Sydney; tomatoes, 
beetroot, leeks and 
herbs are examples of 
what’s on offer through  
Crop Swap; a few of  
the pantry staples that  
are swapped via the 
bartering system. 


