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				FOREWORD

				
					MARK WINNE
				

				As a kid growing up in northern New
					Jersey, I acutely felt the tension between urban development and the fleeting
					remnants of a pastoral landscape. Living at the retreating edge of the Garden
					State’s former agrarian glory, I often wondered how Mother Earth could survive
					the onslaught of macadam, concrete, plastic, steel, and rubber. I would
					eventually find a kind of perverse solace in the hearty blades of grass and
					indefatigable dandelion shoots that muscled their way through the fissures in
					roadways and parking lots. They told me better than any science textbook could
					that no matter what abuse humankind may heap on our planet, nature will not only
					survive but one day triumph.

				Yet we don’t need to wait (or, in bleaker
					moments, hope) for some kind of Armageddon to wash away our mess, the satisfying
					and edifying stories told in Breaking Through
						Concrete make it abundantly clear that humanity’s need to allow
					nature to flourish may matter even more than nature’s will to survive. Urban
					farming, gardening, and growing—or whatever you want to call the phenomenon that
					is altering the definition of conventional food production—is catching on faster
					than veggie wraps. Turning over manicured sod at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue,
					removing rubble and covering old parking lots with compost in Rust Belt Detroit,
					and raising growing beds on Brooklyn rooftops the way a community used to raise
					barns are the stories of the day.

				Skeptics, of course, abound. Spokespersons
					for Big Farming and Big Food have turned their noses up at these so-called urban
					aesthetes and utopian farmers whose acreage is so small that it can barely
					support a rototiller. But with a billion of the globe’s people hungry, a second
					billion undernourished, and another billion obese, conventional and industrial
					forms of agriculture have hardly earned bragging rights. Urban food production
					may not feed a hungry world, but as Breaking Through
						Concrete amply demonstrates, it can feed a hungry spirit and a hunger
					for both nature and human connection. And as the world becomes less food secure
					every day, growing food in unconventional places will be thought of no longer as
					a nicety, like a flower box of petunias slung from a brownstone’s windowsill,
					but as a necessity born out of the looming realization that there will be nine
					billion of us to feed by 2050. At the very least, urban farming can be thought
					of as an insurance policy with a modest monthly premium, or as a hedge fund with
					no downside risk.

				As a child of the sixties, my worldview was
					shaped as much by the devastation of the moment as it was by a wild, fantastical
					notion of the future. While Joni Mitchell may have told us, “They paved paradise
					and put up a parking lot,” Breaking Through
						Concrete reminds us that we can also rip up the parking lot and
					liberate paradise.

			

			
				PREFACE

				
					DAVID HANSON
				

				Edwin Marty and I started talking about
					a book on urban farms at the Garage Café in the Southside neighborhood of
					Birmingham, Alabama. It is one of those eccentric dives that seem to populate
					the South more than any other region. The back courtyard is shaded by old trees
					that force their way out of the uneven patio and stretch their twisted branches
					over the chunky concrete tables and wobbly benches. Rooms filled with teetering
					stacks of wrought-iron antiques and statuary only sometimes for sale are closed
					off by sliding glass doors that look into the courtyard.

				It’s the kind of place where ideas hatch.
					I’ve known Edwin for years because we both worked for the same
					magazine-publishing group in town. Edwin eventually went full-time into Jones
					Valley Urban Farm and urban agriculture consulting, and I began to follow
					smart-growth developments with the magazine I worked for at the time. We both
					saw the trends happening: new farmer visionaries planting their ideas in
					neighborhoods and towns around the country, and an emerging market of consumers
					seeking a connection to their food. And the scenes and the stories and the
					people were inspiring.

				But we didn’t see any publications that
					celebrated the new American urban farm movement. The buzz around urban farms is
					flourishing, as expected considering the increase in farmer’s markets, the trend
					of farm-to-plate restaurants, and the food-focused media in many cities. But
					many farms and food-garden projects around the country still exist in their own
					little bubbles, and the large percentage of Americans who have recently come to
					appreciate the idea of “organic” seem unaware of not only the presence of urban
					farms in most American cities but also the discussion within the farm movement
					of what an urban farm is. And the urban farm is
					many things.

				So, back in the Garage, we decided we should
					collect the stories and images from a representative selection of American urban
					farms as they exist in 2010. We searched the country for the best examples of
					the diverse ways urban farms operate and benefit their communities. We put it
					all down in a big book proposal and the University of California Press bit.

				Uh-oh. Now we actually had to make this
					happen. This was January 2010. On May 19, 2010, my brother, photographer Michael
					Hanson; videographer and friend Charlie Hoxie; and I left Seattle, Washington,
					in a short Blue Bird school bus named Lewis Lewis. The remodeled interior slept
					three and had a kitchen and two work desks. The engine ran on diesel and
					recycled vegetable oil. We had two months and over a dozen cities to visit
					between Seattle, New Orleans, Brooklyn, and Chicago.

				The journey took us into a rich vein of
					American entrepreneurialism. The old spirit of opportunity and optimism was
					bursting at the seams in the farms we encountered. Each stop along our
					counterclockwise cross-country ramble inspired us with new ideas and different
					faces speaking eloquently and passionately about helping their communities.

				There might not be a better way to see
					America right now than via a short bus smoking fry grease. We connected with
					urban farmers, of course. But we also spent (too much) time with diesel
					mechanics, with cops in small-town Arkansas, and with biodiesel greasers selling
					or giving away their salvaged “fuel.” In Vona, Colorado, while eating dinner
					besides Lewis Lewis and watching the setting sun light up a grain silo, we met
					the families of large-scale agriculture. More than once, we were rousted from
					sleep in the middle of the night and kicked out of mall parking lots. A school
					bus spray painted white and traveling at 55 miles per hour sparks the curiosity
					of many of the people it passes, and that’s mostly a good thing.

				Unfortunately, Lewis Lewis refused to budge
					from Birmingham’s Jones Valley Urban Farm, which was appropriate. You see, the
					bus was named after Edwin’s first employee, Lewis Nelson Lewis, a homeless man
					in Birmingham who began helping Edwin at the Southside garden. He worked hard,
					if sporadically, and Edwin eventually hired him. Lewis became a staple of any
					farm activity, and it’s not a stretch to say that Edwin and the farm were his
					lifeblood. Lewis Lewis passed away on April 20, 2009. It’s no wonder Lewis Lewis the Bus
					did not want to leave his farm. We continued on our route up the East Coast in a
					white minivan, though we undoubtedly lost a spirit of adventure.

				Breaking Through
						Concrete is a result of that road trip and a decade of urban farming
					experience. We share the stories of twelve farms, and we give the inside scoop
					on the dos and don’ts of urban farming. While the Garage Café fostered our early
					conversations, the urban farms sprouting around America are serving as the think
					tanks for the food revolution that must and, thankfully, is happening in our
					country. Hopefully, what we’ve found developing in America’s cities on a small
					scale can spread into the prime farmland and the larger economy and germinate a
					sustainable solution to our current food and nutrition problems. Not many things
					say hope like green leaves breaking through concrete.

			

			
				INTRODUCTION

				
					EDWIN MARTY
				

				
					Walking the streets of Birmingham’s Southside neighborhood, I step
						carefully along the cracked sidewalks and hop through the kudzu creeping
						across vacant lots. Kudzu, brought to America from Asia to feed livestock,
						is now an invasive part of every overgrown landscape in the South. My eyes
						follow the vine’s homogenizing green layer of vegetation as it actively
						engulfs trees and abandoned buildings. By the time I walk back this way
						later in the afternoon, another tree and more breaks in the sidewalk will be
						covered, or so it seems on this hot late-summer day. I know Birmingham is
						not that different from most other cities across America. Get off the beaten
						path and you’ll find the urban infrastructure falling apart, with invasive
						weeds breaking through the concrete. Too often it reflects the unraveling of
						a community’s fabric, as well.
				

				I also know that kudzu can’t be blamed for
					distorting the lifeless lines of a city block. It is just doing what it does
					best: filling in the voids. In its native setting, kudzu covers up soil exposed
					by natural disasters, such as earthquakes and fires. From an ecological
					perspective, cities present a similar form: acres of exposed soil and disrupted
					natural landscapes. Kudzu doesn’t notice the difference. So the battle lines are
					drawn and homeowners and landscape crews work tirelessly to keep the kudzus of
					the world at bay, proving the supremacy of man by maintaining monocropped
					landscapes of grass and concrete.

				There is, of course, deep irony in the
					spread of kudzu across Birmingham. Long ago, the city outlawed the livestock
					that would happily be eating the nutritious green kudzu leaves. Even though the
					politicians’ intentions—keeping the public safe by protecting the municipal
					water from the dangers of manure—were perhaps noble, this legal separation of
					the city from its food system put into action steps that inevitably created a
					broken system. Birmingham is now just like most municipalities in America, a
					city devoid of access to fresh, healthy food, a problem that contributes
					directly to skyrocketing rates of obesity and other diet-related issues.

				Etching Out an Urban Farm

				In the fall of 2001, I clearly saw the
					battle against kudzu being lost along Tenth Avenue South. But instead of
					lamenting the green tide of overgrowth, I felt a surge of inspiration. I’d moved
					back to my home to embrace the urban decay as an indicator of opportunity.
					Wherever there is broken concrete, there is a chance for life to appear. Employ
					an adequate dose of intention, and that life can support healthy human
					communities. With thoughts of urban revival firmly embedded in my head, I helped
					start Jones Valley Urban Farm that same autumn. My partner, Page Allison, and I
					carved out a portion of a kudzu-covered hillside and started growing food for
					local upscale farmer’s markets and restaurants.

				
					A contrarian view of urban decay had its roots in my childhood, in the
						newly emerging suburbs of Birmingham. My family’s home was built on concrete
						freshly poured over thick Alabama woodlands. We had moved to one of the
						first “true” suburbs constructed in the Birmingham area. By “true” suburb, I
						mean homes built with no connection to a city center and with no particular
						thought put into the suburb’s planning. These were houses constructed for
						people interested in living away from the turbulent, racially charged inner
						city. I can’t fault my parents; they raised our family in a safe community
						with good schools. But they did lay the foundation for my interest in urban
						restoration. In the mid-1980s, I would head downtown with high-school
						friends to explore the empty streets and buildings of Birmingham. Nothing
						was happening in the city. Thousands of acres were home to quietly rusting
						steel mills, vacated towering bank buildings, and railroads lined with
						graffiti-covered brick warehouses. It baffled me. Why was no one investing
						in the city? The answer is long and convoluted.
				

				My response was simple: leave. And so after
					high school, most of my friends and I scattered across the country. I
						found myself at the University of Oregon, exploring the radically different
						ways Eugene city planners confronted urban issues. When I arrived, Eugene
						had just closed the city center to automobile traffic. Traffic circles were
						everywhere, slowing the flow of automobiles. Community gardens outnumbered
						vacant lots. For a kid from the suburbs of Birmingham, it was mesmerizing.
						Back home, we didn’t even have sidewalks, or anyone interested in talking
						about them.

				As part of Eugene’s progressive urban
					planning, the university offered a class called Urban Farming, taught by an
					architecture professor named Richard Britz. He spent the first semester telling
					his captive audience of dreamy, wide-eyed students how cities in other countries
					were decades ahead of the United States in developing sustainable models for
					their urban landscape. He offered examples from every part of the world where
					local, sustainable food systems were blossoming through the cracking concrete.
					The second semester we helped break ground for the urban farm on campus. The
					wheels were spinning in my head. For the first time in my life I was seeing a
					productive way to address the decay that plagued Birmingham. Professor Britz was
					pointing a way to turn the liabilities in cities into assets.

				After college, I followed in some of the
					footsteps of my professor. I visited progressive models of urban farms in
					Vancouver, Canada; Melbourne, Australia; and Beijing, China. The seed that had
					been planted kept growing. When I would visit my parents for the holidays in
					Birmingham, I would drive through the still-empty streets wondering why no one
					was capitalizing on all the opportunity I saw.

				But it wasn’t until Page and I finished up a
					season of managing an organic farm in Baja that our vision took hold. We both
					thought it would be a great time to move back to Alabama to farm where the
					market for locally grown organic produce was surprisingly strong, with new
					farmer’s markets popping up and high-end restaurants unable to find quality
					products. We briefly discussed starting a traditional rural farm in Alabama’s
					Black Belt, but we were concerned about the social isolation. An urban farm
					seemed the perfect fit. So on the morning of September 11, 2001, we packed up
					our truck and spent the next three days driving across a nation stunned by the
					terrorist events in New York and Washington, D.C. The somber mood of the
					country, as told by the passing NPR stations we were glued to, bolstered our
					conviction that we were on the right path.

				We arrived in Birmingham and found a city
					deeply affected by the acts of 9/11. Fear and distrust were at an all-time high,
					and that’s saying something in a city known for church bombings and fire hoses.
					Had I had more experience in nonprofits, I might have also realized that the
					climate for funding new projects, ones that weren’t focused on “homeland
					security,” was at an all-time low. But Page and I persevered. We solicited
					everyone we knew for vacant land and eventually ended up finding a small,
					abandoned lot covered in kudzu. We dug in.

				Although in time Page moved on to other
					growing opportunities, I’ve spent the last ten years developing Jones Valley
					Urban Farm into a thriving nonprofit, with over twenty-eight acres that produce
					healthy food and provide educational programs to thousands of youths and adults
					throughout the city. The farm’s vision has evolved from focusing primarily on
					transforming vacant lots into productive farms to contributing to the slow but
					steady progression toward a more sustainable food system, a return to a
					consciousness about health and food and community.

				Abundant Urban Models

				Not surprisingly, I’ve found that
						the things that motivated me to commit my life to farming in the city were
						not unique. A dedicated core of urban farm entrepreneurs has emerged among
						my generation that sits somewhere between the hippies of the 1960s and
						Generation Y. Jones Valley Urban Farm is just one of the hundreds of
						projects started in the last decade that are responding to the opportunities
						in modern American cities. While good urban planning promotes dense land
						use, it is rarely achieved, and over time a waning of intensity inevitably
						sets in. It is nearly impossible for planners to create a contingency plan
						for what will happen if a strip mall fails, a new interstate project cuts
						off a community, or a housing development isn’t fully occupied.
						In the past, kudzu in the South, blackberries in Seattle, or garlic mustard
						in Detroit filled this void.

				But early in this century, farmers across
					the United States radically shifted the battle lines of urban development and
					urban decay. No longer are invasive species given a decade’s head start. Coupled
					with a significant resurgence of interest in local food, farmers are staking
					claim to open urban space and finding fertile ground beneath the canopy of
					neglect. Although urban farming is far from a new endeavor (the Persians were
					composting urban waste in 1000 b.c.e.), a significant boom in interest has occurred around the country
					in the last decade, and it has a broad and varied community. Unlike previous
					waves of interest in urban farming, the blossoming of projects in the
					twenty-first century cuts cleanly across racial and demographic profiles. Cities
					such as Detroit have been experimenting with urban farm projects for well over a
					hundred years. But the previous attempts were usually government-funded
					endeavors intended to “dig” out of a recession or provide stimulus to the local
					economy through job creation.

				The latest wave of urban farming is harder
					to classify. Community gardens with roots dating back decades are still thriving
					in cities like New York and Seattle. School gardens are being linked with
					hands-on science classes and changing what’s served in the cafeterias.
					For-profit farms are taking advantage of a trend toward purchasing locally
					produced food at farmer’s markets. And still more nonprofit urban farms are
					providing job training and social services.

				Breaking Through
						Concrete documents the new wave of urban farming in America and puts
					a name on the faces working out in the fields surrounded by buildings. Who are
					these people changing the look of urban communities and what are their motives?
					Are they acting in isolation or are they part of a larger shift in consciousness
					throughout the country?

				What Is an Urban Farm?

				During talks and lectures about Jones
					Valley Urban Farm, I find myself regularly answering the question, what is an
					urban farm? While on one level it seems quite obvious—farming in a city—finding
					a workable definition is more difficult. Are community gardeners who don’t sell
					their produce farmers? When does a city end and a suburb begin? Does growing
					landscape plants for sale constitute urban farming? If so, is every Home Depot
					and Lowe’s actually an urban farm?

				To answer these questions, we asked many of
					the farmers, gardeners, and community supporters from around the country how
					they would define urban farming. The answers were as diverse as the projects we
					profiled. Some considered urban farms places where communities take back their
					autonomy. Others focused on income generation. Still others concentrated on
					education. Perhaps the only “concrete” theme that draws all of these projects
					and people together is their intention. Everyone is
					striving to create a healthier community where people know their neighbors and
					have access to good food. I’ve pulled all these threads together and propose
					this working definition of urban farming: An urban farm is
						an intentional effort by an individual or a community to grow its capacity
						for self-sufficiency and well-being through the cultivation of plants and/or
						animals. 

				Building on this broad definition of urban
					farming, we can divide the projects profiled in Breaking
						Through Concrete into three simple categories.

				URBAN FARMS: Either for-profit or nonprofit
					organizations that are growing produce, flowers, herbs, and/or animals within a
					city. These organizations have a paid staff that produces products for sale for
					a local market only.

				COMMUNITY GARDENS: An individual or
					collection of individuals growing plants and/or animals on either public
					property or private property for their own consumption or to donate to the
					needy.

				SCHOOL GARDENS: A garden located on a
					school campus that acts as a laboratory in conjunction with an academic class, a
					demonstration, or a source of food for the students. Farm to School programs,
					which link local farmers with school cafeterias and provide education to
					students, often work closely with school gardens to increase the consumption of
					local, fresh produce by students and school staff.

				It is generally recognized that urban farms
					will never have the capacity to feed the entire population, although cities such
					as Havana, Cuba, are purportedly capable of supplying most of the fresh
					vegetables for the city’s needs. Urban farms can, however, fill an important
					role in a broader effort to create a more sustainable and just food system.
					Phrases such as agricultural urbanism and community food
						security point to an intricate web of rural and urban farmers
					connected directly to local consumers and supported by government policy.
					Although these concepts fall outside the bounds of this book, urban farming is a
					critical player in the development of the future food system, not only in terms
					of production, but also, and more profoundly, in terms of advocacy and
					education.

				The most important role of the urban farm is
					perhaps in the physical manifestation of the vision for a truly sustainable food
					system, and in the bringing together of the people who can make that happen. The
					urban farm is an ideal platform for generating dialogue among various parts of a
					community. Children learn what local fresh food tastes like and develop a desire
					for more. College students study the systems that control our food supply and
					get to put theory into practice by working on an urban farm. Parents have a
					place to purchase high-quality fresh, local food and see what a community could
					look like if it supported more local agriculture. Legislators witness a vivid
					example of good policy—community gardens thriving on every corner—as opposed to
					the end result of bad policy—more “food deserts” full of abandoned strip malls
					and unhealthy citizens without access to fresh food.

				“Eat Your View” is a popular slogan in
					Europe. The idea is simple. When you buy food, you are voting. You are voting in
					favor of the way your purchase was produced, processed, distributed, and
					marketed. When you buy food from a local urban farm, you are increasing the
					demand for more local urban farms. Buy enough food and you will eventually be
					surrounded by farms. That means that urban farms are essentially the
					manifestation of consumers’ desires to see a more just and sustainable food
					system—and to eat good food.

				Why Are Urban Farms Appearing Right Now?

				While there are thousands of different
					reasons to start an urban farm, a couple of themes seem to recur in almost all
					of the projects we profile in this book. Urban farms create a country that is
					less dependent on nonrenewable fossil fuels and has healthier citizens eating
					better food, communities with stronger economies and more jobs, and cities that
					provide their youth inspiration rather than desperation.

				But why is all this happening right now?
					Perhaps the most significant shift that has occurred to create a fertile ground
					for urban farming is the view that cities should not be mindlessly consuming products made outside their borders,
					that they could be at least partially self-sufficient.

				In her book City
						Bountiful, Laura Lawson has carefully documented the waves of
					interest in urban farming that have washed over America during the last century.
					These booms have usually accompanied significant financial stress or war.
					Municipalities and individuals have found urban farming to be both effective and
					affirming. Although it is possible that we are experiencing just another one of
					the booms Lawson cites, the diversity of projects currently thriving across the
					country points to deeper roots and perhaps a profound transformation in the way
					America views urban development and food systems.

				The last decade has seen a huge increase in
					interest in local food, from celebrity chefs touting their fresh products to
					farmer’s markets popping up around cities faster than mushrooms after a rain.
					Urban farms have obviously benefited directly from this interest. There is no
					better way to get fresh local food than from a farm down the street. But is this
					just a fad? Perhaps if this were occurring in isolation, the longevity of the
					interest could be expected to fade quickly. However, a couple of other trends
					are building that promise to change the foundation of our communities before
					this boom dissipates.

				There is a growing recognition that our
					nation’s public health is in peril due to what we are eating. The number of
					studies linking obesity and chronic disease to our diet expands exponentially
					each year. A consensus finally exists that public health advocates have to do
					more than address food-safety issues. What we are eating must change or we as a
					country will face significant negative impacts on our economy and even national
					security. With this understanding, there is little disagreement that increasing
					consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables is a simple solution, especially
					among children. Urban farms respond to this need perfectly.

				Having children participate in the
					production of what they eat is a well-tested method for increasing their
					lifelong consumption of healthy foods. The idea is simple. If a child helps to
					grow something, he or she is more likely to experiment with that food. Once a
					child has eaten a certain food, he or she is more likely to try it again. And
					from there it’s a small step to achieving a long-standing behavioral change—a
					change that began with putting a seed in the ground. So with the country’s
					population steadily shifting to urban living, urban farms are positioned better
					than ever to address this simple education.

				The recession of 2008 is perhaps an even
					more profound voice for urban farming than the public health correlation. Across
					the country, cities were quickly decimated by the burst of the housing bubble.
					Entire communities were vacated and unemployment rates skyrocketed. Major
					industries collapsed and municipalities that depended on them were left with
					limited alternatives. Urban farming is being seen as one of a few bright spots
					in an otherwise still somewhat bleak economic outlook. With relatively little
					capital investment, unemployed citizens can turn vacant land into something
					productive in a relatively short time.

				The last trend that has given urban farming
					a big push is related to food safety. Over the last century, staggering numbers
					of family farms have been consolidated by corporations. Today, only a handful of
					corporations process the majority of our food, and an only slightly larger
					handful of farms produce that food. Because food prices have remained steady and
					few health problems have occurred, the public has paid little attention to this
					conglomeration. This all began to change in 2006, as one food-borne epidemic
					after another rocketed through the country. Everyone was quick to play a blame
					game and shirk responsibility. Large corporate farms blamed small organic farms
					for letting manure into the food systems. Small organic farms blamed factory
					farms for not providing adequate sanitation for their farm workers. No one
					seemed to notice that the entire food system is at fault. Urban farms have risen
					to the top of the food security debate as one of the only ways to secure safe
					food. If your food comes from down the street, you can inspect it yourself, and
					if there’s a problem, it’s easy to detect. On the other hand, large-scale food
					production, without massive increases in regulatory spending, prohibits any
					measurable means to ensure food is safe and to track a problem if one occurs. A
					diversified web of small local growers in close contact with their customers is
					a simple solution.

				Who Is Farming?

				One blazing hot day during the first
					summer I worked transforming a vacant lot into Jones Valley Urban Farm, I
					noticed a bunch of kids from the surrounding neighborhood climbing a tree tucked
					between a nearby shed and a fence. As a responsible organizational director, I
					went over to tell them that climbing in the tree was a liability and that they
					needed to go back across the street to the playground. As I got closer to the
					tree, I was shocked to see that their faces were covered with the blue juice of
					the mulberry. For years, these kids had been coming to this lot at this time
					each summer to feast on the mulberries. I was struck at how our efforts to
					cultivate a vacant lot into a food-production site had neglected to even notice
					this prolific weed tree growing quietly in the corner. The kids knew better.

				Marilyn Nefer Ra Barber, who currently runs
					Detroit’s D-Town Farm, is one of the many urban farmers we met across the
					country in the summer of 2010. Like many southerners over the last century, she
					moved north to Detroit in part to escape farm life. “Most of the people in
					Detroit left farms in the South,” she says, “and they didn’t want anything to do
					with the farm. Now we’re almost at the point where we’re forced into it again,
					but this time it’s to gain the power to plant that seed and control your food.
					When you see it that way, you have to give the farm a second chance.” Although
					Marilyn’s experience with farming in the city is common from New York to
					Seattle, it is not the only story. When looking at who is farming in cities in
					America, it might be easier to ask who is not farming.

				The urban farms we have profiled represent
					only a tiny sliver of the larger community of urban farmers in America today.
					You can literally find somebody from every demographic farming in the city.
					Marginalized African American communities are turning blighted vacant lots into
					community farms that bring power back into their local economies. Immigrant
					communities are blending their traditional agricultural techniques into
					sustenance and market gardening. Affluent communities are planting in backyards
					and church lawns, often donating the produce to feed residents of local
					shelters.

				A growing trend among urban farmers goes
					back to an early incentive behind agriculture: to make a profit. Programs such
					as SPIN (small plot intensive farming) offer guidelines on how to turn small
					vacant lots into a viable income. The explosion of local farmer’s markets is
					creating easier avenues for these farmers to sell their products directly to the
					consumer, and thereby actually make a living. In New Orleans, Marilyn Yank is
					experimenting with turning vacant corner lots into a neighborhood-supported
					farm. She supplies eight families with weekly produce from a tiny corner lot in
					downtown. She sees it as a simple experiment: “Can you make a living turning
					something wasted in the community into something healthy and productive? There’s
					a formula that probably works. I’m trying to find out what it is.”

				One of the more profound distinctions of
					urban farmers is that they are rarely trained in agriculture or even come from
					an agricultural background. While nearly all conventional rural growers are
					“inheriting” an agricultural tradition, most urban farmers are driven by
					philosophical motives to better their community or make a living. Even though
					many nonprofits are developing training programs and academic institutions are
					beginning to offer courses in urban agriculture, we still have a long way to go
					before a system is in place to match the opportunities in urban farming with the
					supply of knowledgeable practitioners.

				Where Are Urban Farms Occurring?

				Urban farms are appearing in almost
					every corner of our cities, from strips along freeways to warehouse rooftops,
					from concrete planters next to front doors to entire city blocks. The spaces for
					urban farming are almost endless. The urban farms and community food projects
					profiled in this book are just a few examples of the hundreds of projects
					unfolding all over the country. We wanted to represent the breadth and width of
					what urban farming is in America in 2010. There are numerous wonderful projects
					that we do not mention, either because they declined our offer or because we did
					not have time to visit them or space to include them. It is our dream that
					future books that cover this same subject will be twice as long, and that this
					book will serve as a milestone, a measuring rod, for how far urban farming has
					progressed to date.

				With just a bit of pruning, even kudzu and
					blackberries can have their place in this new American city. Maybe one day,
					every city in the South will have teams of goats foraging on kudzu instead of
					crews of men and women wielding gas-guzzling, fume-spewing weed eaters
					disrupting a peaceful summertime afternoon. And perhaps local restaurants will
					advertise food grown by the youth in the community or perfectly sweet jelly made
					from kudzu flowers. As long as cracks keep appearing in the concrete, anything
					is possible.

			

		

	
		
			
				P-PATCH
					COMMUNITY GARDEN PROGRAM, SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

				THE NEIGHBORHOOD GARDEN
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					Community members young and old tend
						the garden at the Interbay P-Patch, where, as at most P-Patches, there is
						often a waiting list for a plot.

				

				

				Dennis Moore, fifty-four, helped
					Antoinette Crotty dig out the blackberry-laced hillside that helped establish
					the Interbay P-Patch in 1974. Back then, as young twenty-somethings, Moore and
					his friends were fairly typical Seattleites—community-minded individuals with a
					do-it-yourself spirit—and the P-Patch community gardens popping up around the
					city represented that sensibility. Thirty-six years later, the P-Patch program
					is a national model for community gardening and a catalyst for progressive city
					policies that recognize and support urban agriculture in Seattle.

				The P-Patch name derives from the first
					garden, begun in 1973 by a group of University of Washington students. They saw
					a patch of land that had lain fallow since its days as a truck farm in the 1920s
					and 1930s. The Picardo family owned the land and allowed the students to grow
					food and use the garden as a teaching space for area youth and other university
					students. A general back-to-the-land sentiment was running through much of the
					West Coast at the time, and Seattle, with its job losses following the 1967 to
					1971 Boeing cuts, saw an opportunity for positive community growth via shared
					garden spaces. The city bought the original garden patch land from the Picardo
					family, and the concept for community gardens spread quickly on underutilized
					city lands, such as public right-of-ways, the ground beneath power lines, and
					abandoned lots. At the time Antoinette Crotty, Dennis Moore, and others were
					converting a blackberry patch into a P-Patch in the Interbay neighborhood, over
					ten community gardens were in the P-Patch organization. By 2010, there were
					seventy-three P-Patches farming twenty-three acres of city land.

				The community garden infrastructure mimics
					the allotment gardens that have been popular in Britain and other countries for
					centuries. As opposed to an urban farm that has a manager and a staff of
					employees or volunteers who collectively plan, sow, tend, and harvest the
					produce and flowers for market sales, the community garden model allots small
					beds to individuals who apply for a plot, pay a nominal fee (roughly fifty
					dollars per year), and adhere to a basic set of shared guidelines. Each bed is
					its own small farm, and the plot’s owner can do what he or she wants with the
					food, though the majority use the produce for their respective households. In
					that way, the patch acts as a sort of surrogate garden for city dwellers who
					might not have the land or, as is common in Seattle, the sunlight to grow
					food.

				Much of the longevity and success of the
					P-Patch program stem from its relationship with the city. The organization is
					housed within the city’s Department of Neighborhoods. The P-Patch supervisor and
					five staff members manage gardens by maintaining the wait lists and
					registration, enforcing the rules of the farms (removing delinquent growers),
					cultivating volunteer leadership teams at gardens, networking the patches with
					food banks and charities, and working with communities that want to start new
					patches. The city created a fund in which volunteer hours worked on P-Patches
					are matched with monetary funding for maintenance, water, and supplies. The
					Neighborhood Matching Fund distributes roughly three million dollars a year to
					P-Patches throughout Seattle.

				In addition to the financial boost the city
					provides, the P-Patches benefit greatly from the simple fact that they are
					recognized by the city and have a departmental place within city hall. That
					relationship gives Seattle’s community gardens a voice in government, whereas
					most urban farms and community garden groups in other cities operate outside the
					political structure of their municipalities.

				Andrea Petzel, a senior urban planner with
					the city of Seattle, has led an effort to recognize and define urban agriculture
					in the city. She identifies the P-Patch program as a major backbone to the
					city’s overall understanding of and commitment to growing food in Seattle. In
					2010, the city held a series of meetings and planning sessions to address urban
					agriculture and to begin creating policy.
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					A benefit of community gardening sites
						is the chance for members to share knowledge and sometimes materials, such
						as the use of burlap sacks to curtail weeds.

				

				

				Perhaps these meetings’ most pivotal step
					was to define urban farming, which was deemed “growing food on a property and
					selling it.” The planning office recognized a difference between an urban farm
					and a P-Patch or community garden, which is a shared space that gets treated
					like a park.

				“The P-Patches kind of got us started in the
					right direction,” Petzel says. “They are a recreational, community-building
					tool, and we need that grassroots foundation to inform and create a base for
					policy.” The planning process was also important because it brought the
					grassroots people into the political world, which allowed them to see they have
					a role in policy creation. “We had everyone in those meetings: architects,
					farmers, hippies, developers, city planners,” says Petzel. “It was a love fest
					among a wide variety of people.”

				
				The P-Patches and other community garden
					programs go beyond providing just a garden-away-from-home. They act as a “third
					place” within the participants’ neighborhoods. Shared responsibilities ensure
					that collectivism is central to each P-Patch operation. Participants must
					volunteer a minimum of eight hours per year toward overall garden maintenance,
					such as weeding the pathways, turning the compost, mending fences or water
					lines, and, increasingly, collecting ripe produce for donation to local food
					banks. The Interbay P-Patch, for instance, donated twenty-seven thousand pounds
					of vegetables in 2009. Most of the food-bank vegetables are grown alongside
					gardeners’ household produce, so that a small portion of each plot’s yield goes
					to food banks. But some P-Patches, including Interbay, have cultivated dedicated
					sections of the property for food banks, with volunteer time spent tending and
					harvesting the crops.
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					Seattle’s Interbay P-Patch is a
						thirty-year-old site in a busy residential area.
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					Thirty of Seattle’s P-Patch gardens have programs for sharing produce with local food banks.

				

				The sense of inclusive support among the
					P-Patch growers and the city’s needy has been around since the program’s
					beginning. Dennis Moore has participated in every aspect of the P-Patches, from
					the first plantings on the Interbay site to the early roots of the donations to
					food banks and AIDS and cancer patients.

				“Over thirty years, your garden means
					different things at different times,” says Moore. “At first I was a starving
					college student, and if I didn’t grow the produce in my garden, I wasn’t
					eating.”

				Eventually, however, he began making food
					deliveries in the early 1980s, when the Interbay crew created the Chicken Soup
					Brigade to serve cancer and AIDS patients in Seattle. Moore enjoyed bringing the
					donations to the folks who couldn’t leave their homes. “It’s easy to think, ‘Oh
					those people receiving the donation don’t care; they’re just getting free food.’
					But I saw that the patients really appreciated the freshness and quality of
					local produce. They immediately made the connection that what was happening was
					intentional—that the P-Patch gardeners were growing food for themselves, but
					were also growing it with the knowledge that they’d be sharing it with someone
					else.”

				Moore has joined in the three fights to save
					the Interbay P-Patch from development, most recently from a group that wanted
					the land for condominiums. A golf course borders one side of the patch, and the
					site has only increased in real-estate value over the decades. The patch has
					been moved twice, but the garden continues to gain support, with a waiting list
					that increases every year.
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					The Interbay P-Patch borders a popular
						city golf course, and over the years, both the garden’s members and the
						P-Patch organization have had to resist the advances of developers.

				


				For the last few years, Moore has grown
					flowers on his plot. They explode out of the soil and fan over the raised bed’s
					border like frozen fireworks. Nowadays, Moore finds himself on the receiving end
					of the food donations. Although he still tends his flowers and volunteers on the
					patch’s food-bank plot, he has become a client of the cancer and AIDS program he
					helped to start. So Moore benefits from the sharing, community spirit of the
					Interbay plot, from the P-Patch organization as a whole, and from the city of
					Seattle’s willingness to officially recognize community gardening and bring it
					to the table of civic discussion.

				The term food
						security gets used a lot these days, but Moore, who has traveled the
					length of the community-garden spectrum, from individual pioneer to donation
					recipient, prefers to call what’s happening in Seattle with community P-Patches
					and throughout the country with the urban farm movement in general food sovereignty. He believes that phrase speaks to
					the root of it all, the organizational and individual intent of it all. It’s the most important commonality of the entire
					urban agriculture movement, and it’s a trait seen in every community gardener,
					urban farmer, volunteer, farmer’s market shopper, and CSA (community supported
					agriculture) recipient throughout the country. The individual and community
					grassroots energy has been behind the movement for decades, but when cities
					follow Seattle’s lead and begin to participate in and recognize the potential of
					urban agriculture, the horizons for the inclusive growth of urban farming
					expands. And as urban farming expands, the chances for a revitalized national
					food system grow.

				

				ESTABLISHED: 1974.

				SIZE: The seventy-three P-Patches
					throughout the city total 23 acres.

				MISSION: To provide community gardening
					opportunities for the city of Seattle.

				WHO’S IN CHARGE: Seattle’s Department of
					Neighborhoods oversees the P-Patches; Rich MacDonald is the program
					supervisor.

				SURROUNDING NEIGHBORHOOD: All neighborhoods
					of the city.

				ZONING: Zoning remains the same as it was
					before P-Patches (residential, public right-of-way, park).

				FUNDING: The City of Seattle and the
					Neighborhood Matching Fund distribute about $3 million per year. The nonprofit
					P-Patch Trust provides tools and advocacy and supplies garden fees for P-Patches
					in low-income communities.

				WHO EATS IT: The individual growers, plus
					the P-Patches contribute over 100,000 pounds of produce each year to Seattle
					food banks.
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				HOW TO CHANGE YOUR CITY’S URBAN AGRICULTURE
					ZONING CODES

				

				With our food traveling greater
					distances to reach urban centers, city legislators have seen little reason to
					protect the capacity for food production in our backyards. City laws regarding
					such production have changed for the worse over the last fifty years, making
					most farming, especially raising livestock, illegal. The justification has been
					that food production is dirty and unsafe. Most people enjoy the benefits of a
					nonlocal food economy, so this change met with little resistance. If you can get
					mango-infused salmon in Chicago in January, what’s the big deal?

				
					But city halls are beginning to notice the
						urban farm movement and the clamor for action. Some of them, of course, are
						responding negatively. Others, however, are giving urban agriculture a seat
						at the proverbial table by writing new policy friendly to farmers and
						gardeners and livestock producers within the city limits.
				

				
					The city of Seattle has become a poster
						child for urban agriculture. This shouldn’t come as a surprise. The city
						boasts a climate like a greenhouse, and a vocal and dedicated percentage of
						the city’s population never really moved away from the back-to-the-land
						movement that swept through in the 1970s, when the first P-Patches appeared
						on empty lots. For decades, the Pike Place Market has been the most popular
						tourist destination in the city. Imagine that: the strongest association
						made by tourists to a major city is a farmer’s market full of local produce,
						flowers, and, of course, tossed fish.
				

				
					Andrea Petzel, an urban planner with the
						city of Seattle, has been instrumental in pushing forward some of the
						Emerald City’s latest initiatives aimed at bringing urban agriculture into
						the policy fold. Despite her success, she remains realistic: “It’s important
						to remember that it took fifty years of making policy to get us where we are
						and it won’t change course overnight. Our basic infrastructure prevents
						small and midsize farm distribution from succeeding.”
				

				
					But that’s changing. As is often the case, it takes a major disaster to
						scare us out of the ease of the status quo. After Hurricane Katrina
						devastated New Orleans in 2005, cities across the country began questioning
						the logic of relying solely on a nonlocal food system. The City of Seattle
						officially started asking what would happen if a similar disaster occurred
						closer to home. That concern was well placed: Seattle is posed on one of the
						most active and potentially destructive earthquake-fault zones in the world
						and is surrounded by water on all sides. Local officials became conscious,
						perhaps for the first time, of the city’s vulnerability, and they began to
						worry about not having enough food in an emergency. Quick research into food
						supplies and distribution systems available at any one time revealed that
						only about three days’ worth of food would be on hand if disaster struck.
						That knowledge, coupled with the fact that the 2008 recession led to
						unprecedented waiting lists at the more than seventy city-managed P-Patch
						gardens, pushed local politicians to start looking at ways to make
						changes.
				

				The Seattle City Council drafted a
					resolution called the Local Food Action Initiative. This followed a research
					project that showed how the city impacts the food system and how simple changes
					could improve that impact. They looked at “food as an organizing principle of
					government,” which led to a number of alterations, the most significant of which
					was a change in zoning codes that removed all barriers to growing and selling
					food by citizens. Selling food grown in an individual’s garden was deemed a
					business under the same rules that apply to a psychologist who sees patients in
					her home or a yoga instructor who leads yoga sessions in his backyard studio.
					Legislators made significant changes to policy that encouraged urban farming
					while still ensuring public health and safety.

				The City of Seattle realizes that gardens,
					farms, and livestock are just one piece of the urban agriculture and food
					security puzzle; these new policies address production but not distribution,
					education, and public awareness, especially in underserved communities and “food
					deserts.” Officials are now actively looking at big-picture issues, such as how
					to end hunger in Seattle. Staff in all the departments strategize at monthly
					meetings how to address food security throughout the city. Perhaps the city’s
					involvement in restructuring the Seattle food system is just a reflection of a
					broader community waking up to the power that lies just under their feet.
					Regardless, the changes are growing and they are transferable to many other
					municipalities, big and small.

				Tips on Working with Your Public Representatives to Help
					Change Zoning Codes

				FIND A LEADER. Drastic changes can start with one
					person understanding the issue and being able to articulate a message to the
					public and to lawmakers.

				BRAND THE MESSAGE. Provide education in a
					language policy makers understand.

				START SMALL. Nonthreatening changes, such
					as supporting existing community gardens, can be great entry points into policy
					discussions. With these in place, you can look to bigger next steps. 

				ALTER ZONING. Current zoning doesn’t need
					to be completely rewritten. Agriculture zoning can be overlaid on top of
					existing residential, commercial, or industrial areas. Legalizing the sale of
					products from the urban farm can be an additional component.

				BE PATIENT AND PERSISTENT. Even in Seattle,
					politics prevented action from being taken on the Local Food Action Initiative
					for three years. A new mayor was elected in 2010, and the door opened to great
					changes.

				SUPPORT OR START A FOOD POLICY ADVISORY COMMITTEE.
					Michael Pollan perfectly described the pitfalls of our municipal
					governments when he stated that there are no “Departments of Food.” Instead,
					individuals must come together to craft recommendations to local government that
					officials can mold into policies that support a sensible, sustainable food
					system. Share the great policy templates available from the City of Seattle with
					your local legislature.

			

		

	
		
			
				HOMELESS GARDEN PROJECT, SANTA CRUZ, CALIFORNIA

				THE FARM AS THERAPY
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					Former farm director Paul Glowaski in a field of heirloom Sonora wheat.

				

				A field of Sonora wheat lends a constant sense of motion to a meadow above Central California’s Pacific coast. The chest-high stalks that edge up to Santa Cruz’s three-acre Homeless Garden Project (HGP) farm mirror those that have existed up and down the West Coast since the late eighteenth century, when Spanish missionaries arrived from Mexico. The heirloom grain makes an easy metaphor for HGP, which has established its own lineage through the sustainable farming world.

				The twenty-year-old urban farm project has an intern program that plays out like the minor leagues of the urban farm movement. Edwin Marty learned at HGP; he went on to cofound Birmingham, Alabama’s Jones Valley Urban Farm (and is the coauthor of this book). Amy Courtney cofounded Santa Cruz’s Freewheelin’ Farm, and Jered Lawson now runs the nearby Pie Ranch, on the San Mateo coast, and San Francisco’s Mission Pie shop. Thus, HGP is not only a study in job creation and therapeutic horticulture for homeless members of society but also a testament to the long-term ripples that flow out of all urban farms and form the basis of the urban farm movement. The ripples are of agricultural knowledge, individual passion, and the savviness to make a small farm into a business. Although the vibrant greens, plump cucumbers, and fist-sized strawberries pulled from the HGP plots each day are more obvious, the impact that the project has on the lives of its employees and interns marks its greatest benefit. As Paul Glowaski, former farm manager, says, “The work we’re doing here is largely for people we’ll never meet.”

				The Homeless Garden Project’s success story began with a small plot and a thousand donated herb plants tended by a few homeless men and women. The farm now employs fourteen homeless trainees and provides weekly CSA shares to twenty-five members of the Santa Cruz community and to five social service organizations.

				People sometimes shiver at the label “homeless,” finding it demeaning. “Yeah, we get that sometimes,” says Paul. “But at some point you’ve got to stand up and say,‘This is who we are, we’re people.’ ”

				The Homeless Garden Project is not a charity case. It grows beautiful organic produce to rival that found on any small farm in the country: deep shades of purple and maroon and green and yellow in the rainbow chard rows, artichoke stalks as tall as a man, kale, broccoli, squashes, lettuce, spinach, bok choy, lavender, wheat (they mill it to make the HGP pancake mix), and rows of cut flowers. It just so happens that homeless people given a chance at gainful employment for up to three years are the ones who are moving the plow, lining the irrigation tubes, harvesting the ripe produce, learning job skills, and enjoying the satisfaction of responsibility and community.

				“We hit both sides,” says Paul, a passionate man whose turquoise eyes almost tear up when he talks about the farm. “The progressives love us because we grow organic food and offer a social service, and conservatives love us because we provide job training.”

				By late May, the farm is about to go crazy. The strawberries lie fat and drunk in their sugary juices. The trainees crouch between the rows and pluck them off, chatting and laughing.

				Robert Cochran arrived at the farm in the early spring of 2010, when he took a bus away from San Francisco and the bad scene he had fallen into there. He’s lean and he smiles a lot. His voice is as deep as a blues singer’s, but still all young and caramel smooth. He walks or takes the bus from the homeless shelter, and he saves his money from the hourly farm wage (which he earn by working twenty hours a week, Tuesday through Friday, 9:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m.). His training covers much more than just tending to the garden. Trainees participate in courses that range from plant pathology to résumé building to meditation.
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					A trainee at HGP, where coauthor Edwin Marty worked as an intern two decades ago.

				

				“Right now, it’s like I’m starting over,” says Robert. “And that’s exactly what I wanted to do. Before, I never had anything I actually earned. Never got to watch something grow and prosper. With this, if I start something, if I plant something in that bed and ten years later someone else is working on that same plant, I can know I helped do that. It’s something that I’ve finished and it gives me a great deal of hope and confidence in myself.”

				HGP illustrates an example of a classic urban farm dilemma. Many of the urban farm projects around the country do not have a mission strictly focused on producing food. Work training and education farms like the Homeless Garden Project straddle the line between being a farm that sustainably grows marketable vegetables and fruits and being a safe place that provides a social service to city residents, frequently people on the fringe of society who likely do not come to the job with agricultural training. HGP must grow quality produce to be legitimate and avoid the pitfall of becoming “just another good cause” in which sympathetic townspeople buy products that are priced above their value. But the farm must also prioritize the needs of its employees and adhere to its mission of providing a service to them.

				“Some of these trainees are dealing with serious issues surrounding mental health, addiction, and physical pain,” says Paul. “Sometimes my goal of harvesting the vegetables and getting them to the CSA members doesn’t always mesh with the day-to-day realities of someone who’s homeless and living in a shelter.”

				Darrie Ganzhorn has been the executive director of HGP for almost the project’s entire twenty years. She works in the gift shop in downtown Santa Cruz, where trainees make wreaths and candles and other value-added farm goods during the winter. Darrie has worked with hundreds of trainees and has seen some move on to success and others slide back down the wrong side of life. Since 2000, her records show, two-thirds of the trainees have become more stable in some way. Darrie recognizes the vagueness of measuring a sense of stability, but she also knows how damaged the trainees can be on arrival at the farm after years of living on the streets and, for some, not receiving the medical and psychiatric help they need.
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					The Homeless Garden Project in Santa Cruz, shortly after sunrise. Trainees should soon begin to arrive.

				

				“There are many definitions of success,” she says. “I believe that changes such as beginning to receive disability payments for a chronic illness, seeking mental health support for a long-untreated condition, or reconnecting with family can be a huge leap forward, even though it doesn’t sound like much to some of us. And one-third of our trainees have moved into employment.”
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					Trainees, interns, and farm staff work together on farm tasks and share lunch each day, another part of the healthy-living training program HGP has developed.

				

				HGP doesn’t call itself a horticultural therapy project. Leigh Anne Starling, a horticultural therapist and HGP board member, describes the difference between horticultural therapy and what HGP provides its trainees: “Horticultural therapy is the engagement of the client in horticultural activities facilitated by a trained horticultural therapist. It takes place in a rehabilitative and/or health-care setting utilizing plant-based activities monitored by therapists trained in both horticulture and working with people with a disability.”

				The farm managers at HGP aren’t trained in clinical therapy, so the farm program cannot qualify as horticultural therapy treatment. That said, Leigh Anne recognizes the potential for positive rehabilitation, whether it be mental or physical, in farming. “What’s healing about the work at the Homeless Garden Project is that plants mirror people and there is so much to be learned there. People on an instinctual level have nurturing needs. We all have a need to take care of something. So a person can fulfill his or her unmet nurturing needs with the plant in a safe relationship.”

				Darrie calls it therapeutic horticulture, and there’s no denying the healing taking place within the secure, productive space of the farm. To Darrie, therapy and recovery, in addition to hard-won job skills, are intrinsic in a farm. “Someone once said farming can’t be therapy, that therapy requires full-time attention to the human needs, and horticulture requires the same for plants,” says Darrie. “Perhaps there is some truth to that, but I like being in that space, right there in the middle where there’s a tension between the needs of the plant and the needs of the person.

				“It’s like the tension between training and production; there’s synergy there, too. The high standard for our production quality is the best approach. There’s a training involved in doing the best and doing as much as you can. And that kind of training works. It takes a while to settle in, which is why we offer a program somewhat longer than traditional training programs.”

				Santa Cruz, due in part to its recent high-priced real-estate boom and emergence as a prime relocation town for young and retired professionals, finds .9 percent of its population homeless, just below the U.S. average of .96 percent. Like any population, the homeless men and women are a diverse lot, with differences that go far deeper than ethnicity, age, or gender. Darrie has to consider the variables of background when hiring her trainees.

				“We use a grid of three criteria when hiring: readiness to make change, ability to contribute, and need for the project. So we get a diverse range of people—not in skin color, though there’s that, of course, but in terms of their experience with homelessness.”
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					HGP offers internships to young farmers, some of whom have gone on to create small farm projects of their own.

				

				Although it can be stressful to produce great food on a timely schedule for the farm’s CSA, the act of farming, especially with the physically challenging French-intensive method used at HGP, provides a natural lesson. The patience and dedication required to see a plant grow from a seed have healing and teaching qualities that can play a pivotal role in regaining emotional stability and confidence.

				“Food has incredible meaning for survival,” says Darrie. “It’s so needed and tangible and there’s such satisfaction in planting a seed and seeing it grow. You see results.

				“People say that when they’re weeding they’re throwing away the bad thoughts. They see the clean row in front of them, and this pile of bad stuff off to the side. Farming and providing food for people is an honorable thing and it’s very healing.”

				Friday’s full day of harvesting that precedes the weekly CSA shares distribution has just ended. Paul gushes with pride over HGP’s products, from the vegetables and fruits to the honeys, jams, and wreaths sold in the shop. He also talks about his own role in the big picture of urban farms and the role of his generation of twenty- to thirty-year-olds. He believes that the new crop of farm entrepreneurs brings a different outlook to the nonprofit world than the one established by that of their parents. He sees the nonprofits of the future relying less on grants and donations and more on a sustainable, profitable business approach. Paul is part of the ripple effect of the HGP. Late in 2010, he moved on to start his own farm nearby, setting himself three goals: to grow produce of high quality, provide himself with a living wage, and improve his community through the input of healthy, fresh food. He and Darrie agree that HGP has altered the perspective on nonprofits, at least in Santa Cruz.

				“People from town walk into the shop sometimes just because it’s a homeless shop and something they might want to support,” Darrie says. “But they see the wreaths, for instance, and they are totally wowed. It’s changing the stereotype of a homeless training project, and we’re hitting the economic leg of the triple bottom line.”

				The triple bottom line means success at the ecological, social, and economic levels of a business. It’s the idea that profit and economic goals don’t have to be left out of a social and environmental business or program, and vice versa. It’s easy to see businesses that miss the ecological and social part. But many nonprofits, especially production urban farms, no longer want to rely on fund-raisers and grants. They want and need to hit the economic corner of the triangle. Just recognizing the vitality of independent relevance marks a step into our generation’s new direction.

				The sun takes its time setting and the wind is cold. The trainees have left the farm. Paul is still on the site. This is his time to relax. He says that at this crepuscular hour, just after the sun has fallen but the sky remains softly bright, the farm reveals itself in a brief moment of subdued colors when everything alive is moving, either coming or going.

				ESTABLISHED: 1990.

				SIZE: 3 acres.

				MISSION: To bring together people in the beauty and security of a certified organic garden, to practice and teach principles of economic and ecological sustainability through classes and hands-on experience, and to provide homeless men and women job training and transitional employment.

				WHO’S IN CHARGE: Executive director (Darrie Ganzhorn), who supervises five staff, fourteen trainees, and two to four interns.

				SURROUNDING NEIGHBORHOOD: The edge of Santa Cruz’s built environment, with new condominiums that include market-rate and low-income housing to one side and coastal land preserve to the other.

				ZONING: Site is likely to move to new location.

				FUNDING: Foundation grants, 39 percent; individual donations, 29 percent; earned income, 23 percent; corporate donations, 5 percent; government funding, 4 percent. Earned income has decreased over the years, due mainly to increased staff salaries.

				WHO EATS IT: CSA members; five social service organizations (Women’s Crisis Support, Santa Cruz AIDS Project, Independent Living Program, Beach Flats Community Center, Live Oak Family Resource Center).
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				HOW TO GROW GOOD, SAFE FOOD

				There’s really only one way to know your food is safe: grow it yourself. The next best approach is to know who grows your food, to see it being grown, and to know the story of organic farming. The term organic is becoming increasingly commodified and, surprisingly, more and more difficult to decipher. The urban farm offers a wonderful way to know your farmer and know where and how your food is being cultivated.

				It’s no coincidence that most of the urban farms prospering across America are using organic farming techniques. Whether they tend tiny community garden plots or acre-wide urban fields, almost all urban farmers adhere to the ideal that synthetic fertilizers and pesticides are negatively impacting our food system. While a wide spectrum of motivations exists for “going organic,” anyone who falls into the organic category agrees that food production should be a healthy enterprise.

				Most urban farms are growing food either to donate or to sell directly to consumers, such as at farmer’s markets or via CSAs, and those customers and recipients expect clean, sustainably grown food. The phrase clean food implies that no synthetic chemicals—fertilizers, pesticides, or herbicides—were used in cultivation. But the food is not always necessarily organic, or rather certified organic, a label that refers specifically to the National Organic Program of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). As the scale of urban farming continues to grow, more and more urban farms are looking to sell their products to a wider market, and they know that securing the “certified organic” label can help them do that.

				Until around 2000, the term organic was used loosely to refer to anyone farming without man-made chemicals, and many states had certification boards that could verify farmers’ claims. The certification helped farmers sell their harvests by assuring customers that they were getting a “better” product—a product that justified a slightly higher price than what its nonorganic equivalent fetched.

				But because each state had a different definition, and some states had none at all, significant confusion arose around what was legally organic. The USDA got involved and put together the National Organic Program (NOP), which provides consumers with a standard for understanding the term and helps farmers sell their products on a larger scale.

				There was a robust debate about the labeling and much dissent. Many small growers felt that the entire reason they were farming organically was being diluted to allow farmers engaged in large-scale production to use the term organic. Many customers were concerned about the practices that were allowed under the new definition. For example, at one point the use of sewage sludge was permitted under the organic label. 

				The USDA now has the authority to fine farmers if they claim to be organic but do not have certification. Since the USDA’s adoption of the organic label, numerous alternative certifications have appeared, such as “naturally grown” and “clean food.” These labels attempt to reduce the bureaucracy of certification for small growers but still give them a way to communicate with customers about the quality of their products. Although such labeling efforts are effective for marketing, none of them can assure you that the system from which your food comes is a safe, healthy one. Only seeing the system for yourself provides that peace of mind.

				Reasons to “Go Organic” 

				MARKETING. Many of the best urban farmer’s markets require growers to have an organic certification. Cultivate Kansas City (page 67) requires that the growers they train use organic techniques because their primary market requires certification.

				AFFORDABILITY AND EFFICIENCY. Utilizing local, organic inputs like compost, which an urban farm can often produce itself, is a more affordable, efficient option than buying fertilizer. Plus, the improved soil typically results in increased production.

				POLICY. Some urban farms are required to use organic techniques as part of the agreement that put the land into their hands. For example, Fairview Gardens (page 39) farms organically because provisions in the original land trust that protected the property from development stipulate it.

				SAFETY. Using organic farming techniques exposes farm workers to fewer dangerous synthetic chemicals, reduces negative impacts on soil and water quality, and poses fewer health concerns to the consumer.

				PHILOSOPHY. Organic farming is much more than just a farmer deciding not to use this synthetic chemical fertilizer or that herbicide. It’s a way to hit the triple bottom line of social, economic, and environmental sustainability. Darrie Ganzhorn, director of the Homeless Garden Project, sums up many urban farmers’ thoughts: “In our vision, sustainability, beauty, and safety all have a place in building community and creating justice, or you could call it harmony.”

				How to Put Organic Farming into Practice

				Everything you do to produce food should regenerate the natural resources used, not deplete them. What you choose to feed your soil and plants makes the difference.

				USE FERTILIZERS SELECTIVELY. Avoid synthetic fertilizers, which deplete the soil over time. Instead, use compost, which recycles nutrients. You can also use fish emulsion (ground fish parts), a by-product of the fishing industry that is a particularly good source of nitrogen fertilizer.

				AVOID PESTICIDES. Roughly 98 percent of all insects are beneficial to the environment. That means you should never spray a synthetic chemical that kills “unselectively.” Instead, cultivate a balanced system where the beneficial insects, such as ladybugs and wasps, eat the pests. If an outbreak of a pest insect occurs, use a physical, biological, or chemical organic insecticide to reduce the population of that specific insect. Visit the USDA’s National Organic Program Web site for a list of relevant products.

				AVOID HERBICIDES. While synthetic chemicals can effectively control most weed problems, the true cost to our environment of their use is staggering, with excess chemicals ending up negatively impacting our aquatic ecosystems. Organic farmers rely on continuously rotating crops to ensure the soil is regularly cultivated, which kills the weeds. Explore some of the new organic herbicides, too, which are showing positive results.
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