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Raising Change
Community Farming as Long-Term Ecological Protest

JEFF Cnane

College students wander around an interor courtyard at a southeastern San
Antonio Head Start helping three- and four-year-old African American and
Latino children pick out ladybugs to place on pepper, broccoli, and sijtiash
plants. University of the Incarnate Word (UTW) professors and students op
this day are learning how to produce food in a food desert, providing delicious
organic produce for families thar can rarely afford or access it. Although secing
college students working with young children is inspiring, the ladybug release
also uses beneficial insecrs to remave aphids that would consume crops while
teaching these children basic ecological principles (it turns out that most of
the student-teachers do not fully understand these principles cither). The chil-
dren’s delight and interest speaks to the power of nature to create awe and
catalyze their learning, And while some may hesitate to consider this activ-
ity a form of environmental protest, in the United States community farms'
have become the sites of some of the most significant challenges to the cos-
rent political economy and the structures of economic and racial injustice in
America and the points of resistance to the industrial agricultural economy,
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In this chapter [ examine the ways commumnity farming can challenge the
Jominant industrial agriculture, undermine neo-liberal capitalism, address
fundamental inequity in the United States, and help prepare for climate
change. In 50 doing, [ also evaluate some of the pitfalls inherent in this
moverment and crucial next steps. While the discussion is broad, | exam-
ine community farming in Detroit, Michigan; Milwaukee, Wisconsin; and
5ant Antonio, Texas, The first two citics are studied as the movement arises
from the community in response to serious economic stress and because
they provide strong and innovative models for comniunity farming as a site
and source of sodal, economic, and ecological change. The discussion of San
Antonio community farming reflects my positionality in the maovement and
demonstrates a model of activism that has potental for suceess but can also
limit community engagement.

The image most readily called to mind when one imagines environmen-
tal protest is often associated with more active forms of direct oppositian.
For many middle-aged and middle-class Americans, the words envirormental
protest likely evoke Harth Day or the Sierra Club and successful Greenpeace-
like direct actions, For many of my students, environmental protest spacks
images of the more radical Barth Liberation Front or Barth First! Social media
is filled with images of Sivux Indians and allies fighting to protect sacred land
from the fossilfuel industry, Pacific Northwest kayaktivists attempting to
block an oil rig destined for the North Slope, Americans everywhere oppos-
ing the Keystone XL Pipeline.

Environmental protest a5 we know it began with late nineteenth-cenmury
women cleaning the cities to reduce disease, followed by the assic conser-
vation work of Gifford Pinchot and Theodore Roosevelt. There was also
the slower emergence of a prescrvationist philasophy and strategy exempli-
fied in the failed fight againse damming the Hetch Hetchy Valley in the first
decades of the twentieth century, the successful efforts to protect Dinosaur
Mational Monument from dam and reservoir construction in the 1g4os and
Iysos, the publication and powerful public response to Rachel Carson’s Silent
Spring in 1962, and the passage of the Wilderness Act in 1084, The successes
of this complex environmental movement peaked in the early 19708 with the
creation of an environmental regulatory state that included new congres-
sional legislation such as the Clean Air Acr, the Clean Water Act, and the
Hndangerad Species Act, dlong with the creation of the US Environmental
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Protection Ageney, The temporary consensus around the need fara rmawru__.
environment collapsed after 1973 as Republicans framed EOViTOnMenta)
efforts as antijob, anti-prosperity, and increasingly anti-American?

While meaningful environmental legislation has been hard to secuge
in the ensuing decades, particularly in regard to climate change, this dogg
not mean that environmental reforms and activism have stopped ar evep
slowed in significant ways. Continding creation and expansion of wildey.
ness arcas, restoration of habitat, and dam removals to restore fisherjpg
indicate a thriving environmental movement operating largely at the locy]
or state level Tn addition, the growing environmental-justice mavement,
which primarily targets the dumping of wastes and pollutants in poor com.
munities populated predominantly by people of color, has expanded the
definition of environmentalism to include systemic injustice and structury|
vielence rooted in inequitable distribution of wealth and desp-scated rac.
ism. The foad-fustice movement, which has gained wider appeal in recent
years, has continued to widen and complicate the cancept of environmen-
talism and environmental protest, creating new strategics and targets for
those concerned with natural and human health as well as soicial justice,
Community farming represents a2 new and potentially powerful form of
environmental protest addressing several issues, or as Wendell Berry mighe
say, "solving for pattern.™

Social critic Hebecca Solnit would agree, argning that the community-
farming movement is a "second green revolution,” an attempt “to undo the
destructive aspects of the first one, to make an organic and indmate agricul-
ture that feeds minds and hearts as well as bodies, that measures incangible
qualities as well as quantity. By volume, it produces only a small portion
of this country's food, but of course its logic isn't merely volurme, The first
green revolution may have increased yield in many cases, but it also increased
alienation and toxicity, and it was effident only if you ignored its fossil fuel
dependency, carbon output, and other environmental impacts.™* A commu-
nity farming revolution that is transformative and restorative and that brings
production and consumption home to the community halds great promise
and constitutes protest against a deeply damaging industrial agricultural sys-
tem, destructive neo-liberal policies, and ongoing climare-change pallution
and inaction. But those active in this movement need to be aware of destruc-
tive social und economic policies emanating from nea-liberalism and ensure
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that community farming does not simply function as 2 form of mitigaton
of harmful policies,

Children'’s bodies are the most vulnerable to the deleterdous impact of
ncustrial agriculture and neo-beralism, Approximately one-quarter of chdl-
dren in the United States experience regular hunger; in over 300 US counties,
pre-thitd of children live in food-nsecure houscholds. In fact, 49 percent of
ipfants burn in this country are born to families collecting tood supplements
from the Special Supplemental Nutriion Program for Women, Infants, and
Children.” The issue of access to healthy food for children constitues a safe
middle ground in the discourse of community farming; as farmers and activ-
ists engage with the structural issues that canse hunger and embrace food-
justice precepts, the agenda and discourse of community farming inevitably
pulls hard left, Embedded in it are fundamental cdtiques of industrial ags-
culture, the structural inequity ot the American econonyy, trade agreements
such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (MAFTA), labor condi-
tions, and the continiing whittling away of the safety net and sodal services.
Community farmers also explicate the role urban agriculture can play in
expasing children to nature, oledng educadonal opportunitics, building com-
mumnity cohesion, and bringing social discourse hack to 2 more neucral space.

Community farms are a direct response to economic inequality and can
help end food deserts. Food deserts are urban and rural areas where access to
healthy food is limited by a lack of grocery stoves, healthy restaurants, and
land and tools for food production. Bast food, convenience-store fare, and
traditional cultural foodways that emphasize mear, fried foods, and heavy
use of salts and sugars comprise the majority of the diet in food deserts. The
high portion of sugar, fat, meat, and starches in food desert diets, combined
with low nutdent—value food, results in persistent health problems: high
rates of childhood obesiry, type 2 diabetes, stroke, and heart disease predom-
inate, Food justice, then, is partially about achieving equal access to healthy
food for all people while acknowledging and confronting the structural bar-
rlers to healthy food for the poor”

Food-justice advocates also target the means of production in the nation's
industrial agricultural economy and its trading partners around the world.
Agriculmural workers in the United States experence harsh working condi-
tions for low or irregular pay, whether picking apples in eastern Washington
or cantaloupe in the Rio Grande Valley:
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A survey conducted by Pineros y Campesinos Unidos del Noroeste
[Marthwest Tree Planters and Farmworkers United] (PCUMN, Orcgon's farm:
wortkers' union) of approximately 200 Maron County, Oregon, farmworkers
paid by “piece-rate” in the 2008 berry harvests revealed widespread violations
oof the state’s minimum wage law, Nincty percent of workers reporeed that
their "piece-rate” earnings consistently amounted to less than minimum wage,
with an average houdy yield of shout 35.30—37 percent below the hourly
minitmum wage al the ime—and an average daily underpayment of about
s25.00 per worker, In New Mexico, a survey of farnrworkers revealed abusive
conditions in the fields, including extremely low wages and high levels of
wage thelt. Saly-seven percent of field workers wore victims of wage theft in
the year prior to the survey; 43 percent of respondents stated that they never
received the minimum wage, and g5 percent were never paid for the tirme they
wailed sach day in the field to begin working, "

These are but a few examples of common prablems across the country?
Food-justice activists and community farmers seek to end the reliance on
abused labor that makes fhod artificially cheap and end the abuse implicit in
this cconomy.

In addition to suffering from wage theflt and underpayment, agricultural
laborers arc also frequently subjected to working with herbicides and pesti-
cides that are known carcinngens and can contribute to other health issues
such as Parkinson's disease, stedlity, miscarriage, and birth defects. Because
of low pay, the lack of benefits, and no permanent housing in many cases,
as well as constant hunger and malnutrtion, this class of workers struggles
to escape the lowest ter of the American economy”™ Making between ten
dollars and ffteen dollars an hoor at most on an irregular schedule of incon-
sistent hours, they crowd into expensive apartments or live in shacks and ald
chicken coops. Tronically, these workers often cannot access healthy produce,
Eighty-nine percent of the Salinas Valley farmworker population is obese
compared with 69 percent nationally because they simply cannot afford to
buy the fresh produce, like lealy greens and broceoli, that they pick all day
and live next to. Not only docs impoverishment trap many in a permanent
agricultural underclass, but this peor nutzition limits the cognitive and phys-
ical development of children, further reducing the possibility that they will
eventually escape the cycle of poverty."
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While advocates of neo-liberalism argue for expanding prosperity and
increasing investment opportunities for consolidated capital in the United
States and other countries, they fuil to take into account many negatve
impacts arising from trade deals. As a result of NAPTA and trade with Mexico
and Latin Amercan countries, American consumers are implicated in an agri-
caltural econamy that is even more abusive of agdeultural workers in those
countdes with limited and Eghely enforced regulations protecting warkers'
bodies and the environment, Agricultural chemicals that are Qlegal in the
United States are manufactured domestically and shipped to other countries
that produce vast quantities of murs, fruits, and vegetables for American con-
sumption, High rates of cancer, miscardage, severe birth defects, and other
gilments are common in the agriculiural labor population throwghour Latin
America; these damaged bodies help keep commeodity prices artficially low
in the United States.” Problems soch as these are hard to address through
protest or policy change, given the influence of ndustial agdculture and the
chernical industry in Washington, DC, the continuing expansion of a global
nen-liberal economy, and Americans” stunning lack of awareness of the effect
of their food consumplion on other economies and workers,

A central food-justice mandare is that economically and culturally mar
ginalized communities find ways to gain cconomic and cultural autonomy
through local foed production and entreprenenrship; community farming is
a means ta those ends. As an example of how this might happen, consider
the local response to the collapse of the Detroit industrial economy and the
city’s life on the economic edge. With an estimated 45 percent unemploy-
ment tate in the dty and a population that dropped from around 2 million
o approximately 7oo,o00 from its peak in the 19508 to 2015, Detroit has been
in crisis for a long time. The city’s declaration of bankruptey-—the largest
municipal bankruptey case in US history—captured the country’s attention,
as did stories of fires unanswered by fire departments, the dse of aime, packs
of feral dogs roaming the city, and the destruction of an iconic industrial city.

The lack of access to healthy food, while difficulr in other food descrts, is
nearly catasteophic in the Motor City. Eighty percent of the population cur-
rently relies on convenience stores, pharmacies, gas stations, and party stores
for food purchases. Residents responded to this situation by creating an urban
agricultural economy throughout the city As a result, they commenced fash-
ioning 2 new type of urban economy that may presage the tuture of cities in
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the Anthropocene while also engaging in a significant and potentially powey.
ful form of environmental protest, With more than 30,000 distressed proper.
ties and 20,000 acres of available land, many residents took advantage of o,
space and began squatting on lots and growing their own food. The Detrgi
Black Community Nood Security Network (DBCFSN) led the way in creating
a food sovereignty movement, with strong emphases on local food prodye.
tion and consumption, communily entreprencurship, and building comemy.
nity strength. Comnmunity activises initiated innovative programs such as the
Land Bank, a city-managed program that sells side lots for stoo.”

Even as commiunity-farming activists in Detrait go about tarning lots intg
farms, they arc also educating the community about food production, ineop
porating youth into these programs, and developing stronget neighborhood
cohesion. Several thousand people own backyard or front-yard gardens or
work on farms, Keep Growing Detroit” is an arganization that encapsulates
and promotes key tenets of food sovercignty and food justice while confront-
ing structural injustice through advocating for and huilding stra _.ﬂnn COmmL-
nity. Consistent with food sovereignty concepts, the goal of the organization
is to have most of the fruits and vegetables consumed by Detroit residents
grown within city limits. It provides seeds and transplants to thousands of
people and offers numerous classes on farming thronghout the city as well
as technical assistance to gardeners and farmers, This work also emphasizes
community solidarty through potluck meals, shared workdays, and open
planning mestings.

Integral to building a movement and creating long-term change is Keep
Growing Detroit’s emphasis on developing community leadership. The
arganization traing youth and adults to teach classes and take on leadership
roles in association with food production and farm management. To nurture
ecanomic resilience, the organization supports and promaotes approximately
seventy farmers who sell their produce in farmers’ markets and other outlets
across the ¢ity, generating economic activicy through increased consumption
and the sale of Detrait-grown foods ™

Michigan Community Farming Initiative’s creation of an "agri-hood” in
the Northend neighborhood of Detroit represents another innavative form
of community farming. Tt has a 2c0-fruit tree orchard, a two-acre garden,
and an energy-efficient community resource center that includes two conr-
mercial kitchens. The farm produces approximately 20,000 pounds of food a
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year, providing nourishment to approximately 2,000 ctizens in the area and
supparting churches, volunteer organizations, and other community pro-
grams. By centering the farm in the community, it provides a place where
neighbors can interact and serve each other But cities will require many
more examples ke this for community farming to make a deep impact and
create long-term and meaningful structural change.®

Detroit communily farming activists, many of whom trace their dizect
protest roots back to the Black Liberation struggles of the o708, view food-
jostice activism as direct action against an unjust sodicty. Food sovercignty
and reducing or removing dependence on corporate capitalism are central
to community health, strength, and activism in the future. Although it is dif
ficuldr at this early stage to determine the impact of community farming and
activism on local democracy, the DBCFSN headed a task force to develop a
food policy that has gained support. The Detroit Cicy Council vored o cre-
ate a Detroit Food Policy Council and to support proposals by the task force
lcading o food soversignty, which indicates initial democratization of city
politics as the result of community farming.”

Milwaukee is another city that strugples with widespread poverty, and, as
in Detroit, community farming has gained widespread support, Much of
Milwaukee's success in this regard is identified with local entreprenenr and
civic leader Will Allen and his nonprofit company Growing Power., Allen
comies by his agricultural interests naturally, as his parents were sharecrop-
pers in South Carclina and purchased a small farm in Maryland on which
he grew up. Pollowing a collegiate baskethall career (he was the first African
American to play for the University of Miami) and a stint playing profession-
ally in Europe, Allen began a career in corporate America, working in exceu-
tive positions for Kentmcky Fried Chicken and Proctor and Gamble. He con-
tinued small-scale agricultural wirk on the side during his career, and in 1953
ne purchased two lois on a busy street in North Mitwankee, With his children
in college, he left his career ta farm full-time. Selling produce directly from his
garden, he also built a greenhouse to start transplants and provide opportuni-
ties for young people to learn and gain employment by working the farm; this
strategy rermains the bedrock of Growing Power's mission today™

As of 2017, the company managed joc acres of farmland in and arcund
Milwaukee, producing 200 varieties of crops, While raising fish through
hydroponic farming and raising goats, Growing Power also compaosts more
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than 4o million pounds of waste cach year, capturing important nuttents for
farms while redudng landfill use. The multiple larms are important educg.
tion sites; they offer classes, workshops, and training for the communicy and
are increasingly the subject of university internships and academnic research *

The company has sought to energize community farming in other locales,
expanding its efforts to Chicago and providing training in Alabams, Ohig,
Geozgia, Indiana, and New York, to name a few states. Bsrablished in Chicagy
in 2002, Growing Power manages several farms there: Altged Gardens
Community Farm is a three-acre site containing eight hoop-houses that
allow production during the winter months. Approzimately 100 teenagers
are employed in the summer working on the farm, and a dozen work there
the rest of the year As at all Growing Power sites, students learn 2 variery
of farming skills, including pest management, composting, and the logistics
and operations assocated with the transport and sale of farm produces, The
organization alsa offers Fresh Moves Mohile, an old transit bus that carries
fresh produce into the south- and west-side communities of Chiczgo, which
are scark food deserts. The price of the food ranges from standard rates for
those who can afford them to sharply discounted prices for thase receiving
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits.™

Under the leadership of Exika Allen, Will Allen’s daughter, Growing Power
has explicitly addressed food-justice issues, most dearly with the organiza-
tion’s rede in the Growing Pood and Justice Inidative (GFJT, Built to address
the persistence of structural tacal inequality and racism, GFJT secks to
undermine racism by building communicy strength and identity through
community food systems.®

'The community farming revolution occurs in fits and starts in different
parts of the nation, and San Antonio, Texas, provides an example of commu-
nity farming developing in 2 manner different from the processes in Detroit
and Milwackee, Although San Antonio has not experienced the kind of eco-
nomic collapse Detroit and Milwaukes went through in the late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries, it suffers from deeply entrenched poverty un
its east, south, and west sides, There are also thousands of vacant lors and
vast food deserts in these neighborhoods: Because of its more stable econ-
omy, however, community farming in the Alamo City has developed more
slowly than in its urban counterparts in the Midwest. Green Spaces Alliance,
aland trust and community gardening organization, has supplied much of

Raising Change a1t

the local leadership; since 2013, it has helped grow the concept of community
farming in collaborarion with local universides, the San Antonio Housing
Authority (SAHA), and an array of local nonprofics.

Blla Austn Children's Garden, Incated on the city's cast side, is a successful
gommunity garden that has the potential to transform into a comumuniry farm.
In eollaboration with the Hilz Austin Community Center and drawing off the
energy and idess of Stephen Lucke, one of my former students, 1 helped link
the fledgling garden with the UMW, Lucke had developed an en-campus com-
munity in zorz; one year later we initiated a sedes of garden projects on the
east and south sides of San Antonio. 'The tocus of our efforts has been to intro-
duce agdenlture into local food deserts. The lack of aceess to healthy food and
produce in many of San Antonio’s communities has resulted in higher rates of
overall and childhood obesity, type 2 diabetes in adults and children, and high
rates of heart disease and stroke, among other, related health issues.

The first garden was started at Ella Austin with support Fom the Unired
Way and was quickly followed by 2 garden at the Carroll Barly Childhood
Education Center, a Iead Start program that serves approximately 220 chil-
dren on the southesst side of the clry UIW was o key player in the expan-
sion of these sites, in good measure herause such work is consistent with
the institution's mission, The Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate Word
tounded the forerunner of the university in 1881, and the order—and the
nstitation—emphasize social justice and care for the needy. The Cathalic
Sodal Teachings, including the preferental option for the poor the right
of participation, and care for creation, reinforce this focus. These theolog-
ical commitments, with support from the UIW Ertling Center for Civic
Engagement and the community neganizing work of Buling Center director
Monica Crug and communily coordinator Denise Krohn, found expression
in the service-learning projects and workdays UTW faculty and students have
devored to the garden sites. Moreover, student fees provided crucdal funding
at Bla Austin and Carroll and in the expansion of an existing comnmnity
garden at the Guadalupe Center, managed by Catholic Charities and located
in western San Antonio. Student leaders such as Michelle Wilk, student gov-
ernment president in 2ong, provided funding and labor for the gardens and, in
the case of Wilk, continued to manage the gardens in later years.

The Ellz Austin Children's Garden has grown substantially since 2013 and
now contains fourteen vegertable plots that are eight feet by four feet in see,
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several linear plots totaling approximately soo sguare feet of blackberties
and grapes growing along fences, and approximately a dozen fruit and olive
trees. The garden produces upward of 1,000 pounds of food a year, When
finished, with a full orchard and grape and blackberry vines surrounding the
site, the garden Is antidpated to have approximately twenty-five froir, g,
and olive trees, including orange, peach, apple, pear, pomegranate, and plum,
The intent was to create a mix of annuals and perennials to maximize crop
production. Bven in years when care is inconsistent, perennials will provide
[ood. Permaculture crops such as berrying plants and fruit trees also build
resilicnce in anticipation of climate change. The five-year goal was for this
ane garden to generate yiclds of 3,000 pounds annually, production that is
expected to enhance the diets of the children and their families on the east
side and thereby increase the neighborhood's access to healthy food. While
the garden is still in its early stages and blackbervies; grapes, and fruit trees
will not produce in large numbers for two to five more years, large harvests
of prodice such as potatoes, kale, hroceoli, tomatoes, peppers, carrots, beets,
lettuce, and ather erops oceur regulurly throughout the year, Most of the
year we are able to provide weeltly distribution of fresh erganic produce ta
familics with children in the center’s after-school program,

Since autonomy #nd community strength are central to food-justice phi-
losophy, those managing the garden strived to involve students in grades 2
through & fram the beginning, All phases of garden construction and expan-
sion have included faculty, college students, and elementary school children
in work that includes building plots; hauling soil, fertilizing, planting, and
harvesting, The emphasis in these efforts is to educare students on how o
build, maintain, and nurture a garden. College and elementary school st-
dents arc included in ongoing work such as weeding, thinning, fertilizing, and
transplanting, with the hope that they will develop 2 love of and interest in
gardening and eventually take over work al these gardens or start their own.
This long-term siralegy is consistent with the Detrait and Mitwaukee models
that seek to grow food and noursh community resilience. It also integrares a
sclence, agdculture, and health curriculum in the after-school program that
utilizes the garden to teach scientific ideas and concepts as well as food prepa-
raticn, deepening the children’s association of the garden as a site of commu-
ity action, improvemnent, and education. While the lessons in the garden for
these children do not emphasize direct action and democracy, the lessons of
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comtmunity action, critical thinking, garden management, scientific thinking,
and cooperation constitute the coucial foundation for creatng activist dtizens,

Rapid chanyges in opportunities for and attitudes about community farm-
ing in San Antonio have suggested a potential transformaton of local foed
production, In 2016 the Food Security Council convinced the city govern-
ment ta remave barriers to raising produce for sale within ity Umits, and
SAHA committed to providing $250,000 and a seven-acre plece of land on
the east side for a micro-farm operation. The SAHA project holds the poten-
tial to be a cutting-edge site, but it also potentally reinforces exdsting eco-
nomic inequalites. In the original conception of the micro-farm, with little
to no comonunity input, SAHA planned for it to be a Community Supported
Agriculture (C3A) operation, selling toad to thase who could afford locally
produced, organic produce, eggs, chickens, and goats, The SAHA sustain-
ability officer proposed a fence around the seven-acre site located in a poor
community and toad desert populated almost entively by Latinos and African
Americans, SAHA identified itz potential customers as those Living on the
city’s more prosperous north side and indicated that neighborhood access
would be available only to those who paid a4 premium "membership” price
or thuse whom more affluent community members "adopted.” My students
and T generated a different model that integrated the community into the
micro-farm, primarily through an asset-based development model; as of this
writing, the originally proposed model was being modified to incorporate
more active community partidpation®

Like many community gardeners and food-justice advacates, we expended
considerable time and energy wiiting prant applications to subsidize the cre-
ation of jobs in the gardens, offer market options, develop fond hubs, launch
farmers’ markets, and stimulate other programs to prodice cconomic ben-
efits for the community While well-meaning; these ideas literally and dis-
cursively reinforce the very neoliberal policies that have wrought havoc
on these communities, The focus on generating income and econornic
activity, as well as providing jobs through community farming and farm-
ers' markets, abides by the rules determined by the mandates of rurhless
capitalism rather than sustainability, compassion, and care.” While for many
community-farming advocates a rhetoric of scif-reliance through labor may
emanate from their readings of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Wendell Berry,
the language of labor and individual responsibilicy potentially reinforees the
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neo-liberal organization of the world between those who "work” and those
who "dont.” Alison Hope Alkon and Teresa Mare Mares summarize thig
idealogical minefield effectively in their article "Food Soversignty in US Toad
Systems: Radical Visions and Neoliberal Constraints, "™ argning;

Neighborhood residents are not envisioned as citizen-activists capable of fore-
ing concessions from the state, nor are they and their families a unified group
aof the working class who could potentially nnite and transflorm an economic
systemn that has so thoroughly marginalized their community: Instead, they
are generally constracted as potential entrepreneurs, whoa, through fnvolve-
rent in local ford systemns, can devise new ways to improve their economic
livelihoods and provide services for their cormrnunities, or s consumers of
their services. Alternately, some residents, particularly youth, are conceptial-
ized as activists, though their 2etivism is limited 1o _nrm:m..mﬂ.m their own cating
habits in favor of local organic foed, gardening, and educating their comunmani-
ties to do the same.™

The ideology of selfrelisnce postulates that individuals bear primary
respansibility for flawed policies and structural economic injustice, while it
also asserts that those same individuals and communities most hazmed by
socially destructive policics that shred the safety mer, suppress wages, and
limit economic mohility can, through their labor oo nrban farms, improve
sociery as well as their own standing within it. One powerful critique of
cornmunity farming assevts that by facilitating individual adjustment to neo-
liberal policies under the mantra of community organizing and social change,
community farming precludes more radical agendas, achieving structural
ecanomic and political change; it also puts the burden of dealing with flawed
guvernment and economic policy vn the already overburdened shoulders
of those targeted by these palicies. These activists can become culpable for
Facilitating neo-liheral policies while setting distressed communities up for
failure. Community farming activists must understand the hroader and com-
plex socio-paolitical landseape in which they and their ideas operate so their
efforts to produce food do not reinforce structural violence and inequality.

While attempting to reform sociely and serve communily necds, those
wiorking in this arca also need to make a living, Community farmers struggle
to survive ecanamically, much less to prosper. The movement attracts many
idealistic young people, but the difficulties inherent in maintaining these
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operations often lead to raised plots overgrown with weeds, un-harvested
food rotting in plots, and limited distdbution of food and marketing as a
result of strained circumstances. City Slicker larms in Oukland, Califoraia,
provides a good example of this tension, Well-known as a model for commu-
nity farming and highly successful in its cfforts to produce food and educate
the community on health and food-justice issues, in 2ot the organization
produced g,oo0 pounds of food in its public gardens and estimated that
the backyard gardening it teaches and manages generated approximately
23,000 pounds that same year. Its money problems have persisted, however,
Rebecea Solnit notes, the "food is great, the community relations seem o be
thriving, and yet the project faces the same problem so many pewple in the
neighborhood do: money. They have to raise it, there is never enough, and
there is no sclfsufficiency in sight for the staff of seven and the public farms,
whase food is sold at farm-stands on a sliding scale from free to full price.
Since they're farming community and skills and hope as much as lermuce,
there’s no way to put a price on what they produce.”™ When high-profile
furms such as City Slicker struggle, it becomes difficult to imagine the sue-
cess of a community farm from conception to thriving, full-fledged commu-
nity partner, Because urban farms are so often idealistic in namre and are
designed to correct sodial problems, they offer free food, sliding-scale prices,
and other measures that, while popular, undercut their capacity to generate
profits and succeed economically

In an effort to survive or prosper, many community farmers and food-
Justice advocates turn to foundations, government agencies, and other non-
profits for funding support. There arc a number of philanthropists willing
to invest their capital in these projects. Organizations such as the Mathan
Cuminings Poundation, the Kresge Foundation, and the $usan and Michael
Dell Foundation, for example, offer grants for community farming, food
education, childhoaod health, climare-change preparation, and related issues.
These grants can provide large infusions of capiral, but they also reguire 2
high level of accountability, metrics collection, and analysis of both participa-
tion and impact. Grants arc also highly competitive; they require expertise to
apply for, to manage when they are secured, and to regularly prepare for and
respand to required audits. Applicants must also be aware that these founda-
tions and their donors are reflective of the finandal rewards awaiting those
who have succeeded in the current economy: They are deeply embedded in
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the US paolitical economy or, if crtics of it, they may seek adjustmenys ar
its margins but not radical, structural change at its core. Those ealling £,
greater social transformation in their grant applications might And theq,.
selves shortchanged. If successful, whatever funding flows to the applican:.
organization may generate a level of dependence on the funding soureey
That dependence may cause a mnoderating of thetoric and cven goals as cor,.
munity farmiers strive to ncgotiate the biases and assumptions of wealthy
donors and philanthropies. This reinforees the earlier argument that com.
munity farming may merely mitigate the extremes of neo-liberal cconomic
practices, Worn out by paperwork, math, and learning the language of foun.
dations and businesses, community farmers can lose sight of their more rad-
ical goals in launching these projects and become captured by 2 hegemonic
discourse of capitalism, jobs creation, entrepreneurship, and sclfreliance,
This limits the ability of community farms to serve as sites of radical change,

While generating cnough income to be self-sufficient and serve the commny-
nity s a persistent problem for urban farms, they also suffer from the popular
perception that they cannot generate enough food o offset industeial agricul.
tural production. This brings up a crudial issue—it is essential for community
farming to function a5 a form of environmental protest through the production
of significant amounts of locally grawn food. ‘Ihe linchpin of yield connecss
the ideas of change wrapped up in community farming to the actual changes
that may occur and that may radically restructure Americans’ relationship with
nature, land-use policies in rural areas, urban health, and community strengh,

One clear example of the ability of communities to produce food is the
fact that 4o percent of domestically consumed food during World War Il
was grown in American Victory Gardens, Another example is what hap-
pened during the blockade of Sarajevo in 19g2: urban food production chere
increased from Lo percent to an estimated 4o percent of vegetables and small
livestock. Shanghai and Beijing currently grow upward of 8o percent of the
produce consumed there, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, garners 6o percent
of its milk from eity dairy production and go percent of its leafy vegetables
from local production.” Mare recent studies suggest that the agriculmral
productive capacity in US metropolitan arcas is fairly strong. Tn a study of
Cleveland, Ohio's, ability to become seli-sustaining, the authors concluded
that if the city used all available vacant lots, based on a low-yield projection
it could produce 22 percent of its vegetables, fruit, eggs, honey, and poultty
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[f rooltops and hydroponic operations were brought into the mix, then

Cleveland could produce 100 percent of its vegetable, fruit, and honey needs

and approach that percentage in poultry™ A study of Oakland, California’s,
ability to achieve food independence is less sanguine but sdll suggests that
community farming can be a reliable method to improve community health

and autonomy and offser industrial agricultural production.® Evaluating the

productive capacity of vacant lots and underutilized public land in the dry
against the recommended intake of vegetables, fruits, and other products

rather than against the average existing consumption level, as other stud-
{es commanly do, the authors concluded that maximum production would

reach approximately 13 percent of the recommended intake based on high-
yield production on available land, Using current consumption as the base-
line, the high-yicld projection suggests that 40 percent of these foods could
he produced on available public land in Oakland.

The study of food production in Oakland, California, did not incorporate
a full-use model, as did the analysis of potential food production in Cleveland.
The Oakland analysis may be a more realistic assessment of what is possible
in terms of yield and acquiring space for farming, at least in the short term,
That said, even using the lower-yicld conclusions from the Oaldland study, i
is clear that cities have the capacity to produce significant amounts of food.
That being troe, then successful urban farms would have a spin-off effeet,
encouraging the incorparation of additional sites like rooftops, lawns, and
private lands into production,

Community farming provides the means for a potentially radical rearien-
ration of the relationship between city and country. Meaningful food pro-
duction in urban arcas and small towns would also enable rural acreage to be
returned to habitat use and to be used for mitigation of and adaptation to cli-
mate change, Biologist Edward O, Wilson's recent proposal that half of the
earth be set aside for the natural world, while seemingly outlandish, could be
achieved with a growing community-farming movement.™ A good example
of such a process of returning land to nature is the Buffalo Commuons project,
in which the focus is to return Great Plains lands currently producing com-
modities such as wheat, hay, and cattle to short-grass prairie on which the
keystone spedes - —hison— could roarn. A nation of cities able to produce hall
or more of its food would ondercut arguments that the landscape is required
for industrial production of foodstuffs.
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Just as communicy farming builds economic and cultural resilience, it alsg
strengthens ccological resilience by creating microhabitats. These small oper-
ations of 2 few plots and trees support pollinators swch as buttezflies, moths,
and bees as well as other bugs, Songhirds, dragonflies, and frogs in these eco.
systemmns help prevent a Silent Spring brought about by climmate change. The
increasingly comman larger farms, like the several-acre City Slicker opera-
tion, support species isted above, raptors, small mammals, and any number
of reptiles and amphibizns, As new farms are started and existing ones grow,
an urban greenscape will provide deeper and more complex ecosystemn resil.
ience. It will benefit migratory bird species as well,

Commuunity farming might zlso help combat a key area of ecological
decline—the eutraphication of the oceans. Hutrophication results from the
depasition of the runoff of high amounts of phosphates and nitrates, largely
trom industrial, commercial agriculmire operations such as corn mmE:_..:w and
livestock feedlots, as well a5 from heavily fertilived lawns and goll courseg,
Coastal waters at the points whete tivers enter the aceans around the warld
are now regulay hypoxic zones, essentially dead of life, One of the best
known examples is the "dead zone” at the mouth of the Mississippi River,
which carries heavy volumes of nutdents from agriculture, livestock opera-
tions, and lawns to the Guif of Mexico. This zone averages over 5,000 square
miles when it grows every summet, and in 2015 it exploded to more than 6,500
sguare miles™ With less than two-parts-per-million dissolved oxygen, noth-
ing can live in this vast marine-scape, While this is the maost dramatic dead
zone on the coasts of the United States, these hypoxdc zones are common,
and collectively they reduce the viability and hezlth of ocean ecosystems,
These problems are also found in inland freshwater lakes, ponds, and streams,
Community farming, following best practices of composting and tertilizing
with organic matedal, will reduce the pollution that causces hypoxic zones, As
this form of farming helps restore the capadity of oceans to sustain aquatic
life, it may also help offset deterioration from climate change. Acidification
of the oceans as a result of the warming of waters and increased carbon load
is an unfolding process that is going to get much worse. A crucial mitigation
and adaptation strategy, in the face of national and even global unwillingness
to mit greenhouse gas emissions, is to repair ecosystems where possible.
Removing pollutants from freshwater and the nceans to reduce eutrophica-
tion and improve ecosystem health represents a key resilience practice,
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Hunger and lack of access to healthy food are issues that hauned our
sociefy prior to the Anthropocene, and commmunity farming i a community-
based tonl that can he employed to address those injustices. Climate-change
resilience for vulnerable communities necessitates local food production,
Theretaore, community mmmEEw constitutes an impoertant resilience Strategy.
But feeding those in need and unjustly punished by a neo-liberal society is
only one piece of the food-justice puzzle. It is also possible to enact long-
term structural change for workers in the industral agrienltural complex
and those removed from their land as 3 result of neo-liberal policies such as
dam construction, land enclosure, and imported, subsidized crops. Farmers
forced from their land would be able to put their skills to use in urban areas
and villages close to home or even in countries to which they emigrate,

A robust, growing nDﬂ..EE:JnmE.Em:m movement can reduce the impact
of neo-liberal policies on international commmunities. As people grow food
and consume it locally, the likelihood of their purchasing produce from dis-
tant econnmies diminishes, Community farming that includes active edu-
cation about climate change and food-justice issues can convince a larger
segment of the population to shop and consume locally The drying up of
the revenue stream into international agdcultural conglomerates that bene-
it from neo-liberal polides and poor treatment of workers has the potential
to-engender the type of significant long-term structural change that has not
been accomplished by activism and protest to this point. The power of pro-
ducing tood locally has great patential for change, but education and activ-
ism beyond simple locavorism are crucial,

As noted carlier, much of the change envisioned here, and the goal of
rrinch food-justice activism, is predicated on a growing movement and sub-
stantial yiclds, Similarly, the long-lasting impact of community farming is
also contingent on radical changes in patterns of consumption. As commu-
nity farmers and food-justice advocates need to focus on ordinances and leg-
iglation that support the movement and targer food-justice issues, 3o, too, is
it necessary to use these spaces to educate Americans on changing consump-
tion patterns in a manner that undermines industdal agdeulture and neo-
liberalism while supporting local economies and food production, Teaching
the food-justice and climate-change impacts of buying Chilean blueherries
inn January {or ever) while offering classes on how to preserve locally grown
blackberties, strawberties, blueberrics, or whatever is relevant to that region
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provides clear actions that have ramifications across the world, ccosystemy
and the atmosphere. Sustained education and an analysis of food economies
that show local solutions represent a clear path forward. Demonstrating how
consuming community-grown foods rather than corn or potatoes from ag
industrial agricultural business in a rural area helps mitigate climate change
by redudny fossil-fuel-based greenhouse gas emissions and contributes ty
climate-change adaptation and resilience by opening up former agricultural
lands in rural Ameriean to habirat restoration and carbon sequestration cay
help drive behaviaral change as well. But it remains crucial for communicy
farm advocates to clearly explain the linkages berween local food production
and consumption that incorporate broad structural change.

Philosopher Richard Rorty ollers crucial insights into how community
farming can function as protest and create & revitalization of American
democracy.® He argues that small-scale local protest is erucial in energizing
democracy. Real change that makes sodety more democratic is found in cjt-
izens getting their hands dirty by cultivating urban farms, challenging the
sources of local air and water pollution, pushing ordinances to ban plastic
bags, and fighting to restore or preserve local habirar, Rorry also nates the
active political role played by the academic left in the first half of the twen-
tieth century and asserts that academics need to take up that mantle again,
providing leadership and guidance and doing the hard work of organizing,
lobbying, and craliing legislation.

If eommunity farmers are going to transform their neighborhoods and their
health while improving the world, they need to move beyond Voltaire’s advice
to tend cur own gardens and frame food production as protest,” For these
farms Lo funetion as sites of dialogue and resistance and not as retreats or signs
uof resignation, the community farming community must push for supportive
local, state, and federal ordinances, policics, laws, and land planning programs
Ity create a vast community-farming system, Harmers and activists need to con-
vince the state to protect urban farms from development and unreasonable tay-
ation, prevent and limit gentrification in community farming neighborhoods,
and provide subsidies for urban farm products to make prices low enough for
the very poor as well as arrangs mechanisms for distribution.

Even as we discuss the means to correct problems arising from ideol-
ogy, flawed policies, and inequity, climate change is bringing a chaos and
an unpredictabilicy for which we are unprepared. Climate change, properly
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understood, induces despair; it is accurately described as a wicked problem.
The consequences af non-action are devastating, and the impacts that are

unstoppable will be catastrophic. Despair and fear create pessimistic inaction,
an inability to see how to act or to believe that local action can accomplish

anything meaningful, Regulatory mechanisms are needed, increased taxa-
tion and investing in alternative energy production and storage are needed,
government-mandated and enforced limits on pollution are needed. Activism

on the local level alone is not enough, but it can accomplish much more than

many people assame,

Tmagine, then, college students working with younger children to place
ladybugs on tomato plant leaves. Or watch the large hands of the basket-
ball team’s power forward guide the tiny hands of a young gitl as they dig
a hole in the bed, insert a tomato plant, and then 6l in the soil around its
roots. At moments like these, professors, administrators, students ages three
to twenty-five, schoolteachers, and parents join in something fundamental
and hopeful, the breaking of the soil for plants, the nurturing of gardens to
promote health and life. Maybe hope is also a ladybug or a bright red jala-
peno pepper waiting for eager hands to touch and hold it. Through this com-
munion of labor and sweat equity;, each person helps canstruct a new kind of
community, human and natural. In so doing, they forge relationships across
boundaries that have limited sacial cohesion. What makes these spaces rad-
ical, with meaning created by labor and dialoguc, is the very real possibility
of subverting the hegemonic discourse about race, environment, class, and
climate change. Discussions of food justice, environmental justice, econoc
equity, and climate-change resilience may lead to the creation of ideas and
solutions not mediated by “common-sense” voices, grant-funding agencies,
and government erities, In that space, “radical” ideas about turning cities
inta centers of food production challenge the dominance of the industrial
agriculmure economy With the potential to affect so many aspects of our
economy, society, and environment, community farming might turn out to
be the most important, most durable form of environmental protest.
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