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Foreword


BY GARY PAUL NABHAN


Reclaiming Our Food comes to us at a critical moment — a watershed — in the history of American farming, food processing, and distribution. Never have so many Americans used food banks, food stamps, food pantries, and soup kitchens. Never has so much food-producing land been converted to residential or industrial uses, or its water and soil degraded to the point of no return. Never have so many farmers and ranchers thrown in the towel due to rising production costs and diminishing savings accounts that might otherwise have allowed them to invest in better land stewardship and water conservation. With fossil fuel and groundwater reserves depleted, global climate uncertainty rising, and the economic downturn continuing, it is no wonder that many of us are convinced that we will never again be able to grow, harvest, distribute, and access food as inefficiently and uncaringly as we have over the last century.


While three out of every four meals in America still come through national grocery chains, big-box stores, drive-ins, and industrial-strength cafeterias, the other quarter of America’s food is now coming to us through the kinds of community-based, independently owned and operated innovations that Tanya Denckla Cobb has so elegantly described in these pages. She has taken the pulse of a fledging alternative food system that is barely out of the nursery but growing by leaps and bounds. The threefold growth of farmers’ markets in the United States since 1995 — with an increase of 16 percent more markets per year and a 114 percent increase over the last decade — is but one of many indications that the grassroots food movement is truly changing the way we eat. So is the growth of community-supported agriculture projects, from 60 CSAs in 1990 to well over 3,500 today. With 850 CSAs forming during the two years immediately following the global financial crisis of 2009, perhaps these grassroots efforts were the only portion of the food economy that did see much growth.


But what Cobb so deftly demonstrates is that communities are not turning to these innovative strategies for economic reasons alone. We are motivated out of concern for the health of our children and our elders, and out of concern for the health of the land. We are not necessarily opting for “local” food to reduce food miles, fuel costs, and greenhouse gas emissions; what matters to us is that our food can be traced to human hands, hearts, and minds that brought it to us through intelligence, patience, and hard work. The gift of this book is that we see the faces and hear the voices of the many “agricultural creatives” — the innovative land stewards, food distributors, chefs, and early adopters of “foodshed consciousness” — who are remaking our food systems at this very moment. Not only are they hoping to bring health and even wealth to rural communities and urban food dead zones, where toxic industrial foodstuffs have accumulated, but they are doing so for moral, religious, ecological, and social reasons that the commodity food giants have not yet fully embraced. Rather than trying to turn around the Titanic as it heads toward the perils of giant obstacles in its path, these agricultural creatives have hand-crafted lifeboats that can raft our most precious foods to safety during these tumultuous times.


More than anyone else before her, Tanya Denckla Cobb has documented just how diverse the grassroots food movements are in terms of the participation of cultures and faiths, races and classes, and folks who live at every spot along the rural to urban continuum. This is not merely about wine and cheese tastings or sit-ins against junk food in schools. Republican, Democrat, Tea Party, and Green Party members are all engaged, sometimes bringing in different ideological perspectives, but often because they converge around the notion that we all have a right to access and eat food that truly nourishes our bodies and communities. Rather than only fighting bad food practices and policies, these people model, exemplify, and support good food practices and policies. Moreover, this book is not laden with generalities; it provides you with enough detail that you can take a strategy found to be successful in one community and adapt it so that it may be applied in your own hometown or foodshed.


Best of all, Cobb’s eloquent prose and Jason Houston’s compelling photo essays can help us reimagine our food system, so that each of us is inspired to be part of some “foodshed design team” that changes the way we access food so that it is more efficient and equitable, resilient and diverse, nourishing and healing. Looking at the many smiles and expressions of wonder in Houston’s photos, it is also abundantly clear that this alternative food system is far more fun and rewarding than pushing a shopping cart through a supermarket and standing in line to buy tasteless, rootless, fructose-laden crud. Read this book, taste its wonders, and a fresh new world will open up to you every day you sit down at a table to break bread.
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Food and Community: Growing a Grassroots Movement


This book tells a fresh – and refreshing – story about America. While economic hardship and political strife may dominate headlines, throughout our country many of us are choosing to make a positive difference in our own backyards.


We are moving away from the impersonal, shielded, and inaccessible, toward the personal, transparent, and accessible. When it comes to food, this movement seems to have an especially powerful force. We are moving away from anywhere-grown food, anonymous farmers, and opaque production and processing methods, toward more local and regional foods, farmers we can meet, farms we can visit, gardens we can grow. We are moving away from highly processed, nutrient-poor foods with staggeringly long lists of unpronounceable ingredients, toward minimally processed, nutrient-rich foods with simple, known, trusted ingredients. In all types and sizes of communities – urban, suburban, and rural; rich, poor, and middle class; homogeneous and diverse; old and young – we are rebuilding local food systems. We are reclaiming our food.


The grassroots food movement is a broad tent encompassing a multitude of initiatives, as you’ll learn from the people and projects featured in this book. Some focus on food, some on the environment, and some on community. Some concentrate on growing food, while others focus on its equitable distribution. Some are creating markets, processing centers, business incubators, and distribution networks. Others are creating community support systems through jobs training programs, community food gardens, and gleaning networks.


Why are so many people involved in the grassroots food movement? Their motivations are diverse, from something as simple as wanting to sell fresh tomatoes to local restaurants to a deeply spiritual yearning to heal the land and our relationship with it. Some people want to encourage children to eat healthier foods, or to teach youth responsibility, job skills, and leadership. Some people are altruistic or faith-driven, inspired from within to provide healthy, fresh foods to the often forgotten or overlooked members of our society – the low-income, incarcerated, homeless, homebound, disabled, and hungry. Some people want to reduce the amount of money they spend on food, while others just want enough food to feed their family. Some are striving to prevent the loss of cultural heritage. Others want to put into action a philosophical desire to reduce isolation in our fast-paced modern life and to nurture the growth of meaningful community.


No matter the starting point, no matter how richly diverse the motivations or approaches, the stories in this book demonstrate that, over time, successful grassroots food projects ultimately converge around two central points: local food and community. A community can grow a more sustainable and resilient economy by growing its local food system, and a healthy local food system will nurture and grow community spirit. In other words, it’s both food and community, stupid.


Those who brand the local food movement as elitist are more myopic than wrong, as elitists surely can be found in most any movement. But this book demonstrates that the desire to reclaim our food resonates at all levels of society and is manifesting in real, ground-level community projects that serve all levels of society.


The people portrayed in this book are their own brand of pragmatic leaders. Some are social innovators, some are shrewd businesspeople, some are technical inventors, some are brilliant systems thinkers, and some are lucky enough to be all of the above. Some have struck out on their own – as urban or rural farmers, or as restaurant owners or chefs – while others have catalyzed people or neighborhoods to come together for common cause. And all are striving to do it economically and sustainably, whether for a restored environment, for improved health, for empowerment, or for community.


As I traveled and talked with people in writing this book, I struggled to understand what might connect all of these seemingly disparate grassroots projects. Along the way, I visited farmers and ranchers on the Navajo reservation in Arizona. Here I heard about the Beauty Way, the Navajo belief in the way of harmony, balance, and relationship, and I listened to these farmers, ranchers, and elders speak passionately about wanting to restore traditional relationships of harmony and balance with land and food. Suddenly the connecting thread became apparent. Across America, the grassroots food movement seems to be arising from a common feeling that we have lost our center. Across our nation, we see spiritual restlessness, children disconnected from nature, people disconnected from each other, a proliferation of foods that fail to nourish either body or spirit, and a lack of community, neighborliness, and relationship. This book tells the story of people who are seeking to find a new center, to create meaning and purpose in their lives, to restore harmony and balance in their relationships with the land, food, and each other.


Food, as the sustenance of body, spirit, and culture, is a powerful agent of change – for better or worse. At its worst, we’ve learned that daily fare that is highly processed, rich in calories but poor in the broad range of nutrients needed to maintain health, benefits the corporations that produce it, not the people who eat it. Decades of this unmindful daily fare, and the resulting epidemics of obesity, diabetes, and heart disease, are now stressing our health-care system (not to mention our collective pocketbook) and creating the dismal prospect that our children may lead shorter lives than their parents.


At its best, however, our daily fare can be a powerfully positive force for individual and community healing and health. This is a core value of the grassroots food movement. The stories in this book trace the many ways in which grassroots food leaders are influencing the future sustainability of all our communities. By sharing their stories, I hope to inspire others to action, to facilitate networking, and – by offering lessons from these pioneers – make it easier for tomorrow’s grassroots leaders to reclaim our food.
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1: Food from Home
Supporting Backyard Gardeners


If you are a food gardener, you are a member of an increasingly popular and widespread activity in America. More than one-third of America’s households are growing and serving food from their very own gardens. Why are so many people gardening? The National Gardening Association (NGA) estimates that a well-maintained food garden yields on average a $500 return, based on average market prices of produce. Though an economist might wonder whether the effort is worth the return, an NGA survey indicates that most gardeners are motivated to grow their own vegetables because they believe they will have better quality, taste, and nutrition.1


What isn’t commonly discussed in gardening surveys are all the other possible motivations for people to grow their own vegetables, raise their own honey, pick their own berries, or gather their own eggs. The reasons offered by people I have met are many and varied – teaching children where their food comes from, destressing, leading a more balanced life between being indoors and outdoors, becoming more healthy by getting outside and working in the garden, even connecting with a larger spirit and meaning in life.


The stories that follow are rich in lessons. Perhaps one of the most important lessons is that, despite our growing romance with and dependence on technology, twenty-first-century communities can support home food gardening, and more are choosing to do so. Sometimes people just need a helping hand. Perhaps they have the space for a garden but no resources and no idea how to start a garden. Or perhaps they have the resources and desire but no personal time to start a garden. Here you’ll learn how communities can provide that helping hand.


And let us not forget fun. It’s true that gardening can be hard work, causing long-unused muscles to groan in legs, arms, back, and hands. But like basketball, bicycling, jogging, soccer, and other sports that often require people to break a sweat, gardening today has become for many people more of a hobby sport than the necessity it might have been during the World War II victory garden era. As such, it should be no surprise that food gardening is becoming more of a community social activity – with fun activities to celebrate different seasonal and garden events, as well as activities intended to educate people about where our food comes from. In this and later chapters, you’ll learn how people are using food gardening as a tool for whimsical, educational, and artistic fun, while also renewing our sense of community.




Gardening Is Elitist?


Of all the rationales against growing your own food, the notion that gardening is elitist is the most fascinating. The arguments seem simple enough: lower-income people don’t have the time or money to invest in gardens and animals, while those who do are simply widening the gap between the haves and have-nots. If you add up the costs of infrastructure and feed, and the time in daily chores and maintenance – presumably we can substitute any home gardening chore, whether it’s raising produce, chickens, goats, or bees – the hourly wage for gardening will be 50 cents or less. One university professor of planning writes, “I would hope that we could all use our time more productively. This is even more important for low- to moderate-income families. Granted, some engage in these activities for pleasure, but again this gets us away from the purpose.”2


The professor’s argument is hard to dissect, precisely because it reflects deeply entrenched thinking about what is right or wrong, good or bad, productive or not productive. It is good to use our time productively. It is bad to be unproductive. Low wages are not productive. Pleasure may be good, but it is not productive. It’s okay to raise vegetables for pleasure, as long as you don’t call it a productive use of your time.


Yet it is precisely this kind of thinking – the belief that productivity can and should be measured in units of time and output – that led us to the current state of affairs that produces food for the masses in the most productive, inexpensive manner possible. When we set aside as unimportant a concern for quality, for relationships, for “meaning” in our daily food and daily activities – values considered by some to be ridiculously silly and romantic – then there is no argument. Yes, when we set these values aside, there would be little reason to ever grow our own food. Let others do it faster, cheaper, more efficiently. And, most especially, if you rank low on the income scale, don’t get caught up in the hype of thinking that you could improve the food on your table or better your life, for you would simply be wasting your energy, time, and money on nonproductive activities that will do nothing to move you out of poverty.


Still, in books such as Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma, Barbara Kingsolver’s Animal, Vegetable, Miracle, and Richard Manning’s Food’s Frontier, to name a few, others have effectively countered this argument by simply pointing to the results: a food system that is double-edged testimony to the amazing power of efficiencies – successfully feeding billions of people but at an incalculable long-term cost to our land, waters, habitat, health, communities, and spirit. These thoughts are heavy and depressive, not a pleasant way to view our abundance of food. Voltaire’s Candide, when despairing over the human condition, decided in the end to cultivate his own garden. Today this is the way out and up for many: cultivating our own gardens, physically and metaphorically, in our backyards, in our neighborhoods, in our communities, in our region.


To me it seems that people who are interested in growing vegetables – or raising chickens or tending beehives – are more interested in the reality of the possible than the theory of the desirable. Instead of despairing over a system that is out of their control, people are finding respite and renewal in seeking out what they can control. And if we are to believe what people report in the many stories in this book, this pragmatic spirit is sometimes equaled, if not even exceeded, by another kind of spirit – an internal spirit, or a joy in connecting with the soil, plants, animals, world, and people around us.






Giving Gardens to People in Need
The Home Gardening Project Foundation


The Home Gardening Project Foundation, based in southern Oregon, got its start by providing free raised-bed vegetable gardens to those in need, from the disabled to the elderly, single-parent mothers, and large families. The HGPF now also assists community garden groups across the nation that would like to do the same.


Occasionally, you have the luck and privilege of meeting someone whose depth of passion and commitment is a point of light almost too blinding to see. The world of community food attracts people who are naturally caring, passionate, and authentically committed; after all, there’s no glitz or glitter in a garden, only black gold. In only a few minutes of talking with Dan Barker, you figure he is either a crank or the real deal. And as the conversation progresses, it all comes clear: He is refreshingly direct, yes, and deservedly so, as a Vietnam veteran still suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. But far more, Barker is a philosopher, poet, writer, artist, student of the Tao, wacky humorist, and most definitely the real deal. He is our generation’s Johnny Appleseed of home gardens, responsible for thousands of free raised-bed home gardens, giving the poor, the disadvantaged, and the disenfranchised a place to grow flowers and food.


“They ask me why I do this, and I say it needs to be done,” Barker writes in Queen Jane, a winding story of his experience with giving away home gardens. With a clarity so rare in these days of careful political speak, Barker readily discusses the inherent spirituality of his work.


The work is religious, there are three sides to it: one involves arduous physical labor – building soil frames, wheel-barrowing soil, four gardens a day, four days a week, until the goal is reached or surpassed. A second side absorbs the incessant tales of suffering, sees the misery and despair, the rotted teeth, the heart problems, the amputations, the disfigurements of body and soul. The third side demonstrates the capacity to run a business dedicated to the alleviation of that suffering. The books and the reports must be straight, so I can circle in with a garden where there wasn’t one before, and with a bit of work a new occupation of time and spirit is opened.3


Barker started small, driven by an encounter with a gun against his head during a convenience-store robbery. The robbery – followed by stern advice from a friend to quit feeling sorry for himself and, if he wanted to change the world, just go ahead and find a way – propelled Barker to action. He had fallen in love with the language of seed catalogs. And though community gardens had taken off in the 1970s, he didn’t think they catered to all people who might benefit, such as the elderly, single mothers, and the disabled. In 1983 he obtained a small $5,000 grant from the City of Portland to build 20 gardens for free for people in need.


Installing Free Vegetable Gardens


Barker’s formula works. He builds two or three 5-foot-by-8-foot raised beds for each family, making them “double-highs” for people who would have trouble squatting or bending. He fills the beds with top-quality soil, builds a trellis, gives the family packets of seeds, and instructs them in succession and intensive gardening. He returns in a few weeks with plant starts, and through the summer he stops by now and then to see how they’re doing and to offer mentoring. He also sends them a newsletter with tips.


“The gardens are a particular benefit to older people and for people in wheelchairs,” says Barker. “These folks are often sorely impoverished, as they are paying so much for medical care. Older people are between a rock and a hard place.” He says that in Portland 90 percent of the participants in the Home Gardening Project were women – usually older women who were either widowed or caring for their sick husbands, or young single mothers.


In his first year, Barker says, 95 percent of the participants were able to produce food for their own table. He says success is high with his program because participants are self-selecting and want to succeed. When he started, people were suspicious of the idea of a giveaway garden. He distributed two hundred flyers and waited. No calls came. Finally, after convincing a friend with muscular dystrophy to host the first garden, his phone started ringing. And it hasn’t stopped ringing since.


The main expenses in giving people home gardens are materials for raised-bed wood frames and paying a living wage to an “executive builder,” or the person who picks up the shovel. If someone wants to start a Home Gardening Project, Barker estimates it requires a minimum start-up fund of $25,000. While that might not be enough to actually pay yourself, it is at least enough to get started and pay the executive builder, who, he says, should be paid at least three times the minimum wage. With $25,000 you can put in about 25 gardens, says Barker. And it also enables you to rent a tractor for loading, buy insurance – a must, he says – and file for nonprofit status, as well as buy the lumber and soil. He says that second-year seeds can be scavenged easily from hardware store leftovers.


Barker’s method of advertising by flyers and local media is part of his formula for success. Communicating to his intended clients that this will be their garden, once installed, and that they will need to go out and work it – water, weed, fertilize – turns around their perception of the project. “Nobody believed that anybody would be interested in this,” says Barker. But instead of seeing themselves as recipients, people begin to see themselves as producers. “Now there is a physical object in their yard,” he explains. “So if they are going to walk outside at all, they are going to run into it! We call it a ‘significant occupation,’ as they’re contributing to it themselves.”




How to Start Giving Away Gardens


In his booklet Building Free Vegetable Gardens for People in Need, which is available as a free download from the project’s website (see the resources), Dan Barker writes:


A good way to find recipients is to go to the neighborhood most feared in your community, and take a look around. If the houses are small and in a state of deterioration, if the yards are barely maintained, dead cars littering the streets, old women hiding inside with their TVs, old men sitting on their porches hungry for socializing, children running unattended, young men swaggering for trouble – that’s a good place to start.


Or, contact your local senior citizen organizations, Multiple Sclerosis Society chapter, housing authority, mental health services, food bank or food stamp distribution agency, or churches.


Your city government [may] have a map of disenfranchised neighborhoods. Pick one or two, visit them, and determine which neighborhood would most benefit from the service of distributing gardens. Selecting from that map will likely make your Project eligible for government sponsored self-help funding.


Announcing your intention to give away gardens can be accomplished through public service television announcements, leaflets, [and] neighborhood association newsletters. It is important to let the public know what you’re up to. Gaining public support and recognition lifts the spirits of everyone in the community and further ensures the potential of your Project becoming an ongoing enterprise. The more public notice, the more money, the more money, the more gardens, the more gardens, the happier and healthier the people.


When working with neighborhood associations it is best to start in mid-January. Present your Project to their meeting and request that they include the announcement in their newsletter in time for you to receive calls beginning in late February or early March.





In his first year Barker built 21 gardens. “People were amazed by the gardens and started talking with each other,” he says. In the second year Barker provided all the first-year gardeners with a start-up kit of seeds, manure, and composters. He says that 85 percent continued gardening and became better gardeners in their second year.


A Good Idea Takes Hold


Every year afterward requests for gardens increased until, in 1989, with additional unexpected funding, Barker was able to install as many as 117 gardens. Word of his work was spreading, and people in other cities began calling to seek help in starting their own similar projects. The media, including Smithsonian magazine, began covering his work.4 He estimates that, thanks to hundreds of organizations in the United States and elsewhere that have taken his idea and run with it, as many as 50,000 gardens have been built.5 Barker points to a project in Flint, Michigan, where the Flint Urban Gardening and Land Use Corporation transformed abandoned and unkempt yards into block gardens, as an example of how a community can adapt his model to its own needs for social and physical sustenance.


Barker is particularly proud to point to the successful offshoot effort of Richard Doss in Olympia, Washington. While still a student at Evergreen College, Doss wanted to interview Barker for a paper. Barker wrote back and said, “I don’t write people’s papers for them.” But Doss ventured down anyway. When he returned to Evergreen College, Doss did write the paper, but he also was inspired to start the Kitchen Garden Project, a college-based approach to giving away gardens.


Barker explains how Doss transformed the idea into a course for college credit, with students building the gardens. Since 1993 the Kitchen Garden Project has built over 2,200 gardens for low-income people, and it continues to give away between one hundred and two hundred gardens each year. The Kitchen Garden Project follows Barker’s original model by giving recipients three raised beds, a trellis, fertile soil, seeds, starts, a gardening guide, and the opportunity to work with a garden mentor. “They have a real working board, a rarity for nonprofits, and a huge number of contributors,” says Barker. “It’s like the whole town is behind the project.” Under Doss’s direction the project has grown into a successful nonprofit organization called Garden-Raised Bounty, or GRuB, which has garnered national acclaim.


Barker is a firm believer in the therapeutic value of a garden for individuals and for the community. “A lot of people in the scarier neighborhoods are agoraphobic. They don’t go outside. Giving them a garden gives them a reason to go outside, and it also helps to quiet down the neighborhood, as the bad guys don’t like to be seen.”


Eventually, however, the stress of working in distressed neighborhoods took its toll on Barker. “People get edgy and assume you’re there for other reasons, not building gardens.” He had been threatened, shoved, shot at, and insulted until in 1996 he decided that Portland was the wrong place for someone with PTSD. He still may not be able to sleep without nightmares, but the rural life in his new home in southern Oregon is a little slower and safer. After he passed the torch of the Home Gardening Project to a new director, the organization evolved into the Portland nonprofit now known as Growing Gardens, which continues his vision of installing home gardens for free. (For more on Growing Gardens, see page 17.)


Seeding Free Garden Projects


Barker is nothing if not peskily persistent. After 15 years of driving Portland’s streets with a truck full of wood and soil, bags of seeds, and starts of broccoli, tomatoes, and eggplant and receiving hundreds of calls from around the nation from people inspired to start their own free garden projects, Barker realized he could multiply the providence of free home gardens by providing start-up funds to other projects. So today Barker is at work raising money and giving it away to free garden projects in places of need. With funding from the Wallace Genetics Foundation in 2003, Barker supported projects in Boston; Portland, Oregon; and Flint, Michigan.


Barker will never grow a big nonprofit organization. He is all about action at the grassroots level. He just wants to build gardens. So if someone were to drop $5 million in his lap, he told Biography Magazine in 2003, he knows exactly what he would do: he would distribute checks for $25,000 in two hundred cities.6


“We’re going to be stuck in this deflationary pickle a long time,” says Barker. “And we’re also changing our general attitude toward what constitutes well-being in this country. Hopefully, this change will be disseminated throughout the rest of the democratic world, as well as those places where tyranny reigns.” And Barker believes giving away home gardens to people in need is a form of community preventive medicine. “Gardens are a way to raise the quality of life in a way that does no harm.” Nearly 30 years after he started in 1983, Barker is still trying to change the world, one garden at a time.




A Home Garden Project Checklist


• Have you identified and located a consistent soil source?


• There are five phases of work in the activity of building gardens for people in need: fund-raising, building, teaching/monitoring, fall manure distribution, and spring start-up. Who will do the actual labor, and how will that labor be organized?


• How will you identify and recruit participants, and what income criteria will you use to qualify them as recipients?


• Liability insurance is necessary to do this work, as well as unemployment insurance, worker’s compensation, and truck insurance. Do you have that coverage arranged?


• What materials will you use to construct the raised beds, and what will be their dimensions?


• Compost is a low-cost material for enriching garden soil. Will you manufacture composters and distribute them, with information on how to compost? If so, what materials will you use?


• What planting and gardening techniques will you teach? How will you teach – through gardening classes, a gardening club, a newsletter, or an instructional booklet?


• If some recipients are too frail to plant for themselves, will you provide them with someone who will plant for them?


• How frequently will you monitor the gardeners? And who will do it?


• How will you evaluate the success of the gardeners?


• How will you notify the public of your accomplishment?


• Do you have ambition to continue this work beyond the first season of garden building? If so, how will you go about securing funding? Do you have a plan to become self-sustaining?


• The ethos of spending public money demands strict accounting and prudent expenditures. How will you pursue this ethos, and how will you document your expenditures?


• Do you have a board of directors? If so, what tasks are assigned to which members?


Adapted with permission from a publication of the
Home Gardening Project Foundation






Cultivating Gardeners at Home and at School


Growing Gardens


with research by Robin Proebsting


Growing Gardens’ mission is to promote home-scale organic food gardening to improve nutrition, health, and self-reliance while enhancing the quality of life and the environment for individuals and communities in Portland, Oregon. The group works primarily with low-income populations and schools, assisting them in cultivating gardens, increasing awareness of and interest in fresh local produce, integrating gardening into classroom curricula, and offering practical courses in cooking, preserving, and other aspects of garden-related living.


Some people think of gardening as an upper-class hobby, enticing only to those who have the time and money for it. Some think that lower-income people simply can’t be expected to be interested in growing their own food because they lack the land and resources or, as they often work two or more jobs, because they must also lack the time and energy to tend a garden. And if they have kids? Well, they must be too busy running between work and child-care duties. But in northeast Portland the nonprofit organization Growing Gardens, which promotes organic home food gardening, is blowing these stereotypes away. Since 1996 it has installed more than seven hundred home food gardens, and it is unable to meet the demand for home food gardens among the low-income population it serves.


“Growing Gardens is all about making sure that people have access to good, fresh food – healthy fruits and vegetables,” says Debra Lippoldt, executive director. “The neat thing is that people are actually growing for themselves, and we’re just helping them get the resources – whether it’s learning about something, or just getting the materials.”7


“This is the biggest stress reliever in the world,” says Monique, a single mother of seven children, who lives in a small apartment in north Portland. When she started, she had no gardening experience and was interested only in growing cucumbers. Now she grows much more in her garden and has even progressed to starting her own plants indoors – a process that enchants her children. “It was instant joy,” she says, “because it made me realize they weren’t just going through the motions with me.”8


“My garden is like my kids,” says Isabel, a young immigrant from Mexico City who grows food for family and to share with neighbors. Growing Gardens helped Isabel and her neighbors plant a container garden, but Isabel soon got permission from her apartment building’s manager to expand and plant a larger garden. She is proud that her tomatillos are not grown with chemicals like the ones she used to buy in Mexico City. She talks to her plants and says they can understand Spanish or English. When she’s sad, Isabel says, the garden cheers her.9


“If it wasn’t for Growing Gardens, this beautiful life of our flowers and plants and raspberries … I would give up, really and truly,” says Violet, an elderly woman whose backyard is now brimming with plants. She says that she and her husband rarely shop for groceries because their garden is so productive.10


This is just a glimpse into the lives that Growing Gardens is changing – all by the simple act of providing home gardens. “Our vision is to inspire as many people as possible to grow their own food,” says Caitlin Blethen, manager of the Youth Grow program. “Our focus is to work with low-income populations.”


Through years of learning by trial and error, Growing Gardens knows that installing the garden is just the gardener’s first step in a long process of learning. To increase the first-time gardener’s success, and to increase the likelihood that the gardener will actually keep planting seeds for years to come, Growing Gardens has innovated a unique and deliberate safety net for its home gardeners. It is a program worthy of emulation, as it reflects an understanding that people thrive with different kinds of support and interaction.


From the moment that participants enter the Growing Gardens program, they are guided at every step of the way. First, they must make a three-year commitment to stay in the program. In return a volunteer team installs the home garden, and Growing Gardens provides a start-up kit of seeds and tools, free workshops, a monthly newsletter, and, perhaps most important, a personal mentor who will visit at least four times in the season. “I ended up with a wonderful mentor,” says Monique. “We communicate all the time, and she shows up randomly, not just during the growing season.”


At the end of each season, Growing Gardens surveys its home gardeners. The majority, by far, have saved a significant amount of money by growing their own fruits and vegetables, says Rodney Bender, the garden programs manager. And what’s more, they also are eating better – not just because they’re eating fresh produce from their own gardens, but also because they’re doing more thinking about the kinds of food they eat, and what they buy when they go food shopping.


Growing Lifelong Vegetable Eaters


In addition to growing new home gardeners, Growing Gardens is also working with elementary school children in after-school garden clubs and summer garden camps through its Youth Grow program. “Connecting kids to their food sources is really valuable,” says Caitlin Blethen, “because … they’re more likely to eat what they’ve grown. A lot of times, they’ll say, ‘Groooss, broccoli!’ But when they see it on the plant, and pick it, they’ll eat it. That’s what we’re hoping for – to create good connections between kids and fresh vegetables, and where they come from, so they can continue to grow their own food in the future.”


In 2009 Growing Gardens worked with four Portland elementary schools. “We work with schools where at least 50 percent of the student body is eligible for free and reduced-price lunch,” explains Debra Lippoldt. All four schools participate in the city’s Schools Uniting Neighborhoods program, a community partnership program that provides resources for schools to coordinate and offer extracurricular educational, recreational, social, and health services to their students and surrounding neighborhood. Those services in part encourage the formation of active parent programs and after-school clubs.


Schools are stressed and busy places, especially resource-poor schools that serve low-income populations. Given this reality, Growing Gardens realized it would be inappropriate to try to create new demands or new structures for the gardening activities it hoped to implement. Instead, Growing Gardens piggybacked onto existing school structures: The active parent program allows Growing Gardens opportunities to meet with parents to explore their needs, answer questions, and hear their suggestions. And the after-school clubs are a perfect platform for the garden club program.


Students can sign up for different clubs three times a year, with each club lasting about eight weeks and meeting once a week for two hours after school. Begun in 2000, Growing Gardens’ after-school garden clubs always include hands-on physical activities. Children plant seeds, transplant them, compost, tend worm bins, harvest and prepare vegetables, identify insects, and work as a team.


When Growing Gardens works with a school, it makes a commitment to offer the garden clubs for at least three years. The clubs are free, with parental sign-off, and each can handle up to 15 children. Some schools allow children to enroll in the garden club as many times as the child might wish, while others impose term limits. Growing Gardens’ experience is that children benefit from ongoing participation in the garden club, learning more about their food, gardening, and environment, and some children have even participated over several years.


“Kids really love the garden clubs,” says Lippoldt. Their success with the garden clubs has led Growing Gardens to develop other school-based programs such as summer garden camps and school gardens. More recently, they have decided to focus their summer efforts on a series of parent-child workshops – on planting seeds, planning a dinner garden, harvesting and eating vegetables, and worms.


Because many children in Youth Grow want to have a garden at home, Growing Gardens decided to synergize the connection between youth in after-school garden clubs and their parents. In 2009 Growing Gardens reserved 10 spaces in its home gardening program for parents at the schools where it was conducting after-school programs, and all 10 slots were filled. Not all parents who signed up had children in the after-school clubs, but some did. This is a creative way to connect the dots between learning in schools and learning at home, as well as between gardening for fun and gardening for fresh food. By connecting these dots Growing Gardens is weaving a complex community web to support healthy food and eating.


Training School Garden Coordinators


By early 2010 the word was out about Growing Gardens’ success in working with schools, and the demand for its services from parents and teachers at other Portland schools had exploded. “We’ve had about 40 schools in the last year and a half come to us for help,” says Lippoldt.


Unfazed, Growing Gardens turned its attention to figuring out how to meet this overwhelming demand in a way that would foster sustainable change throughout the school system. Necessity bred the invention of a unique five-day, 35-hour certificate training program for school garden coordination. People who want to become a school garden coordinator learn the ins and outs and best practices for creating quality sustainable garden-based education programs.


Lippoldt says the certificate training attracts individuals who have a relationship with the school – parents, individuals who want to work with school gardens, and teachers. So far the training has attracted folks from Portland, but it’s easy to see how the certificate training may soon attract individuals from other cities and states who wish to bring the wisdom back to their own school systems.


Though the certificate training is still in its early years, Growing Gardens has a clear vision of what it will accomplish. Lippoldt hopes that graduates of the training will help schools grow and sustain their own garden-based education programs. And that, she hopes, will lead the schools to pool resources to hire part-time coordinators, who can network and support the garden-based programs throughout the entire school system.


“This is why we started the school garden certificate training,” says Lippoldt. “We are a small organization, and there is more need than we can fill.” In Portland the schools requesting help have a wide range of conditions – some with on-site gardens that were abandoned, some located near a community garden, some more well endowed. Growing Gardens focuses its efforts on those schools serving low-income communities, but it hopes the school garden coordinator certificate training will ultimately assist all Portland schools.




School Garden Coordinator Certificate Training


Growing Gardens’ training program focuses on the best practices for creating a sustainable garden-based education program, including:


•  Organizing the school community


•  Resource development


•  Garden planning and implementation


•  Working with youth


•  Garden-based activities


•  Serving garden-grown produce in the cafeteria


•  Program evaluation





Bright Idea: Annual Tour de Coops


Growing Gardens premiered its first “Tour de Coops” in 2003 and has found it to be a fun and educational fund-raiser. This self-guided tour takes participants to see backyard chicken coops all over east Portland. For $15 each person buys a booklet listing the stops along the tour, and families and friends can go at their own pace. In 2009 eight hundred people participated, raising $12,000 for Growing Gardens. At the same time, the tour is a community-building event where people can meet their neighbors while talking about chickens (fore more about backyard chickens, see page 23).


Like the training offered by the American Community Gardening Association in starting sustainable community gardens (see page 69), and like the Food Project’s training in starting youth-based community farms (see page 136), this certificate training emphasizes the importance of beginning with the community itself. Without community support, experts say the effort is wasted. Years of experience – successes and failures – have produced at least one consensus “best practice”: without the understanding and support of the community – whether a school, neighborhood, village, or city – a community garden can’t survive.


“Food really binds people together,” says Blethen. “All humans need to eat and need healthy food. Gardening is a great way to provide healthy food.” Growing Gardens sees itself as one piece of the bigger food-security puzzle. Its vision is to inspire anyone who wants to grow more food. With more than seven hundred home gardens, at least four school garden programs, and umpteen garden workshops to its credit, Blethen says the group has still barely made a dent. Others could argue that Growing Gardens has created a kind of tipping point, casting enough seed on fertile ground that it has already begun to multiply and naturalize on its own.





Lessons Learned
Installing Home Gardens for Low-Income Populations






Build a volunteer program to install the gardens.


In Portland, Oregon, the nonprofit Growing Gardens (page 17) builds and installs an average of 60 or more home gardens each year with a volunteer program drawing on six hundred to seven hundred community members. Garden installation is the most popular volunteer activity, says Debra Lippoldt, executive director. When Growing Gardens sends out a request for volunteers for garden installation, the slots are usually filled within three days.


This remarkable feat is testimony to the power of tapping into people’s natural interest in growing and eating good food and coming together as a community, according to Lippoldt. Growing Gardens trains the volunteer crew leaders, who lead teams of 8 to 10 when installing the new gardens. On a typical spring or fall Saturday, Growing Gardens is able to install six new household gardens by sending out three crews that are each able to complete two new gardens. Volunteers also teach workshops and serve as mentors for new home gardeners.



Create double-dug beds, not raised beds.


Conventional wisdom might suggest that the easiest way to install a new home garden is with raised beds. However, Growing Gardens found that after several years gardeners would request more soil to keep the beds “raised.” So instead, Growing Gardens creates gardens by double-digging in the spring and sheetmulching and cover-cropping in the fall. Each household garden consists of two 4-foot-by-8-foot beds.



Test the soil.


Soils can vary significantly in quality and contaminants, so it’s important to establish a protocol for testing the soil prior to installing a home garden. Local governments are a good source of assistance, as they often have federal funding to test for lead in the soil. Portland’s Water Bureau funds Growing Gardens to test its garden sites. If soil tests suggest a potential problem (in Portland lead contamination is common), Growing Gardens will recommend gardens of raised beds lined with plastic and filled with uncontaminated soil brought in from an outside source.



Establish basic requirements for participation.


Over the years Growing Gardens has developed key requirements for participation in its home gardener program, to make sure its program continues to assist its target population. Participants:


•  Must meet the same income-level requirements as SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) or the federal Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program, or 185 percent of the federal poverty level. Applicants must fill out a form on which they self-report the number of people in the household and total household income, which determines their eligibility.


•  Must attend the orientation, where Growing Gardens makes sure they understand that they will be fully responsible for their own garden.


•  Must commit to participate for three years.


•  Are encouraged to attend at least two educational workshops; in their first year they are able to attend all workshops for free and receive priority entrance.


•  Are encouraged to volunteer during the growing season at Growing Gardens’ events, such as its “seed sorting party.”



Provide ongoing support for home gardeners.


Home gardeners may be thrilled with their newly installed gardens, but some may have no idea how to manage them. “People come at all different levels of expertise,” says Lippoldt. Some people are already experienced gardeners and just need access to a garden, she says. Others know nothing about how to manage a garden.


To deal with these different levels of expertise, Growing Gardens has developed several methods of gardening support. Their new home gardeners:


•  Receive a mentor who has committed to working with the new home gardener for at least one full season. The mentor will make four visits to the home garden during the growing season and also ideally will attend the garden installation. Growing Gardens is trying to create networks of home gardeners in the same neighborhood, so they can share seeds, recipes, and ideas and spread the community spirit. In addition to offering mentorship from program staff, they also try to link experienced gardeners with first-year gardeners.


•  Receive seeds on a monthly basis for planting the next month. In the second and third year, participants receive seeds for the entire season at once.


•  Receive a monthly newsletter with tips and advice.


•  Are invited to a “plant distribution day,” where plants grown by volunteers are distributed. First-year gardeners receive basic supplies, such as bamboo poles, tomato cages, plant starts, hoses, and even raspberries and blueberries. Second- and third-year gardeners are also welcome to take plants, after the first-year gardeners have finished.


Most unusual, Growing Gardens offers a series of “Learn and Grow” workshops, some of which are offered in Spanish. Originally the workshops were intended for people in Growing Gardens’ home gardener program, but soon the program learned that others in the community wanted to attend as well. So Growing Gardens has opened the workshops to the broader community, and to ensure that money is not a barrier, they use a sliding-scale “donation” of $5 to $20. Also, participants in workshops can work in others’ backyard home gardens in lieu of paying a workshop fee.12


Another key feature is that Growing Gardens grows its own volunteer program by encouraging home gardeners who have graduated out of the three years to volunteer as mentors, help install other gardens, grow starts, and more.



A New Breed of Farmer: Selling Gardens to City Folk


Seattle Urban Farm Company


with research by Robin Proebsting


The Seattle Urban Farm Company, a for-profit enterprise, provides services to homeowners and businesses in designing new gardens, developing multiyear gardening strategies, installing ready-to-go vegetable gardens, weekly garden maintenance, pest management, and the design and installation of backyard chicken coops.


As college students, Colin McCrate and Brad Halm lived at Denison University’s “Homestead,” what may be the nation’s only student-run intentional community with a focus on ecological sustainability. Here they learned to tend chickens, goats, and gardens and to live “off the grid.”


Today, as pioneers of an entirely new kind of business, McCrate and Halm are still off the grid in how they think about approaching their life and work. When McCrate founded Seattle Urban Farm Company in 2007, it was among the first in the nation to fill a new but increasingly common desire: people want to grow their own food. And though people may want to garden, and people may like the idea of gathering fresh vegetables and herbs from their gardens for home-cooked dinners with the family, who has the time for any of this?


McCrate and Halm thought they had an answer. Perhaps people could have their carrots and eat them, too, alongside their fast-paced lifestyles, if someone else designed, installed, and even maintained the garden for them. Perhaps this little bit of a helping hand would tip the scales, so that a garden could move from a desired impossibility to an easy reality.


Each had been working in various garden and farming jobs after college, and each shared a love of growing food. “Our strength was definitely knowing a lot about gardening and growing food,” says Halm. Neither had any business training, however, and others suggested they go slow, creating a business plan to figure everything out before taking the plunge. McCrate wasn’t having any of that. He told them, “People want gardens right now. This is the time to do it.” So with a little bit of savings and some loans from family, McCrate launched the Seattle Urban Farm Company.


Building a Business around Backyard Gardens


Soon McCrate and Halm were leading the way in making dreams of a home food garden come true. Hundreds of gardens later, they are able to reflect on some of their choices and lessons. A business plan would have helped, they now agree, as they went through very difficult times, but neither regrets their choice. As the first business of its kind in Seattle, the company gained important name recognition. Besides, they say, struggling through a business plan would probably have robbed them of their enthusiasm and initiative.


The Seattle Urban Farm Company didn’t need to do much marketing to be successful, says McCrate. “There wasn’t evidence that people wanted it, then all of a sudden there were newspaper articles written about us every week. We were there at the right time. People in Seattle wanted it to happen.”


Every urban garden project is somewhat different. Sometimes people know exactly what size garden they want and where they want it. Sometimes what they want is not realistic, given the conditions of their yard. McCrate says they may need to talk people out of setting up gardens in undesirable locations, such as very shady spots or areas that don’t drain properly. People often have strong ideas about how they want their property to look and function, so Seattle Urban Farm Company helps them design a garden within their desired budget. This is not always an easy task. McCrate explains that a client may want a 3-foot-high raised bed, so she doesn’t have to bend over to work the garden, but the lumber cost alone might exceed her budget. Every garden requires a conversation and careful consideration. “There is always something that can be done; it just depends on how much people want to do, and how much they want to spend,” says McCrate.


The Seattle Urban Farm Company offers a very flexible menu of services, primarily in garden planning, installation, and maintenance, but the company is also there to help when unexpected issues arise. Its simplest service might be to just design the vegetable garden for a family that wants to dig and build the garden on its own. For this the company customizes the crops to the family’s desires and provides a plan for what should be planted when and where. Or the company might also install the garden, including drip irrigation, plant the seeds and seedlings, and return weekly to weed and check on the watering system. Sometimes they even help the family decide how to use the harvest. At times McCrate and Halm are called in the spring to do just the spring garden cleanup and planting. Other times a family who had intended to maintain the garden themselves have forgotten what they are supposed to do and will call for help.


Supplementing with Coops


When they began, McCrate and Halm thought they could create complementary off-season work by building backyard chicken coops to supplement their urban garden installation service. Often clients wanted the company to build a customized coop from salvaged materials. This soon proved impractical, as it required significant time in salvaging the materials, designing a coop around those materials, then actually building the coop. McCrate said they learned they would need to charge a lot, and it became too expensive. Now, whether for ready-made designs or a customized design, they use a mix of environmentally responsible store-bought materials as well as some materials from local salvage companies. The company also offers a monthly cleanout of the coop, but McCrate says nobody has ever requested this service.


“Raising chickens is really easy,” says McCrate. “They really change the atmosphere of your yard. They’re awesome!” But he also warns that chickens are more complicated than gardens. People need to store the food properly; spilled feed can attract rats. And if the coop is not properly secured, ground and aerial predators can be a problem. McCrate and Halm believe that raising chickens can be rewarding and a good experience for children, and they plan to keep this as part of their business. Overall, however, the interest in chicken coops is small compared with the interest in gardens.


A New Breed of Farmer


Perhaps the business of installing urban gardens is ideal for a new breed of farmers. This business is for farmers who don’t want to own their own farmland and who may prefer living in an urban or suburban community rather than the rural countryside. It’s a business with very low start-up costs – a minimal amount of equipment and a small backyard greenhouse for starting seedlings. Also, given McCrate’s description of his company’s work, another departure from the mind-set of the classic rural farmer – “leave me alone so I can farm” – is that the urban farmer needs to be entrepreneurial and enjoy constantly meeting and working with new people. Becoming an urban farmer is arguably an ideal profession for someone who wants to facilitate connecting people with the land and food.


Neither Halm nor McCrate envisions staying in the city forever, and they talk about trying to find a model for small-scale farming that could be profitable and sustainable. But for now Seattle Urban Farm Company is proving good for them. “It was important for me to have my job be something I love,” says Halm. “I see so many people get into jobs they don’t enjoy. I think that’s a poor way to live. I want a business where I can be happy and spiritually satisfied with my day-to-day work.”


McCrate agrees. “I’ll only move on if I find something else that feels right and that inspires me to keep working hard every day.”






Lessons Learned
Running a Garden Installation Business





Use quality materials.


Purchase the best-quality materials with the best reputation, says Colin McCrate of Seattle Urban Farm Company. His company always imports soil for the garden beds it builds, and though it’s important to balance cost, quality, and access to your material sources, he has learned that it’s better to err on the side of quality. When his company was getting started, it bought soil from sources that were easy to access and offered a good price. But the soils were unreliable over time and sometimes resulted in customers calling them back with concerns. Though even the best sources can have inconsistencies over time, he says, they now buy soil only from the highest-quality sources.


Implement a record-keeping system.


Unlike an average landscaping job, which McCrate says may take a month, the typical backyard garden installation takes one or two days. This has significant business implications, as it means the company must be constantly doing new projects to stay busy (and solvent). “You’re always scrambling to get a new project and get it done efficiently,” says McCrate. Though each project is different, he says that eventually you can apply the same lessons, becoming better and more efficient.


To manage this constant scramble, Halm says, the most important thing is to establish a system. You need to have a seeding schedule, a way to keep track of tools, a system for billing, and a system for tracking the hours on different jobs. “For a while our record keeping was sporadic and haphazard,” he admits, adding that, like most other farmers he’s met, he personally hates keeping records. But he’s learned that all of these systems are crucial. “I’ve found on all the farms I’ve worked on, and this one, record keeping and systematizing has been crucial to keep things successful and reliable.”


Diversify your customer base to include commercial businesses.


The Seattle Urban Farm Company began with a focus on installing home gardens, but after only one year they learned that it would be important to balance the short-term home garden projects, which last one or two days, with longer-term commercial projects, to reduce the constant scramble from one job to the next.


To be successful over the long term, McCrate says it will be important for his company to expand its work with restaurants and developments, because they are bigger-ticket and longer projects, they advertise their new garden, giving his company free marketing, and they also send him new customers. Chefs are an eager clientele, he says, and there is particular interest in rooftop gardens. The gardens can be a “big selling point” for the restaurants, McCrate suggests.


For future expansion McCrate wants to connect with architects and builders. He envisions a time when Seattle will have a new status quo, where every new development will automatically have a garden. If prospective projects come through – garden installations for newly constructed homes and a large-scale production farm for a high-tech company – his vision may begin to take hold.



The Freshest Eggs You’ve Ever Had …


Backyard Chickens


Small flocks of backyard chickens can be found in an ever increasing number of cities, suburbs, and rural homesteads. Communities and nonprofits across the nation are working with local governments to make backyard chickens – and the fresh, nutritious eggs they provide – a possibility for all people.


A gentle clucking may soon join your community symphony of sounds – the tweets, chirps, and coos of birds, the hum of cicadas and tree frogs, the growls and barks of dogs, the snap of doors opening and closing, the whine and whir of string trimmers and lawn mowers, the rumble of cars and trucks. And if you haven’t yet heard hens clucking in your neighborhood as they scratch, scoot, and preen, then you’re sure to hear people clucking plenty about their absence.


Chickens are coming back home to roost – to lay eggs, to be butchered for Sunday dinner, and to round out the family menagerie for educating children about the natural world. More and more communities throughout the United States are changing their laws to permit backyard chickens – specifically hens, not roosters. Cities that are saying “yes” to backyard poultry are of all sizes and shapes, including Boston, New York City, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, Madison (Wisconsin), Ann Arbor, Fort Collins, South Portland (Maine), Seattle, Portland (Oregon), and Everett (Oregon).


Backyard chickens have catalyzed jokes, heated arguments, and citizen campaigns, as well as concerns for social justice, public health, and sustainability. Mayor Dave Cieslewicz doesn’t mind ruffling feathers with his blogs in Madison, Wisconsin, which reversed its poultry ban in 2004. “Chickens are really bringing us together as a community. For too long they’ve been cooped up,” he wrote that year. “It’s a serious issue – it’s no yolk.”13 And five years later, in 2009, he blogged, “It’s not just a shell game. Four chickens (the maximum allowed under the Madison ordinance) can produce two or three eggs a day. Over time that can save some real scratch. So it’s good eggonomics in hard-boiled times, which is something to crow about (though not in Madison, where roosters are not allowed).”14


On a more serious note, backyard chickens did trigger a prolonged discussion about community food sustainability in Madison. Mayor Cieslewicz argues that local food brings the promise of improving the tables of the needy, not just those who can afford it. “I’d like to see a comprehensive city strategy that gets good quality, healthy and affordable locally produced food into the hands and the kitchens of people who really need it,” he writes. “Set in the heart of some of the richest agricultural land in the world, Madison is well positioned to be a leader in urban agriculture. But our progressive tradition should also make us a leader in using those advantages to improve the lives and the health of everyone.”15


Madison’s desire for food justice, to make fresh, healthy, and, when possible, locally produced food affordable and accessible for all its residents, is not unique. These same issues and concerns are being taken up by other communities, small and large, as the pendulum that swung away from backyard fowl in the twentieth century is now swinging back. While critics may snicker and find fault with virtually every argument for backyard chickens, proponents are successfully removing legal barriers and leading communities to appreciate their previously unarticulated social, educational, and health benefits. For those who are eyeing the possibility of a local yolk, here is a quick guide to the pros and cons of backyard chickens. Decide for yourself which side of the coop you’re on.



Benefits of Backyard Chickens


Mounting evidence shows that backyard chickens have multifaceted benefits for their owners.16


BETTER EGGS. Different studies cite different numbers showing that backyard hens lay more nutritious eggs. In general chickens allowed to live on grass and feed on insects lay eggs with less cholesterol, less saturated fat, more vitamin A, more omega-3 fatty acids, more vitamin E, and more beta-carotene than industrial-production eggs. They also just plain taste better – if you haven’t had a truly farm-fresh (or backyard-fresh) egg, you haven’t really had an egg – and they have a firmer white and more brightly colored yolk. Besides that, a good hen lays about 180 eggs a year.


HEALTHIER YARDS. If you invest in a mobile mini coop on wheels to “pasture” your chickens by moving the coop around the yard, your chickens will scratch the soil, building tilth while also cleaning your yard of ticks, grubs, earwigs, and other bugs, which add protein to their diet (and produce that better egg!).


ENRICHED COMPOST. Three small hens are said to generate less waste than one average dog. Chicken litter is an excellent source of nitrogen and can be composted, creating a rich soil amendment for the garden.


IMPROVED SOCIAL NETWORKING. Backyard chickens are a never-ending source of conversations, according to chicken enthusiast Robin Ripley, and she vows that her chickens have improved her social network, as people are always interested in and curious about them.


QUIET HOME ENTERTAINMENT. When “properly socialized,” says Ripley, chickens can even do tricks. She writes, “My chickens will come running from the other side of our property when they hear me call ‘Where are my chickens?’ My hens will jump on my lap and let me pet them.”


EDUCATION. Some people argue that chickens offer an ideal opportunity for teaching children about food as well as responsibility, as children can easily assist with daily feeding and watering, cleaning the coop, inspecting the chickens to make sure they’re healthy, and, of course, gathering eggs.


Arguments against Backyard Chickens


Most of the reasons people – and town and city administrators – argue against backyard chickens cluster around a few specific fears.17


SMELL. Chickens themselves do not smell, but chicken manure in large quantities can smell, which is why the industrial-size poultry houses have gained a reputation for pungent ammonia-like odors. Backyard chickens, however, do not produce quantities of manure. Three hens will produce less manure than an average dog.


NOISE. Hens do not crow; only roosters do. Hens sometimes cluck when they lay an egg. At night they move inside the coop and perch in complete silence until morning.


PUBLIC HEALTH THREAT. Unlike dogs and cats, chickens cannot spread parasites or pathogens to humans. A major concern has been whether backyard chickens could be a vector for transmitting avian influenza to humans. There is general consensus that the kind of avian influenza that is contagious to humans has not been found in North America. Bird flu is spread by contact with the contaminated feces of wild birds, primarily migratory waterfowl. Unlike rural farm birds, which might commingle with migratory birds or drink from a shared pond, backyard chickens are kept in an enclosed pen where contact with migratory waterfowl is unlikely. As the sustainable agriculture advocacy group GRAIN concluded in 2006, “When it comes to bird flu, diverse small-scale poultry farming is the solution, not the problem.”18 Consumer Reports echoed this same conclusion when it wrote that salmonella infection is more likely to result from “cramped confines of factory farms than in free range, backyard chicken runs.”19


PEST ANIMALS (COYOTES, HAWKS, RACCOONS, AND RODENTS). If chicken feed is stored properly, it will not attract wildlife. If chickens are raised in an enclosed pen, they are not susceptible to predators. And chickens will actually eat nuisance insects such as mosquitoes, ticks, slugs, and fly larvae.



Basic Requirements for Backyard Chickens


Humane treatment of farm animals is commonly defined by the “five freedoms,” as developed by the Farm Animal Welfare Council, an advisory body to the UK government. These include:


•  Freedom from thirst, hunger, and malnutrition – by ready access to fresh water and a diet to maintain full health and vigor


•  Freedom from discomfort – by providing a suitable environment including shelter and a comfortable resting area


•  Freedom from pain, injury, and disease – by prevention or rapid diagnosis and treatment


•  Freedom to express normal behavior – by providing sufficient space, proper facilities, and company of the animals’ own kind


•  Freedom from fear and distress – by ensuring conditions that avoid mental suffering


To enjoy the Five Freedoms, hens need shelter, food, water, adequate space, environmental conditions (such as adequate ventilation and light) conducive to good health, and the opportunity to socialize and engage in fundamental behaviors, which for them include:


•  Scratching (foraging by scraping the ground with their claws)


•  Roosting (resting on a stick or branch)


•  Dustbathing (thrashing around in the dirt to clean feathers and remove parasites)


For shelter and protection from predators, hens need:


•  An enclosed house, with a locking door, which is known as a coop. Coops should contain a nest box, in which hens will lay their eggs, and one or more perches per bird.


•  Access to the outdoors, either by free ranging or by use of an enclosed outdoor space that allows them ground on which to scratch and peck. For hens without access to bare earth, a dust bath, made of any combination of sand, soil, ash, food-grade diatomaceous earth (to control parasites), or other similar material, should be provided.


Another recommendation with humane implications is a restriction on hens younger than four months. As well as reducing the number of unexpected roosters, this provision is intended to reduce impulse purchasing of chicks and subsequent abandonment of no-longer cute-and-fuzzy hens.


Adapted from “Guidelines for Keeping of Backyard
Hens” (March 2010), a study by the City of Vancouver
to establish guidelines for backyard hen owners



Legalizing Livestock in Urban Environments


The Goat Justice League


with research by Robin Proebsting


The Goat Justice League was founded by homeowner Jennie Grant in an effort to legalize backyard goats in Seattle, Washington. Having won that battle, the league continues to advocate for goats in city yards, offering education and support for homeowners in Seattle and beyond.


Snowflake and Maple can thank a little sibling rivalry, as well as a progressive city council, for their cushy backyard pen with a spectacular view overlooking Seattle’s Lake Washington. Several years after Seattle passed an ordinance allowing goats in the city, Snowflake is the reigning founding member of an elite herd of urban miniature goats that call Seattle home. It all started because Jennie Grant, sometimes called the godmother of urban goats, and founder of Seattle’s Goat Justice League, felt just a wee bit of competition with her sister, who lived in California and, like Jennie, was raising backyard chickens. How could she outdo her sister?


Years later, with two goats that provide her family with milk, chèvre, and mozzarella cheese, and six chickens that put eggs on the table, Grant has no regrets. Sometimes she yearns for a break from the daily routine of milking for half an hour every morning and evening and the cleaning and feeding chores. “But there’s something about it that’s appealing,” she says. “Some people might not want to make this commitment. Raising goats will probably never be a widespread, popular thing – because most people don’t have time. You have to do it because it’s more important than the milk.”


Campaigning for City Goats


Goats in the city? Grant can recite just about every objection that people can dream up. Goats smell, make too much noise, and are an escape risk – imagine a goat on the loose! She is ready with answers. It is the male buck goat that smells, not the female dairy goat and neutered male goats. Goat urine is less odorous than cat urine, and goat manure is small, compact pellets, easy to remove and compost. In terms of noise, Grant says goats normally don’t bleat much, and their bleats are usually not loud. In fact, when they feel threatened, instead of bleating more, goats generally become very still and quiet. As for the escape risk, as long as the goats have a secure pen, there’s no fear of them getting out, like a cat slithering through the fence or a dog digging out under.


Still, Grant did the most important thing of all: when she decided to raise a couple of miniature goats, she asked her neighbors if they might have objections. Thankfully, none did. But it wasn’t too long before an objection quite unforeseen was raised. A distant neighbor pointed to Snowflake and Brownie as the perpetrators of a serious illness contracted by her daughter. Grant was horrified and immediately took in samples of her goats’ blood for testing. Though the lab reports were clean, the damage had been done: Grant learned that her goats were illegal. Classified as farm animals, the goats required a minimum of 20,000 square feet – over four times the size of Grant’s small city lot.


Grant went into action, launching a campaign to have the city legalize miniature goats. She recruited nearly a thousand allies who signed a petition, along with Richard Conlin, a neighbor and city councilor sympathetic to her cause. Conlin’s office “checked with the Health Department and Seattle Animal Control, and found that there are no significant issues associated with keeping miniature goats in the City.”20 Seattle had already earned a reputation for being a pioneer in matters of local food. So it wasn’t a surprise when the council vote for the new ordinance was unanimous. The law classifies miniature goats as small animals rather than farm animals, and the new licensing requirement treats them like dogs, cats, and potbellied pigs.


The city now permits three goats per city lot (with no minimum site size), and some city departments have hired goats to clear blackberry brambles. “This is part of our idea that sustainability involves both the large and the small acts,” Councilman Conlin told the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. “[The goat ordinance] doesn’t apply to a whole lot of people, but there are a significant number of people who are interested in it.”21


Legalization: A Three-Part Strategy


Grant says that some cities, such as Oregon’s Portland and Everett, never got around to making goats illegal. But most cities do have ordinances prohibiting farm animals. Grant says she gets a steady stream of letters from people elsewhere in the nation who want to legalize goats. She suggests three strategies.22 The first, and most powerful, is to make the personal liberty argument, avoiding issues of environmental or animal rights, which she says will cause people to tune you out. In Grant’s view it is simply about making sure that city laws don’t prevent people from doing what they want, so long as it doesn’t harm anyone else. And there is very little anyone could object to, as dairy goats do not smell, will keep themselves clean if given half a chance, and even have interesting personalities, according to Grant.


The next strategy is to argue that making classification distinctions between pets and farm animals is culturally biased. “Because they are raised to be eaten, never named, never loved, and always treated as a commodity and not as a fellow creature, we deem eating these ‘farm animals’ as okay. We also make sure, as does the factory farming industry, that we never come face to face with these animals in any form until they are shrink-wrapped beyond recognition at the grocery store,” Grant writes. So which is worse, she goes on to ask – to treat an animal with kindness and then eat it, or to let others treat an animal badly and then eat it? Citing cultural studies of relationships between humans and their animals, she concludes that the industrialization of meat production has shaped the hard – and culturally based – distinction between a pet and a farm animal.


The third strategy for legalizing urban goats is to argue that the reasons “farm animals” were banned from cities in the first place had less to do with sanitation than with development priorities. As cities became built up, they took over the vacant lots that had once been used as pasture and passed laws banishing livestock, which were said to detract from their “sophisticated” city appeal. But such laws, Grant argues, were directed at cows and other large grazing animals, rather than goats (which will do quite well in a small yard), and they were simply part of a long chain of events that took us farther away from our food.




Key Facts about Goats


•  A miniature dairy goat weighs less than 100 pounds.


•  Goats need companionship, so they are always raised in pairs.


•  One pair requires little space, about 20 by 20 feet.


•  One pair of goats, each bred in alternate years to ensure continual milk production, will produce on average between 1 quart (in winter) and 1 gallon (in summer) of milk per day.


•  Goats like to climb and do best with some vertical spaces or stairs.


•  Goats require shelter from the weather, because they despise getting wet.


•  Goats are browsers, meaning they will eat mostly nongrassy species such as brambles, shrubs, and small trees. They will eat grass if that is all that is offered. Goats love nettles, thistles, dandelions, chickweed, leafy spurge, greasewood, and poison ivy. They enjoy bitter-flavored plants that other ruminants purposely avoid.





These are heady arguments that might appeal most to political historians and philosophers. I suspect Grant was successful less for these arguments than for the supporting constituent passion carrying her forward. If there is one thing that will get an elected official’s attention, it is constituent passion. Humor also played a role, says Grant, as the idea of legalizing goats and the name of her organization, the Goat Justice League, made people smile.


Now Seattle boasts more than 36 backyard goat owners, bringing the urban herd to more than 100 strong. Interest in raising backyard goats continues to be strong, and Grant’s “City Goats 101” workshop for Seattle Tilth, a local gardening and conservation organization, usually fills up. She warns that attending the workshop can be risky. “My friend Didi came to it, sure that it would convince her to forget the idea of getting goats, but the reverse happened.”23


In Seattle, where blackberries are so prevalent that they are almost invasive, Grant forages as much wild blackberry as possible for her goats. Still, there are significant costs to raising goats; in 2009 Grant spent about $85 a month to purchase feed for her two goats and six chickens. But she was able to sell three young goats for $250 each, offsetting the cost of the feed.


Grant sees a pastoral future for Seattle, populated with small animals. “We would be a really charming city if we were a place people could keep minifarms with chickens, goats, a vegetable garden, and fruit trees,” she told the Seattle Times.24


Enjoying Goat Milk


With just two dairy goats, Grant gets all the milk she needs for her family, plus enough to make chèvre and mozzarella, and more to give away. “It’s good on cereal,” says Grant. And perhaps the best testimonial to its taste is that her preteen son drinks four glasses of the goat milk each day.


Though Grant says goats can usually be safely bred every year, she breeds just one of her goats each year. To find a stud buck, Grant suggests contacting your local Cooperative Extension office or networking at a county fair. Some goat breeds will lactate for up to two years after giving birth, but Grant tends to play it by ear, sometimes letting a goat go dry after a year, sometimes milking for the full two years, depending on each goat’s situation. For her a key factor is not being overrun with goat milk during the high-lactation summer months. “I don’t want to spend my entire summer making cheese,” she says.


A goat’s lactation reaches peak production eight weeks after she gives birth, before her kids are weaned. After this, the goat produces on average 1 gallon of milk per day, though Grant says that production can vary a lot, depending on the goat and the season. In the deepest part of winter, for example, a goat’s production will decline to an average of just 1 quart per day. Summer, when milk yield is up, is Grant’s season to make chèvre and mozzarella, with 1 gallon yielding about 3 cups of chèvre, and she makes enough to stock up her freezer and share with friends and neighbors. “I think about the cost of a small packet of chèvre at the grocery store and wince,” she says. For her chèvre has become an everyday commodity that she can slather on toast or use in quiche and other baked dishes with impunity. That small luxury alone would likely convince some people to add a couple of goats to their family menagerie.


Goat milk offers multiple nutritional benefits: It contains high levels of CLA (conjugated linoleic acid), which is an anticarcinogen, as well as betacarotene and vitamins A and E. It provides the ideal balance of omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids.25 Compared with cow milk, goat milk has smaller fat molecules, which makes it easier to digest, and it contains 13 percent more calcium, 25 percent more vitamin B6, 47 percent more vitamin A, 134 percent more potassium, 27 percent more selenium, three times more niacin, and four times more copper. One drawback, however, is that goat milk contains less than 10 percent of the amount of folic acid found in cow milk, so it must be supplemented with folic acid when used in formula or as a milk substitute for infants and toddlers.26


Brush-and-Bramble Goats?


Goats are also becoming more common partners in urban and rural development, with rent-a-goat operations popping up across the country. Goats are said to have a low impact on the environment due to their cloven hooves. Because they are natural climbers and love steep slopes, uneven terrain, and brush, they may be a cost-effective and more sustainable replacement for machinery and herbicides in controlling brush. Goat Patrol in North Carolina specifically advertises its goats for eradicating invasive species of poison ivy, honeysuckle, kudzu, and out-of-control privet hedges. “Goats are becoming very popular with construction companies,” writes Richard Graham for the TreeHugger website. “They are finding that it’s a win/win for everyone. Many companies use the goats to clear brush so surveys can be done. They have also found it can be very cost-effective when considering how much it is to clear the land, then haul the debris and dispose of it. Plus, permits are not needed for the goats to clear which saves time and money. And it also improves communities by bringing people together to see the goats, not to mention the lack of noise that heavy machinery generates.”27


In an interview with “Living the Country Life Radio,” Tammy Dunakin, owner of Rent-A-Ruminant in Vashon, Washington, says, “It generally takes 60 goats about three to five days to clear about a quarter of an acre – which is 10,000 square feet – and that’s relatively dense vegetation. Sometimes it can take a little longer, sometimes it takes a little less, it just depends. If it’s really steep, that can slow it down, or if it’s really dense and there’s a lot of debris that they have to get around.”28


But goats are not always the boon they are made out to be, argues Dr. Jon Gelbard of Conservation Initiative, an international nonprofit working to preserve biodiversity and increase global sustainability. Goats might be helpful in clearing brush and weeds, he writes, or their grazing might actually favor weed invasion. The impacts of clearing by goats may depend on the native plant species, which are able to tolerate animal grazing east of the Rockies and less able to tolerate heavy grazing west of the Rockies. The author cites an unofficial study from his own front yard: “My landlord outside of Portland once stopped mowing our nice green lawn and brought in sheep and goats to take care of it. She divided the lawn (two adjacent 1-acre home plots) into three pastures. Within a month or two, after she rotated the animals out of each ‘pasture,’ what had been a nice green lawn turned into a mess of thistles and other weeds that had never been there.”29





Lessons Learned
Raising Livestock in the City





Get your neighbors’ permission.


When Jennie Grant, founder of the Goat Justice League, decided that she wanted to raise two goats at her Seattle home, the first thing she did was to ask for her neighbors’ support. This is important for maintaining neighborly relations, and it also provides an opportunity to educate people about goats by answering any questions they may have. Of course, this does not mean there won’t be objections from some quarter, but reaching out in goodwill is an important step to easing neighbors’ concerns.


Have a backup.


It’s helpful to recruit a nearby friend or neighbor who is willing to share milking responsibilities as well as the abundance of milk, says Grant. There are times when you will want or need to leave town, and it’s important to train someone as a backup who can step in – and enjoy the rewards of milk – while you’re gone.


Seek assistance and advice from community leaders.


If you’re not sure what your community allows in terms of livestock, check with your local department of planning. Equally important, meet with your locally elected representatives to share your interest and intention and to seek their support. When you meet with them, be prepared to answer their questions and to educate them about livestock. If you are seeking to change your local community laws, seek their advice for appropriate strategies to change the law and ask for their support. Grant also says that if you want to raise goats, it doesn’t hurt to bring them freshly made chèvre, so they can understand one of the benefits of backyard goats.


Gelbard’s suggestion that goats are poor lawn mowers may be correct, says Grant, but unfair. She cites a Greek expression, “Goats look up, sheep look down.” Goats are browsers of trees and brush, while sheep graze on grass. Lawn mowing is not their forte.


What does all of this have to do with food? As we find more uses for goats – clearing debris, brush, overgrown sites, and invasive species like kudzu – goats also become more economically attractive to raise in and near communities, and it is only a short step from there to goat becoming a more mainstream part of our diet. According to an agricultural specialist at the Cornell Cooperative Extension, “U.S. goat numbers are increasing … with meat-goat production being the fastest growing livestock industry in the country today. Ethnic consumers are the backbone of the meat-goat industry in the U.S. Demand for goat meat continues to increase as the population in the U.S. becomes more ethnically diverse.”30


So I’m placing my bet now: by 2020 brush-and-bramble-raised goat meat will be like the grass-fed beef of today. Only far better. Goat meat is an anti-obesity nutritionist’s dream come true, with the same amount of protein but less fat than even chicken. For a 3-ounce portion, the USDA reports that goat has only 2.6 grams of fat, compared to 6.3 grams in chicken and 7.9 grams in beef. For saturated fat goat wins again, with only 0.79 gram, compared with 1.7 in chicken and 3.0 in beef.31 Goat is prominent in the cooking of the Caribbean, Southeast Asia, and other tropical countries, and as American palates expand into these cuisines, goat is sure to follow.


Why not raise brush-and-bramble meat goats in rotations through urban landscapes that need clearing? Grant warns that one obstacle to this idea is that many ornamental plants are poisonous to goats, and laurel is especially deadly. But she likes the idea. And if Grant likes the idea, then maybe the idea has a future. I’m no expert, but if there aren’t other major, unforeseen obstacles to incorporating goats into different aspects of community life, then community goats may be here to stay.



Building a Buzz across the Nation


Community and Home Beekeeping


coauthored by Coogan Brennan


The grassroots beekeeping movement is building momentum as an ever increasing number of communities begin to see the benefits of keeping bees, not just for their honey but also for their essential pollination services. Home beekeepers, too, are growing in number, in rural, suburban, and even urban locales.


When the rooftop of Chicago’s city hall started buzzing with beehives in 2003, urban beekeeping had reached new heights – literally. The impetus for the project came from Mayor Richard Daley, who was inspired by a trip in 2000 to Germany, where rooftop gardening and apiculture have been a more common sight for years. The two rooftop beehives were installed by local beekeepers Stephanie Averill and Michael Thompson. Thompson went on in 2004 to found the Chicago Honey Co-op, a beekeeping operation that, with 60-plus hives tucked around the city, strives for sustainability, runs a honey CSA, and gives jobs to underemployed people. Thompson and his co-op crew collect honey from the city hall rooftop hives twice a year, in early September and again in October, harvesting approximately 200 pounds of honey per hive. All proceeds from the sale of this honey benefit Chicago Cultural Center projects.32


Chicago is hardly alone in its beekeeping fervor. While its city hall may be one of the first of government-sponsored urban apiaries, beekeeping is becoming more common throughout North American cities. In 2010, as part of the drive to become the “greenest city in the world,” the city of Vancouver installed a demonstration hive on its city hall roof. Its official beekeeper, Allen Garr, in addition to tending hives all over the city, also looks after hives at the Vancouver Convention Centre, where a nearly 6-acre green roof, the largest in Canada, is home to four hives and about 60,000 bees.33


Another effort in Vancouver by a volunteer organization named Environmental Youth Alliance (EYA) launched a $90,000 project to increase the city’s bee population. By 2010 the EYA had distributed 100 small bee “condos” – essentially stand-alone bee frames housing small colonies of 36 bees each – to homeowners willing to garden organically, ensure an abundance of flowering plants, and report on the status of their colonies. And in parks and public areas, the EYA placed 53 larger condos – some housing 72 bees each – and a few megacondos housing 720 bees.34


The grassroots beekeeping movement is finding creative new ways to expand its ranks. In Pittsburgh a group named Burgh Bees, founded in 2006 by an apiarist who previously worked with the Chicago Honey Co-op, offers beekeeping classes to city residents, complete with urban apiaries for hands-on lessons. The group is also working to create a cooperative urban apiary where, like a community garden, beekeepers can tend their own hives as they would an individual plot.


And 2010 brought a landmark victory for urban beekeepers when New York City finally removed honeybees from its health code’s register of “venomous insects.” Now, instead of slinking around to tend beehives at unnamed, secret rooftops and gardens, New Yorkers can tend their bees legally. And once beekeeping became legalized, participation in the New York City Beekeepers Association’s course on urban beekeeping more than tripled in the space of just a few months.35



Do Bees Belong in the City?


While beekeeping might seem more fitting for rural locations, there are reasons that apiaries are a growing movement in cities. Will Allen of Growing Power (see page 74), among others, believes that more honey can be produced by an urban than a rural apiary.36 One reason this might be possible is that pavement and other impervious surfaces in urban areas create a “heat island” effect of warmer temperatures, which provides bees a longer season for production. Even in Chicago, renowned for its chilly winters, Lake Michigan creates different microclimates across the city, so the same types of trees and plants bloom at different times, thereby extending the growing season three weeks longer than outside the city. Beekeeper Stephanie Averill says that this longer season is great for bees: “They can get a lot of work done in those extra three weeks.”37


Some suggest that cities may be a good home for bees because pesticide use is less frequent than in the country or suburbs. Others point out that city honey is best for city residents, since it contains local pollen, which is thought to be a natural inoculant for people with seasonal allergies.


Urban beekeeping also has invigorated a different demographic than the traditional beekeeper, attracting professionals who see beekeeping as an exciting new hobby. They set up hives atop brownstones and apartment buildings and in vacant lots – essentially, wherever space is available. Their enthusiasm can be sensed in the number of blogs and websites devoted to urban beekeeping that have emerged.


Commercial Beekeeping Is Big Business


Without honeybees our food supply would be in dire straits. The American Beekeeping Federation says that about one-third of all our food – most vegetables, fruits, and berries – is directly or indirectly derived from honeybee pollination.38 The USDA estimates that honeybees are responsible for the annual production of food crops worth $14.6 billion; in California, it reports, “the almond crop alone uses 1.3 million colonies of bees, approximately one half of all honey bees in the United States, and this need is projected to grow to 1.5 million colonies by 2010.”39 And in terms of honey alone, the USDA reports that producers with five or more colonies were managing in 2008 about 2.3 million colonies that yielded about 164 million pounds of honey. But production is declining. Just one year later, in 2009, a greater number of colonies (about 2.5 million) yielded less honey (only 144 million pounds).40


Much of this honey production is accomplished by large commercial migratory beekeepers who travel with their hives, exposing their bees to many different environments to maximize their efficiency during the year, rather than allowing their hives to go dormant in the off-season. Migratory beekeepers are often paid for their pollination services, with large agricultural enterprises arranging for the hives to arrive at their fields when the plants are flowering, to ensure pollination and fruit development.


Bees Colonies Are Threatened


Beekeeping is just one more part of our food system that has consolidated over the last few decades. And now, just as large-scale meat and vegetable production is facing outbreaks of bacterial contamination, large-scale commercial beekeeping is facing its own threat: colony collapse disorder (CCD), in which a hive loses all or most of its adult bees, for as yet unknown reasons. The hive often still has a live queen, immature bees, and honey. The missing bees aren’t dead in the hive; they’re simply gone.


Beginning in 2006, colony collapse disorder began to devastate honeybee colonies around the world, with commercial beekeepers reporting losses of 30 to 90 percent of their hives.41 In 2009 the British Columbia Honey Producers Association reported that approximately nine hundred commercial migratory beekeeping operations were left in the United States. And as the CCD epidemic entered a third year, the association says, “The worry is that these businesses may too collapse. Peoples’ livelihoods are at risk, as is the unique skill set of these specialized farmers. Honey bee pollination is imperative for sustaining the world’s food supply.”42 In the same vein the Mid-Atlantic Apiculture Research and Extension Consortium reports that, as of February 2007, “many of the beekeepers reporting heavy losses associated with CCD are large commercial migratory beekeepers, some of whom have lost 50–90% of their colonies. Surviving colonies are often so weak that they are not viable pollinating or honey producing units.”43 While the cause of CCD is still unknown, numerous contributors have been suggested, including increased use of pesticides, a pathogen, infection by the parasitic varroa mite, poor nutrition, and migratory stress.


Grassroots Beekeeping Can Help


Perhaps one of the best arguments in support of the expanding grassroots apiary movement is the following from the USDA Agricultural Research Service: “The number of managed honey bee colonies has dropped from 5 million in the 1940s to only 2.5 million today. At the same time, the call for hives to supply pollination service has continued to climb. This means honey bee colonies are trucked farther and more often than ever before.”44
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