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What s It?

Urban agriculture/urban farms refer to many types of small and mid-
sized agricultural operations designed to serve urban communities. This
includes community gardens and farms located in urban areas, as well as
those outside of urban areas that serve urban populations. This tool
addresses urban agriculture efforts focused on serving low-income
communities and communities of color. These urban agriculture projects
can improve access to healthy, affordable food for low-income
communities and improve residents’ health. They can also provide
supplemental incomes and in some cases local jobs, build job skills and
confidence for youth and people transitioning from homelessness or
incarceration, revitalize neighborhoods, increase community economic
development, reconnect communities with their cultural traditions and
skills, and make productive use of vacant land.

The concept of urban agriculture in the United States is not new. In the
1940s nearly 20 million people planted “victory gardens” to lessen the
strain placed on the U.S. food system during World War II. During this
time, the government rationed food such as dairy, sugar, meat, coffee,
and canned goods, but labor and transportation shortages made it
difficult to harvest fruits and vegetables. Victory gardens were
encouraged as a way for communities to provide for themselves and do
their part on the home front. These victory gardens accounted for 44
percent of the fresh vegetables produced in the United States. Citizens
planted these victory gardens in their backyards, empty lots, and even on
city rooftops. Neighbors joined together to pool their resources, plant
different types of crops, and exchange their food with one another. The
victory garden program was a federal program that utilized state
extension agencies to provide seed, fertilizer, and simple gardening tools
for victory gardeners. When the war ended, government promotion of
victory gardens did also. However, over the past several years an
enthusiasm for urban gardening has been revived. In 2009, First Lady
Michelle Obama planted a White House garden as part of her Let’s Move
Initiative. See here for a video describing the White House garden.

Urban farms can be planted on private or public property including
vacant lots, city parks, churchyards, schoolyards, and rooftops and on
land owned individually, by a community group, institution, municipality,
land trust, or other entity. This tool will help you understand the
opportunities urban agriculture brings, the main challenges to starting
an urban farm or garden, and how challenges can be overcome.
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http://www.livinghistoryfarm.org/farminginthe40s/crops_02.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aVpEr3kfWjc&feature=player_embedded

Why Use It?

Urban agriculture can bring multiple benefits to communities.

ll

Improve health. Rates of obesity and associated health
problems are highest and have risen the most rapidly among
low-income communities and people of color. A healthy diet
that includes fruits and vegetables has been shown to reduce
incidence of obesity and other chronic illnesses in children,
adults, and seniors.

Individuals make choices about their diet, but their decisions are
influenced by the food that is locally available. Unfortunately, too many
Americans live in unhealthy food environments. There is increasing
evidence that our eating habits, obesity patterns, and related health
conditions are influenced by the foods available in the neighborhoods
in which we live.

1

Improve access to fresh, healthy, affordable, locally
produced food. Urban farming operations are being established
in underserved neighborhoods in cities across the country to
allow greater access to healthy, affordable produce for local
residents. Local food from urban farms/community gardens is
very fresh since the food does not need to travel long distances
before being purchased and eaten.

Urban farms can sell their produce through farm stands,
farmers’ markets, and community supported agriculture (CSA).
For example:

! The Food Project in Boston, Massachusetts sells its
produce at four farmers’ markets (all accepting EBT) in
low-income neighborhoods in eastern Massachusetts.

i City Slicker Farms in West Oakland, California operates a
farm stand on a sliding scale, allowing very low-income
West Oakland residents to pick up produce for free,
those with limited means to purchase produce at below
market rate prices, and higher-income customers to
purchase at a standard rate.
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http://www.policylink.org/site/apps/nlnet/content2.aspx?c=lkIXLbMNJrE&b=5136581&ct=8079863
http://www.policylink.org/site/apps/nlnet/content2.aspx?c=lkIXLbMNJrE&b=5136581&ct=8079863
http://www.nal.usda.gov/afsic/pubs/csa/csa.shtml
http://thefoodproject.org/
http://www.cityslickerfarms.org/
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runs a CSA for the surrounding Red Hook community that
offers a sliding scale and work shares. In 20009, the P Patch
community gardening program in Seattle, Washington
donated 25,000 pounds of food to local food banks and
The Food Project in Boston, Massachusetts contributed
48,668 pounds to anti-hunger organizations in eastern
Massachusetts.

1 Community gardens increase healthy food access for the farmers
themselves, along with their families, friends, and neighbors.

7 In Seattle, the Department of Neighborhoods found that
some families were able to cover up to 60 percent of their
family’s produce needs through the city’s gardening
programs.

1 City Slicker Farms in Oakland surveyed their backyard
gardeners and found that 61 percent of garden participants
reported improving their diets by eating produce from
their garden.

1 Many community gardeners and urban farms, such as The
Food Project, Clean Greens, and many others, donate a
portion of the food they grow to local food banks.

“In Seattle, the Department of Neighborhoods found
that families were able to cover 30 to 60 percent of
their families’ produce needs through the city’s
gardening programs.”

1 Increase access to culturally appropriate food, and help
residents rediscover their community’s food culture.
Community gardening and urban farming can help residents eat
an often healthier traditional diet. When communities have closer
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http://www.added-value.org/
http://www.added-value.org/
http://www.seattle.gov/neighborhoods/ppatch/
http://www.seattle.gov/neighborhoods/ppatch/aboutPpatch.htm
http://www.cityslickerfarms.org/
http://thefoodproject.org/
http://thefoodproject.org/
http://www.cleangreensfarm.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ozvrp_uTH98

connections to the farmers or are the farmers themselves, they
can choose to grow foods that may not be readily available
locally.

1 Many urban agriculture projects, such as The Kansas City Center
for Urban Agriculture (KCCUA), The Seattle Market Gardens
Program, and Viet Village provide recent immigrants with the
opportunity to grow culturally appropriate foods for their
families and communities.

1 Urban agriculture projects such as The Detroit Black Food
Security Network and Nuestras Raices, in Holyoke,
Massachusetts, provide opportunities for urban residents to
rediscover their food culture, by connecting younger residents
with elders in the community who can share their skills and
perspectives on food.

T In Brooklyn, New York, East New York Farms! runs 12 community
gardens that connect youth gardeners with older gardeners who
need help tending their plots. Many of the seniors receive food
stamps and their garden plots help supplement their diet with
healthy and culturally appropriate food for this predominantly
African American, Caribbean, Puerto Rican, Bengali, and West
African community.

T Improves the economic health of a community. There are
several ways that urban agriculture can improve job and
economic opportunities for local residents.

T Create new jobs. Researchers estimate that urban farmers could
make reasonable incomes if they select the right crops and use
the most appropriate growing techniques.

1 A for-profit cooperative urban agriculture business called
Green City Growers Cooperative is being started in
Cleveland, Ohio. The cooperative will include a five-acre
hydroponic greenhouse growing leafy greens and herbs to
then sell to grocery stores and wholesale produce
businesses. Green City Growers expects to provide 35 to
40 long-term, living-wage jobs for low-income residents
living in the surrounding area and worker-owners will
build about $65,000 in savings in eight years.

1 SHAR has created a collaborative effort involving over 50
organizations and seven universities to help launch one of
Detroit’s largest urban farms. The SHAR program will
encompass approximately 30 acres of vacant land and will
use an efficient, three-tier system and have three growing
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http://www.kccua.org/
http://www.kccua.org/
http://seattlemarketgardens.org/
http://seattlemarketgardens.org/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1BSSla5b1-E
http://detroitblackfoodsecurity.org/
http://detroitblackfoodsecurity.org/
http://www.nuestras-raices.org/
http://www.eastnewyorkfarms.org/
http://notacornfield.com/pdf/ecoecon.pdf
http://www.evergreencoop.com/GreenCity/greencity.html
http://www.sharinc.org/

seasons. The farms will also have a packaging company on
site. SHAR estimates that the project will create 150 jobs
in around six months and 2,500 to 3,500 permanent jobs
for local low-income residents over the next ten years.
These jobs are expected to pay around $10 to $12 per hour
plus benefits.

T Viet Village Farm in New Orleans plans to cultivate a
community farm on 28 acres of land in a predominantly
Vietnamese American residential area, next to a Catholic
church that serves this community. Project leaders
estimate that the farm will create 26 new short- and long-
term jobs for local residents, mostly full-time.

“Green City Growers, a new for-profit cooperative
based in Cleveland, expects to provide 35 to 40 long-
term, living-wage jobs for low-income residents living
in the surrounding area and worker-owners will build
about $65,000 in savings in eight years. “

1 Provide job training and skill development for youth, homeless,
and formerly incarcerated individuals. The majority of urban
farms are small operations with small staffs and so are limited in
the number of new jobs they can create. However, many urban
agriculture projects across the country are specifically dedicated
to helping individuals find other jobs and/or providing basic job
skills that will allow individuals to enter other job markets, all
while using urban agriculture to provide productive and
empowering transitional employment.

1 The Food Project employs approximately 150 youth per year from
diverse backgrounds in urban and suburban eastern
Massachusetts. They build leadership by providing teens with
deeply meaningful work—growing food—and placing then in
highly responsible roles. Through distributing the food they grow,
teens also gain job experience and greater awareness of food
justice issues.

1 Added Value farm, in a low-income neighborhood in Brooklyn,
has provided year-long training to more than 175 neighborhood
teens since it began its program in 2001. Youth develop new
skills, build their leadership capacity, and engage with their
community, as they help operate the Red Hook Farmers’ Market
and explore issues of food justice. They also engage in
educational and advocacy activities through media projects and
other events.
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1BSSla5b1-E
http://thefoodproject.org/
http://www.added-value.org/

1 Growing Home in Chicago has trained approximately 150
formerly incarcerated individuals on its farms in and around the
city since the program began in 2002. As of 2008, 59% of
participants had been homeless and 76 percent had been
previously incarcerated. Of those who had been previously
incarcerated, 95 percent did not return to jail, compared to the
average recidivism rate in the state of Illinois of 50 percent.
Ninety percent of Growing Home’s formerly incarcerated and/or
homeless participants end up

1
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http://www.growinghomeinc.org/

