
community health – can be addressed in
part by paying closer attention to our
food – what we eat, where it comes
from, how it is produced, processed and
distributed.  A simple change in perspec-
tive – seeing our food habits in a new
light and basing our food system in
community – creates a host of opportuni-
ties for strengthening local communities.

What is a community-based food system?

What is a “community-based food system,”
anyway; and why is it of interest?  Community-based
food systems place an emphasis on human relationships
– on the connections between growers and eaters,
retailers and distributors, processors and preparers of
food.  Community-based food systems rely on local
resources and serve local markets and consumers.
Social equity and environmental sustainability are given
weight that is equal to or greater than efficiency and
productivity.  Community-based food systems often
maintain food and food security as an inalienable right
of everyone in the community.  They are also based on,
but not exclusive to, a geographic region.  Perhaps
most importantly, community-based food systems rely
on the participation of well-informed “food citizens”
who have not only a stake but also a voice in how and
where their food is produced, processed and sold.

The appeal of a community food system is that it
offers farmers an opportunity to reclaim a larger
portion of the food dollar through innovative direct
marketing, local processing and other value-added
activities.  A community food system allows consumers
to reconnect with their food supply and communities to
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Where does your food come from?
How did it get to your table? Who are
the people that grew, processed,
distributed, and sold that food?  Where
do they live and what are their lives
like?  Who knows?

One thing we do know for certain:
we all eat for a living.  Food is essential
to our health and well being and often
plays a central role in the social con-
nections and cultural traditions that help define commu-
nity.  However, the connections between food and
agriculture increasingly go unrecognized.  Today’s food
system is globalized and industrialized, often leaving
growers and eaters of food separated by great dis-
tances, both physically and ideologically.  For example,
fresh produce eaten in the Midwest travels an average
of more than 1,500 miles, and the typical consumer is
hard pressed to imagine their hamburger as “livestock,”
let alone appreciate the resources that went into
producing that burger.

Despite today’s separation between farming and
food, or perhaps because of it, there is a growing
interest in community based food systems.  The
connections between food and farming that make up a
“food system” are typically overlooked as opportunities
for growth and support within a community.  Food
system issues, generally absent from community and
economic planning agendas, are increasingly being
recognized as essential to healthy communities.

Many of the pressing issues faced by our commu-
nities today – urban sprawl and open-space preserva-
tion, economic development and job creation, public and

A community-
based food

system  considers
the who, what,

when, where, and
how of food – from

farm to fork.



strengthen social and economic health by creating mean-
ingful jobs and recirculating social and financial capital
locally.1

Policy makers, researchers, practitionars, activitists
and others who advocate for strenghtening community-
based food systems are often committed to improving
quality of life in our communities by:

· Improving access by all community members to
an adequate, affordable, nutritious diet

· Supporting a stable base of family farms that use production practices that are less chemical and
energy-intensive, and emphasize local inputs

· Generating marketing and processing practices that create more direct and beneficial links
between farmers and consumers, and to the extent possible, reduce resources used to move food
between producers and consumers

· Developing food and agriculture-related businesses that create jobs, re-circulate financial capital
in the community, or in other ways, contribute to the community’s economic development

· Improving working and living conditions for farm labor, such that farmers and farm workers can
be fully contributing members of the community, and

· Creating food and agriculture policies that promote local food production, processing, and
consumption.

This special issue of Community News and Views was produced in collaboration with the C. S. Mott Group
for Sustainable Food Systems at Michigan State University.  In it, the Mott Group hopes to introduce you  to
some of the empowered “food citizens” who are working passionately to strengthen community-based food
systems throughout our state.

Dr. Michael W. Hamm, the C.S. Mott
Distinguished Professor of

Sustainable Agriculture, directs the
C.S. Mott Group for Sustainable Food
Systems at Michigan State University.

He may be reached by phone at
(517) 432-1611, or by email at

mhamm@msu.edu.

Marty Heller is a research specialist
with the C. S. Mott Group for

Sustainable Food Systems.  He may be
reached at (517) 353-3542, or

hellerm@msu.edu.

Footnote:
1 Garrett, S., & Feenstra, G.  (1999).
Growing a Community Food System:
Partnerships in education and research.
Washington State University Extension,
pp. 2-3.
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Everyone – regardless of economic status,
ethnicity or political bent; whether economic develop-
ment professional, farmer, grocery retailer, public
health advocate or eater – has a stake in the food
system.  It is indeed reasonable for citizens to ask,
“what type of food system do I want for my commu-
nity?”  The C.S. Mott Group for Sustainable Food
Systems at Michigan State University is developing a
tool to assist communities in considering this question.
The Community Food Profile, a 25-page booklet of
local facts and stories, is intended to give readers a
better sense of how producing, processing, distribut-
ing, retailing, preparing and eating food influence and
interconnect a community’s economic, ecological and
social well being.

Usually, we think of food as following a linear
path from farm to table – produced on farms, pro-
cessed in factories, distributed in trucks, and finally
purchased by consumers at grocery stores or in
restaurants.  In contrast, when we consider food from
a community-based, systems perspective, we can see
the food system as a dynamic, interconnected circle.
By paying attention to the connections and, when
possible, making them within our community, we
begin to see that a host of outcomes are possible.

In the Community Food Profile, the interconnec-
tions are represented as a “circle of connections” (see
diagram below). The inner ring of the circle shows the

basic components of the food system – growing food,
processing, preparing, eating, retailing and distribut-
ing.

The outer ring of the “circle of connections”
suggests a number of issues or outcomes that can be
influenced by a community-based food system.  They
include: small- and medium-scale farm viability;
environmental stewardship; jobs; healthy individuals;
economic development; farmland preservation; and
community and social vitality.  Descriptions of these
outcomes follow, with specific examples for the
Capital are community (Clinton, Eaton and Ingham
counties).

Small & medium scale farm viability
If current trends continue, Michigan will lose 71

percent of farms that are between 50 and 500 acres by
2040, representing nearly 50 percent of the total farms
statewide.  In the Capital Area, this would translate to
1120 farms – 1/3 of the area’s total.  This loss is not
just farms but also farmland, farmers, skills and
infrastructure necessary for long-term food production
capability.  Many studies have demonstrated the
importance of small- and medium-scale farms in
maintaining the social, economic and environmental
health of rural communities.

Environmental Stewardship
Food production is inextricably linked to the

environment.  However, the intensification and
industrialization of agriculture over the past 50 years
have resulted in practices that are detrimental to
environmental health.  A community-based food
system highlights the connection between food and
environment, creating opportunities for consumers to
recognize and value the environmental services

The Food Atlas Project
Marty Heller
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Farm to School Programs
create a win-win for Michigan’s
children, Michigan’s farmers,

and Michigan’s economy.
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provided by local farms, such as water filtration
and wildlife habitat.

Jobs
In a time when job outsourcing is a painful

reality for many communities, local food produc-
tion and processing can create significant numbers
of stable jobs.  Like “Buy American” campaigns,
“Buy Local Food” campaigns can foster an under-
standing that purchasing choices affect the eco-
nomic well-being of people in our community.

Healthy Individuals
Michigan is in the midst of an obesity epidemic.

Sixty-two percent of Michigan’s adults and 12
percent of high school students are overweight.  In
2003, obesity-related medical costs in the state
totaled $2.9 billion.  Most people become over-
weight from inadequate physical activity and poor
diet.  Community-based food systems encourage
healthy lifestyles by making fresh, delicious fruits,
vegetables and other foods more accessible.
Healthier citizens mean reduced healthcare premi-
ums, making Michigan communities more business
friendly.

Economic Development
People in the Lansing tri-county area spend

$1.1 billion annually on food and beverages in
stores, restaurants and other eating establishments.
The vast majority of these food dollars are spent on
products originating outside the area.  Community-
based food systems capitalize on opportunities for
entrepreneurial farmers and small businesses to
add value to local agricultural products and keep a
larger portion of each food dollar within the local
economy.

Farmland Preservation
Community and state efforts are under way to

preserve farmland from the growing threat of
urban sprawl.  Preserving farmland, however, must
go hand-in-hand with assuring farm viability.  Re-
localizing the food system – relying more on local
and regional sources for our food needs – forms
valuable markets that help keep farmers farming on
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farmland and increases awareness of the impor-
tance of preserving local farmland.

Community & Social Vitality
At the heart of a community-based food system

are relationships that build social capital,
strengthen social networks and form the basis of
community identity.  Food is a deep-rooted aspect
of our social interactions.  In fact, the Latin root of
the words companion and company means “with
bread.”  Food is an inclusive focal point for re-
building community, in urban as well as rural
settings, and especially between the two.

To demonstrate the value of a Community Food
Profile as a community and economic development
tool, the Mott group has created “Food Connec-
tions:  Capital Area Community Food Profile” (see
diagram on next), which will soon be available
online soon at www.mottgroup.msu.edu).  This 25-
page booklet uses a collection of local stories
representing the breadth of food system components
– farmers, farmer’s markets, grocery stores,
restaurants, food processors, community supported
agriculture, farm-to-school, community gardens –
to expose community and economic development
opportunities in the local food system.

The Community Food Profile points to
multisector partnerships and networks around
community food system development that can result
in mutually beneficial programs and projects.  It
challenges each of us to consider our relationship to
food and how our food purchases affect our com-
munity.

The Mott Group will be assisting interested
communities across the state in developing Commu-
nity Food Profiles unique to their area.  For more
information on Community Food Profiles, contact
Marty Heller at the C.S. Mott Group for Sustain-
able Food Systems.

Marty Heller is a research specialist with the
C. S. Mott Group for Sustainable Food Systems.

He may be reached at (517) 353-3542,
or by email at hellerm@msu.edu.

HELLER , continued from page 3



Community-Based Food System for the
Lansing/Tri-County Region

“Circle of Connections”
The Community Food Profile uses the “circle of connections” diagram to focus
attention on the connections between food and farming in the Capital Area.  Let
the diagram be your lens to see new opportunities and partners – new
connections – that will make your community a better place to work and live.

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Farmland 
 preservation 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Economic 

Development 
Healthy 

Individuals 

Small & medium scale 

farm viability 

Community &  

social vitality 

Jobs 

Environmental 

stewardship 

Growing  

food 

Distributing 

Retailing 

Eating 

Preparing (e.g., 

restaurants) 

Processing 

Community- 

based  

Food System 

Focus on Local –
Beck’s Country 

Market 

Farmers’ Markets. 
Apple Schram 

  

Local food 
processing –
Merindorf’s 

Community 
Supported 

Agriculture - 
Giving Tree 

Farm.   

Farm-to-School  
Gunnisonville 

Elementary 

Food Security and 
Community 

Programs - The 
Garden Project.  

Land Use and 
Farming - Our 

Farm and Dairy.   

The Community Food Profile uses the “circle of connections” 
diagram to focus attention on the connections between food and 
farming in the Capital Area.  Let the diagram be your lens to see 

new opportunities and partners – new connections – that will 
make your community a better place to work and live. 

Legend
Inner ring – food system components 
 
Outer ring – community-based food 

system outcomes 

 1



The decline of urban grocery stores and the
associated growth of suburban superstores have
contributed to the development of inner city areas
where access to healthy food choices may be
difficult for residents.  A food desert is a conceptual
tool developed to identify areas with such limited
access.  Furey, Strugnessl, and McIlveen1 define a
food desert as “an area where people do not have
easy access to healthy, fresh foods, particularly if
they are poor and have limited mobility.”  Food
deserts represent a significant barrier for elderly
populations, people with disabilities, single parents,
and people without cars for whom even one mile
may add hours to food shopping.  In essence, food
deserts represent higher transaction costs for
residents who are often the least able to absorb the
additional costs associated with travel to large
grocery stores with low prices and wide food
selection.

Recent studies also suggest that food deserts
may negatively affect individual health and commu-
nity economies.  Lack of access to supermarkets
that sell fresh fruits and vegetables results in
negative health outcomes caused by fewer healthful
choices nearby or by forgone consumption.  Neigh-
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Food Deserts and Access to Retail Grocery in Inner Cities
Kami Pothukuchi and Brian Thomas

borhood economies also suffer from the absence of
jobs that supermarkets can create and from lack of
multiplier effects in the rest of the neighborhood.

While no single cause has led to the decline in
urban supermarkets and the accompanying rise of
urban food deserts, several factors seem to affect
food retailers’ decisions not to locate grocery stores
in underserved areas.  These reasons include lower
average household incomes, problems associated
with land assembly and cleanup to facilitate devel-
opments, higher costs of development finance,
complex city permitting processes, problems grocers
face in recruiting and retaining trained staff, and the
perception and realities of crime.  All these factors
lead to higher costs of store development and
operation, and to lower returns.

Lansing’s Neighbohood Food Desert
A 2003 assessment of food retailers in Lansing,

Michigan utilized Geographic Information Systems
(GIS) techniques to determine the spatial distribu-
tion of food retailers in the city (see Figure 1).

This study identified a food desert located in the
Allen Neighborhood, on Lansing’s east side.  Physi-
cal barriers, such as a highway overpass, made it
even more difficult for residents to access a grocery
store at the edge of the neighborhood.  A survey of
the neighborhood, sponsored by the Allen Neighbor-
hood Center, a community-based nonprofit, identi-
fied high levels of food insecurity within the food
desert as well.  For example, nearly 30 percent of
those surveyed stated that they sometimes or often
did not have enough food to eat.  Lack of transpor-
tation and the distance to stores were the two most
cited obstacles to grocery shopping.

Food desert maps are tools for
identifying gaps in the food retail

environment and reshaping a food
system to improve access to healthy,
affordable food for low-income and

low mobility populations.
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cigarettes.  The lack of access to healthy foods in
these neighborhoods is reinforced by the absence of
large grocery stores.  The study showed that there
were only two larger grocery stores (30,000 square
feet or more) in Detroit, with a denser distribution
along the city’s edge  (see Figure 2).  More about
this study and other Detroit-related findings are
reported in The Detroit Food System: A Handbook
for Community Planners.3

With food deserts clearly delineated, commu-
nity developers can work to enhance access to
healthful foods in the specific neighborhoods where
easy access to healthful food is limited.  For
example, in both Detroit and Lansing, non-profit
organizations, city, and university collaborators
have used this information to alleviate food deserts
by encouraging the return of food retailers to
vulnerable areas and by exploring alternative food
sources such as vegetable gardens, community
supported agriculture, and farmers markets.
Because food desert maps target gaps in the food
retail environment, they are a useful tool for
reshaping a food system in order to promote access
to healthy, affordable food for low-income and low-
mobility populations.

Footnotes
1 Furey, Sinead, Chirstopher Strugenell, and Heather
McIlveen.  2001.  “An investigation of the potential
existence of ‘food deserts’ in rural and urban areas of
Northern Ireland.”  Agriculture and Human Values,

 18:447-457.
2  This report may be obtained from Brian Thomas,
thomasb7@msu.edu.

3  The report may be obtained from Kami Pothukuchi,
k_Pothukuchi@wayne.edu or (313) 577-4296.

Kameshwari Pothukuchi, Ph.D., is Assistant Professor
of Geography and Urban Planning at Wayne State
University Dr. Pothukuchi studies community develop-
ment and urban policy, with a special emphasis on
food access and transportation and health issues. She
can be reached by email at k_pothukuchi@wayne.edu.

Brian J. Thomas is a doctoral student in Sociology at
Michigan State University.  He can be reached by
email at thomasb7@msu.edu.

Unsurprisingly, the area had a high density of
convenience stores where selections of available
foods were far more limited, and prices higher, than
in surrounding supermarkets.2

Exploring Detroit’s Food System
A 2000 study revealed similar findings in the

City of Detroit.  Three low-income zip codes near
Detroit’s central business district were studied to
assess neighborhood-based access to healthy food
choices, using on a “healthy-food basket” instrument
based on the USDA Food Guide Pyramid.

Seventy-five stores (out of a total 150 in the
area), including smaller convenience stores, gas
stations, and specialty food stores close to Eastern
market, licensed to sell food were studied to deter-
mine food availability.  The study did not examine
quality, price, or freshness/expiry of products.
Researchers were generous in making their determi-
nation.  For example, stores were said to carry
vegetables if cans of mixed vegetables were avail-
able and were said to carry fruits if a small basket
of aging apples or bananas sat next to the cash
register.

In all, fewer than a fifth (19 percent) of stores
could be said to carry a minimal collection of
products with which residents could assemble
healthy meals.  All stores, on the other hand, carried
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Preliminary results from over 380 returns show that
70 percent are interested in purchasing locally pro-
duced foods, provided that price and quality are com-
petitive and a reliable source is available.  Together
with the State Departments of Agriculture and Edu-
cation, the C.S. Mott Group is using the study’s re-
sults to create a map to identify and link interested
food service directors and local food producers.

Other efforts are also underway.  In 2003 Michi-
gan was one of four states to participate in USDA’s
Fruit and Vegetable Pilot.  This program provided free
fruits and vegetables to children throughout the day in
twenty-five elementary and secondary schools.  A
follow-up survey of the pilot schools indicated several
food service directors purchased many of their fruits
and vegetables from local farmers.  With the same
twenty-five schools receiving renewed funding for the
2004-2005 school year, MSU and the Department of
Education are working to develop a model for pur-
chasing locally produced foods.

A recent meeting in Madison, Wisconsin, included
fifteen groups from five states considering formation
of an Upper Midwest Farm to School Network to
address issues specific to the region.  More than half
a dozen Michigan organizations were represented.
Efforts like this hold great potential to resolve food
system problems through a regional growing system.

Farm to School Programs also work at a local
level.  Across Michigan many public and private part-
nerships have been developed to connect schools to
local food systems in new ways.  In addition to direct
sales by farmers to institutional food service pro-
grams, Farm to School Programs may also include
learning activities for students, such as:

Field Trips to Farms – teaching children about
local farming and their food system

School Gardens – providing hands-on
laboratories for learning about how food is
grown, harvested, prepared, and eaten
(garden produce may also be sold at student-
run farm stands as fundraisers)

Second only to California in terms of the diversity
of its agricultural products, the State of Michigan has a
unique opportunity to bring a wide variety of local
agriculture products into local schools.  To accomplish
this, however, certain challenges must be overcome.
Obstacles include the limited availability of seasonal
produce, limited distribution channels for farmers, and
a lack of facilities to meet the processing needs of
school food service operations.  With the help of sev-
eral key organizations, the development of necessary
infrastructure for Farm to School programs in Michi-
gan is underway.

In 2001, the Michigan Departments of Education
and Agriculture joined with the Thumb Region Michi-
gan Works and the USDA Department of Defense
(DOD) to brainstorm ways to channel more Michigan
agricultural products into schools.  Since that meeting,
Marla J. Moss, the supervisor for food distribution at
the Department of Education, has worked diligently to
develop linkages with the Michigan Apple Committee,
Michigan Processing Apple Growers, the Michigan
Department of Agriculture, commercial wholesale pro-
duce companies, and most recently the DOD com-
modity distribution program.  Each year Michigan re-
ceives approximately $1.9 million in fresh USDA com-
modity produce ordered from Nashville, Tennessee.
Moss has been successful in working with the DOD
program officials to bring Michigan produce into state
contracted warehouses for Michigan schools.

The C.S. Mott Group for Sustainable Food Sys-
tems at Michigan State University also plays a role in
helping develop and link resources to enhance
Michigan’s Farm to School Programs.  One recent
project was a survey of the state’s approximately 700
food service directors to determine their interest in and
perceptions of purchasing locally produced foods.

The Farm To School Movement
Viki Lorraine

Farm to School Programs
create a win-win for Michigan’s
children, Michigan’s farmers,

and Michigan’s economy.



Composting/Recycling Projects – educating
children about nature’s cycles, such as
worm composting

Nutrition Education – using kitchens as
classrooms to teach about eating
seasonally

Special Events – featuring Michigan grown
products for special lunches or snacks

With the tremendous rise in childhood obesity,
Farm to School Programs have the potential to im-
prove children’s diet by increasing their fresh fruit
and vegetable consumption.  By providing healthier
options and exposure to new kinds of produce,
these programs may help to restore the connection
between food and the farm.  Farm to School Pro-
grams also create new opportunities for farmers to
market their products and their farms, thereby in-
creasing small-midsize farm viability and keeping
more dollars in local and state economies.  Farm to
School Programs create a win-win for Michigan’s
children, Michigan’s farmers, and Michigan’s
economy.

Viki Lorraine, C.S. Mott Group for Sustainable Food
Systems at Michigan State University
lorrain1.msu.edu or (517)353-0751.
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Farm to School Programs in Michigan

Grand Rapids Public Schools

The Michigan Integrated Food and Farming Systems
(MIFFS) Food Secure Futures Project has co-spon-
sored summer garden and school projects with the
Grand Rapids Public Schools and will be purusing an
expanded farm to school effort through a grant from the
W.K. Kellogg Foundation. Plans to expand to the Ann
Arbor area are in the works.

Contact: Elaine Brown
Michigan Integrated Food and Farming Systems

1405 S. Harrison Road, Suite 115
East Lansing, MI 48823

Ph: 517-432-0712
Em: miffs2eb@msu.edu

Traverse City Public Schools

The Broccoli, Books, and Bread Project is a partnership
between the Michigan Land Use Institute and the
Traverse City Area Public Schools. The project goals
are to improve child nutrition and eating habits while
developing a new market for local farms by exploring
and developing ways to include fresh, local foods in
school snacks and meals.

Contact: Patty Cantrell
Michigan Land Use Institute

P.O. Box 500
Beulah, MI 49617

Ph: 231-882-4723, ext. 14
Em: patty@mlui.org

Central Lake Elementary (Central Lake, MI)

For the past four years, the “Farmer to Community
Connection” program has connected elementary school
children with local farmers through student-run farm
stands and fundraising. Honey, cider, maple syrup,
preserves, apples, winter squash, and milk produced by
local farmers are for sale. Local farmers also host farm
visits for the students to learn how the food is pro-
duced and how buying locally helps the economy and
the environment.

Contact: Pepper Bromelmeier
Farmer to Community Connection

USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service
Bellaire Service Center

106 Depot Street, Complex 2
Bellaire, Michigan 49615
Ph: 231-533-8709, ext 3

Em: pepper.bromelmeier@mi.usda.gov

CNV is Going Electronic!
Beginning with the next edition

(on Sustainable Business Practices),
we will produce occasional “electronic-only”
editions of Community News and Views.

We don’t want to lose you!
As each electronic edition is produced, we
will email notification and a link to the the

online newsletter.
 To be sure we have your current

information in our database
Send your e-mail address to:

cedp@msu.edu
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Growing a Bumper Crop of Smart, Healthy Kids
Lisa Rose Starner

The Detroit Agriculture Network
Ashlee Atkinson

“How does corn grow?”  “Where do tomatoes come from?”  “How do I eat them?”  These are a few of
the questions children ask and answer in the gardens and kitchen classrooms established by Mixed Greens in
the greater Grand Rapids area.

Since 1978, Mixed Greens has developed a network of vegetable gardens and kitchen classrooms with the
goals of reestablishing children’s relationships with food and of promoting the local food system.  In the gar-
dens, children learn basic horticultural practices and environmental stewardship by growing a diverse range of
delicious and nutritious foods.  In kitchen classrooms, they enjoy the bounty from their own gardens, supple-
mented by produce from local farms.  Fieldtrips to these farms give the students an awareness of the local food
system beyond their schoolyard gardens.  Kitchen lesson plans focus learning on sciences, the arts, and team-
work, as the children learn to prepare and share freshly harvested food from a culturally diverse collection of
recipes.

“Let them eat what they grow” is the Mixed Greens motto.  The nonprofit organization works closely with
schools, concerned parents, planners, educators, health officials, government officials, and other professionals
committed to connecting children with the local food system.  By working together, Mixed Greens and its
partners seek to develop a deep-rooted sense of belonging to a greater purpose and to healthy communities,
where everyone is nourished by fresh produce from local gardens and farms.

Lisa Rose Starner, MPA, is the director of Mixed Greens: A Children’s Vegetable Project.
She may be reached at mixed_greens@hotmail.com.

Community and backyard gardens play an important role in the City of Detroit. They provide thousands of pounds
of fresh, nutritious produce for Detroit families and improve Detroit communities by connecting neighbors, providing
an attractive alternative to trash strewn vacant lots, improving property values, and reducing crime.

In 2004, the Detroit Agriculture Network (DAN), with support from its partners, The Capuchin Soup Kitchen,
The Greening of Detroit, and Michigan State University Extension played a major role in launching the Garden Re-
source Program for community and backyard gardeners in Detroit.  Three hundred households from thirty-three com-
munity gardens and forty-seven family gardens participated in the first year of the program.  Participants received
nearly two thousand seed packets and over 20,000 Detroit-grown plants from the program that spring. As a result,
community and backyard gardeners produced food on almost thirty acres of land in the city last year.  The Garden
Resource Program plans to expand in 2005.

A major goal of the Garden Resource Program is to encourage gardeners from the same area of the city to com-
municate with one another and to work together on gardening projects. To achieve this goal, incentives were offered
to gardeners in four of the city’s planning clusters (of the ten clusters in Detroit, four were chosen based on their

number of active community gardeners).  Incentives included tilling, soil testing, compost,
woodchips, tools, donated plants, and volunteer hours.

The Detroit Agriculture Network also helped to organize and implement educational
opportunities for community and backyard gardeners, including the 2003-2004 Fall &
Winter Garden Series and the Summer Topics in Gardening Series. Between thirteen and
forty people participated in each of the series workshops and learned about composting,
canning, rain barrels, grant writing, and project planning. In 2005, DAN will continue to
offer educational opportunities through the popular gardening series and will expand to co-
host the Urban Roots Community Gardener Training Program for budding community
garden leaders.

Ashley Atkinson is Project Manager at The Greening of Detroit
Visit the project online at www.thegreeningofdetroit.com.
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an additional 28 percent sponsored by local govern-
mental units (usually a Parks and Recreation Depart-
ment).

Farmers’ markets in Saginaw, Flint, and Detroit
exemplify how Michigan’s farmers’ markets bring
together farmers and consumers in ways that benefit
both.  The Downtown Saginaw Farmers Market op-
erates in a parking lot from late spring through fall
with vendors’ booths under two huge tents in a part
of the city where there are not many places people
can buy fresh produce and whole food.  The market
helps limited resource families enjoy fresh food by
working closely with the county’s Women, Infants
and Children Project (WIC) FRESH coupon distribu-
tion program.  WIC-eligible families receive a $20
coupon book redeemable ONLY for Michigan-grown
vegetables and fruits purchased at farmers’ markets
or farm stands.

The Flint Farmers’ Market, with both seasonal
and year-round sections, provides space to several
farmer vendors who are certified to accept food
stamps in payment for produce.  With that certifica-
tion, Michigan’s Family Independence Agency pro-
vides them with a terminal to process these food
stamp purchases using the “bridge card,” an elec-
tronic purchasing system.  Food stamp acceptance
provides an opportunity for farmers’ markets—espe-
cially those located in urban areas—to both increase
their sales and to better serve local residents.

Farmers’ markets also provide an opportunity for
members of ethnic groups to buy and sell their spe-
cial foods.  Detroit’s Eastern Market has partnered
with the Michigan Coalition of Black Farmers to sup-
port African-American farmers and to bring in pro-
duce for the African-American food niche market.
Similarly, farmers’ markets in Latino and Asian neigh-
borhoods often provide special ethnic foods not
widely available in mainstream supermarkets.

Susan Smalley is with the C.S. Mott Group for
Sustainable Food Systems, at Michigan State University.

She can be reached at (517) 432-0049 or smalley@msu.edu.

Farmers’ markets that sell Michigan agricultural
products are good for both our urban and rural com-
munities.  According to Neil Hamilton, Director of the
Drake University Agricultural Law Center and author
of a national study on farmer’s markets, the health of
a farmers’ market indicates the health of the commu-
nity where it is located.  If that is the case, Michigan
cities and towns are becoming increasingly healthy.

Why are farmers’ markets important?  Hamilton
believes they give local farmers the chance to sell food
they raise directly to customers; they allow customers
to buy fresh food from the farmers who raise it; they
help create new farms and food businesses; they pro-
vide communities ways to create excitement and ac-
tivity in downtowns and neighborhoods; and most im-
portantly, they give us all the opportunity to think
about what goes into producing our food supply.

Farmers’ markets are a dynamic social and eco-
nomic development force.  In large cities,  like New
York, farmers’ markets that began as markets at single
locations have expanded into dozens of neighborhoods
creating opportunities for many city residents to pur-
chase fresh farm produce. Other markets, like those in
St. Paul or Des Moins, started as seasonal, one-day
markets and have grown into permanent, year-round
public marketplaces. Pike’s Place Farmers’ Market in
Seattle is an example of a year-round public market
place that has become a destination shopping venue
selling farm goods, local foods, crafts, and other
products.

Farmers’ markets bolster the local food system in
less apparent ways as well. For example, many farm-
ers’ markets supply regional specialties for niche mar-
kets. They also allow farmers to experiment with new
items in response to consumers’ demands, thereby
serving as testing grounds for new farm and farm-
based products and for value-added products like jams
and salsa.

For all the reasons listed above and others, com-
munity and economic development professionals in-
creasingly find themselves involved in helping to de-
velop or sustain farmers’ markets in their communi-
ties.  This is particularly true in Michigan, where a re-
cent study conducted by Michigan State University’s
R. James Bingen identified at least 120 active farmers’
markets across Michigan’s two peninsulas during the
2004 market season.  Over a third of Michigan’s
farmers’ markets were sponsored by Chamber of
Commerce or Downtown Development Authority with

Farmers’ Markets in Michigan
Susan Smalley

A 2000 USDA survey found more
than 2,800 farmers’ markets in the
United States, with annual sales

exceeding one billion dollars.



Where did the Giving Tree Farm get its name and
what does it mean? A partial answer lies in a book
displayed in the welcoming meeting room and office of
the 22 acre spread in Dewitt Township. With few
words and many drawings, Shel Silverstein’s parable,
“The Giving Tree,” tells the story of a lifelong relation-
ship between a man and an object. The apple tree of
his youth offers him food and shelter; later it offers
him wood for his home; and, finally, it offers a stump
where, as an old man, he rests and reflects on the
goodness and generosity of the tree, which asks
nothing in return.

Visitors to the Giving Tree Farm will find its
mission statement posted on the wall: “…to enrich and
advance the lives of people with disabilities, as well as
the community at large, through our horticultural and
organic farming programs.” This statement along with
following assessment of its many activities clearly
defines the farm’s generosity.

The Giving Tree Farm began in 1991 on land
donated by Carolyn and Robert Bower who formed a
501(c)3 non-profit organization in cooperation with a
host of community leaders in honor of their son
Jonathon, now 15, through meaningful activity. The
Bower home borders on the farm and the family joins
in the day-to-day operations.

The Giving Tree Farm engages in two primary
programs through organic farming.  First, it provides a
haven for the disabled, where they can safely develop
business, recreational, and interpersonal skills by
participating in the farm’s daily routine. Those who
take part in this learning and enrichment activity enroll
through a cooperative arrangement with area agencies.
For example, Liz Ezop, a recent Michigan State
University graduate, works for Community Based
Intervention and spends part of her time at the farm
supervising clients assigned there.

At the same time, the Giving Tree Farm also
provides opportunities for individuals and groups to
share in organic farming and gardening programs.  A
vigorous advocate of the Community Supported
Agriculture (CSA) movement, the Giving Tree Farm
serves as a link between growers and consumers.

Participants purchase a share of a season’s produce
for $300. This entitles them to a cornucopia  of
roughly ten pounds of the farm’s bounty each week.
In addition to the benefit of fresh produce, this coming
together gives the consumer a clear picture of the
farming-marketing process, a keystone of CSA.

Ample supplies of produce await at the farm
where the shareholders can volunteer as they wish.
Or they can pick up at two Lansing locations, the
Lett’s Community Center and the Allen Neighborhood
Center. As the season unfolds, new items appear, a
total of about 25 nutritious delicacies.

Farm manager Susan Houghton spends her days
performing a multitude of tasks. During her youth, she
dreamed of farming but her mother encouraged urban
life and she raised five children in North Canton, Ohio
before pursuing her goal.

In 1993, she became active in Organic Growers
of Michigan and, in 1997, she began working at MSU
in the Department of Plant and Soil Science. Her
initial contact with the Giving Tree Farm occurred
during her tenure at the University and today MSU
contributes to the farm in various ways.

A wiry, energetic woman, Houghton welcomes
visitors and enjoys conducting tours. With palpable
zeal, she describes recently constructed hoophouses
made of heavy plastic stretched over curved metal
bars. In these enclosures, the more fragile products
grow to luscious maturity. A magical cascade of
velvety dark green kale fills one of the hoophouses.
Plentiful bursts of tomatoes, peppers, pole beans, and
micro greens fill others.

The Giving Tree Farm
Bette Downs
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Houghton points out that, within its 22 acres,
several kinds of soil exist, some more responsive to
cultivation than others. By experimenting with one
stubborn area, Houghton has succeeded in growing
potatoes, squash, and pumpkins. In the scientifically
managed hoophouses, lettuce, onions, spinach, and
celery grow in abundance.

Research, workshops, and demonstrations
supplement the farm’s basic programs. And Houghton
educates wherever she goes.

“I can’t emphasize enough the importance of
eating local food,” she says. “The minute a vegetable
leaves the ground it begins to lose its nutritious value.
Imagine what happens to produce when it travels
hundreds of miles before it is eaten.”

Houghton also likes to discuss the social value of
food. “Think about those potluck dinners that bring
people together,” she says. “Food is a great connec-
tor. It has been throughout history.”

A weekly newsletter, “The Giving Tree Gazette,”
disseminates information about the farm, about its
people, and about trends in agriculture,

An annual Christmas poster features photos of
Giving Tree events and greetings from Carolyn and
Robert Bower. In 2001, the Bower greeting included
a poignant message: “We are becoming more of a
‘Healing and Teaching’ farm, not interested in major
crop production to yield a grand income, but rather a
place where charity and love not only prevail, but
abound.”

Bette Downs is a regular contibutor to
Community News and Views.

She lives in East Lansing.

Houghton is the only full time farm employee.
Initially, an observer might conclude the Giving Tree
Farm is a one person operation; but even the ubiqui-
tous Susan Houghton could not handle the range of
tasks underway at the farm and spilling out to the
community.

The program for the disabled, integrated with farm
operation, becomes possible because of Houghton’s
ability to recruit support and to direct that support to
rewarding action.. With typical enthusiasm, Houghton
has assembled a team of dedicated volunteers and part
time staff. The many formal and informal relationships
create a tangle that defies any attempt to create an
organizational chart. Yet the constantly changing
components mesh harmoniously. A sampling of the
farm’s affiliates reveals the diversity that has become a
Giving Tree Farm  attribute:

• Michigan State University-Currently, 20 freshmen
from James Madison College volunteer.

• Lansing Christian School-From 7 to 20 students
volunteer from 9:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. four days a
week.

• Lansing Central High School
• Allen Neighborhood Center- Distributes nutrition

information, arranges visits, and spreads knowl-
edge about health and social issues.

• Lett’s Community Center
• Sundowners’ Club of Civitan-Sends volunteers to

the farm once a month.
• East Lansing Food Cooperative-Buys produce

from the farm to sell at retail market.
• Earthy Delights-A wholesale market broker, it

buys produce from the farm to sell to seven local
restaurants.

• Villigas-An upscale restaurant, it serves Giving
Tree produce.

On Houghton’s wish list you will find the Lansing
City Market, a potential outlet for the farm’s produce.

The two-pronged Giving Tree program has
expanded dramatically during the last four years. The
non-profit organization has sold 100 shares and, from
a beginning income of $1,000 the farm now grosses
$40,000 annually.
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The C.S. Mott Group for Sustainable Food
Systems at Michigan State University works to
support people and communities as they develop
sustainable, community-based food systems.  As
public scholars, we serve as a resource for the
development of knowledge, programs and policy, and
champion the following principles related to
sustainable food systems:

• Local knowledge and values play a central
role in individual and community decision-
making

• Social values are embedded in the choices
we make about food production,
distribution, and consumption

• Civic engagement is a right and
responsibility of all individuals

• Food security is a right and responsibility of
all community members

• Agro-ecosystems must be maintained,
enhanced, and restored such that future
generations can reach their potential, and

• The maintenance and enhancement of
small and medium-scale family farms are
fundamental to community-based food
systems.

The C.S. Mott Group currently has three focus areas:
small and medium scale farm viability; equal access
for all members of the community to a healthy diet;
and dispersing animals in the countryside.

The C.S. Mott Group for
Sustainable Food Systems at

Michigan State University
In March, 2005, the C.S. Mott Group for

Sustainable Food Systems hosted a two-day retreat
where sixty people from communities throughout
Michigan formed teams and came together to
discuss community food systems from their local
perspectives.

Joining the Mott Group at the Kettunen Center
were teams comprised of MSU Extension staff,
others involved in sustainable farm practices,
public health, anti-hunger organizations, economic
development, food processing, food retailing,
restaurants, environmental groups, local govern-
ments and local schools from Chippewa, Mackinac,
Cheboygan, Presque Isle, Montmorency, Grand
Traverse, Leelanau, Emmet, Muskegon, Kent,
Ingham, Saginaw, Wayne, Washtenaw, Van Buren,
and St. Joseph Counties.

What is special about these community teams?
Individuals in local communities made a commit-
ment to do two things:  explore the vitality of and
opportunity in their local  food system, and then
capture their ideas in an action plan that would
seed local economies through community food
systems.

Each team left the retreat with the desire and
the will to move their action plan into fruition over
the next 18 months.  The C.S. Mott Group will
continue to work with these communities by
providing small mini-grants and technical assistance
tailored to their policy and economic development
goals.

This retreat and on-going assistance is sup-
ported by a grant from the North Central Region
Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education
Professional Development Program.

Susan Cocciarelli is an outreach specialist with
the C.S. Mott Group at MSU.  She may be
reached by email at cocciare@msu.edu.

Seeding Economies
Susan Cocciarelli
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Community News and Views
Goes Electronic!

The Michigan State University Community and
Economic Development Program (MSU CEDP) in-
vites nominations for the 2005 Community and Eco-
nomic Development Award. Since 1996, the MSU
EDA University Center, a project of the MSU CEDP,
has presented the Community and Economic Develop-
ment Award for notable achievement in community
and economic development. The purpose of the award
is to recognize excellence in both action and scholar-
ship in Michigan. Eligible applicants include practitio-
ners in community settings at any level, as well as stu-
dents, faculty, and research staff of Michigan colleges,
university, and research institutes. Self-nomination is
permitted. Nominations are accepted in two categories:

Academic Scholarship, dealing with research
that contributes to a new understanding of
theory or practice in a given field of commu-
nity or economic development

Best Practice, designed to recognize practitioners
who are doing innovative and effective com-
munity or economic development work in dis-
tressed areas

To recommend a person or project for the 2005
award, please complete the nomination form (available
upon request at (517) 353-9555, or download the form
online at www.cedp.msu.edu), along with supporting
documents to describe and document the quality of the
nominated work. Support might consist of research
findings (please include a brief abstract), program de-
scriptions, promotional brochures, press coverage, or
similar material.

The MSU Community and Economic
Development’s Faculty Board of Advisors will review
nominations and will confer the Award at the 2005
Summer Institute conference on June 15.

Nominations Sought for 2005 Community
and Economic Development Award

For more than twenty years, MSU’s
Community and Economic Development Program
has printed Community News and Views, a
newsletter for practitioners and scholars of
community and economic development in Michigan.

Beginning with the next issue, we will
periodically publish an “electronic-only” edition.
We will continue to produce and mail printed
newsletters of most issues.

The CEDP remains committed to using
Community News and Views to focus on the
important issues in Michigan by highlighting best
practices and cutting-edge scholarship in
community and economic development.  Continue
to look for research summaries, case studies,
practitioner profiles, book reviews, and conference
announcements.

We don’t want to lose you!  To be sure we
have your current email address in our

database, please send it to us at
cedp@msu.edu

Nominations are due May 15, 2005.

SAVE THE DATE!

Join us for the
18th Annual Summer Institute

Ideas and Dollars:  How does
cultural economic development

“make cents” for Michigan?

June 15, 2005

Kellogg Center, East Lansing

For more information, visit
www.cedp.msu.edu
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