Bay Branch Farm
Welcome to Bay Branch Farm. I'm Annabel Khouri [Annabel Khouri, Bay Branch Farm, Cleveland, OH. Farm Service Agency Urban County Committee Representative]. Bay Branch Farm was started in 2010. It was started in Lakewood, Ohio, which is about two miles from where we are right now.

We're here in Cleveland, and we've been on this property since 2013. We actually are on two city lots, and we farm on about a half an acre here in the city of Cleveland.

I moved to Cleveland in 2007, and my first full time job here in Cleveland was working for a nonprofit called Entrepreneurs for Sustainability, or E4S, and E4S had a focus on local food systems as one component of their work. Through that work, I got exposed to a lot of different urban agriculture projects that were happening at that time. This was during the recession, so a lot of people were taking vacant lots and turning them into productive green space. So farms, certainly, but also parks and community gardens. And it was just really inspiring to see what was going on in Cleveland, and we just started with a small raised bed in the backyard, realized you could grow a lot of food in a very small space, And then we started to expand from there. 
Production Methods
When we first started farming, we were looking for a methodology for how to farm. Neither my husband nor I come from a farming background, and so we needed some sort
of set of guidelines, and we ended up landing on something called SPIN which is an acronym that stands for Small Plot Intensive growing. So we bought the guide. There was a guidebook that told you how to farm, essentially, and how to pick what crops to grow. It focused on short cycle, high margin crops because, in an urban setting, you don't have the benefit of economies of scale. So, short cycle, high margin crops, consistent bed sizes, cold storage, and marketing. We still focus on pretty much short cycle crops that are a higher margin. So a lot of leafy greens.

We also grow tomatoes now because of the high tunnel, that's allowed us to grow fruiting crops - tomatoes, peppers, eggplants, cucumbers - those are those are grown for a longer portion of the season, but they are cut and come again product or plants, so, you're harvesting throughout the season, as opposed to like a carrot or a beet, which you pull up and then it's done.

[Eric Stoffer, Bay Branch Farm, Cleveland, OH]
Growing in an urban setting, the amount of land we have to use is one of our biggest constraints. And so, we grow, most of the things we grow are grown very intensively, so we have a much closer spacing than we'd maybe traditionally on a, on a rural farm where you have as much, kind of as much space as you want.

So we plant things really close together, in-row, and we plant a lot of rows together. The other thing that we do, since we don't have a lot of space, is we select the vegetables we grow are typically high profit and quick turnover. So lettuces, spinach, beets, carrots. And that way we can take this bed here, which is approximately 100 square feet. If we replant that three times in a season, that's 300 square feet for us, not 100 square feet.

[Annabel Khouri]
Some of the innovative things we do on this farm... we really rely on a lot of tools that allow us to grow in a small space. One such tool is the paper pot transplanter. We also use a two-wheel walk behind tractor and we've really gotten away from tillage, but it was important for primary tillage when we started our farm, and it also has different attachments that we can use. For example, we use something called a tiller depth system, which allows us to just kind of till in any compost or fertilizer that way we might be adding to a bed and also make a very smooth planting bed for the paper pot transplanter or for our direct seeding tool.

[Eric Stoffer]
Here at Bay Branch Farm, we have all of our greenhouses and high tunnels are automated based on temperature control. And we control the sidewalls and our tunnels have ridge vents to allow convection cooling. So we don't use any powered fans.
Business Operations and Markets
[Annabel Khouri]
We are a for profit market garden, and we've always started with that intention in mind, to make it a business. It is difficult to make a go at farming, there's not a lot of profit margin, but because we are close to our markets, we cut out a lot of energy and time that would be spent taking our food from maybe a rural area into an urban market where there are customers.

And then we've also gotten support through USDA and local city grants that have allowed us to turn this into a viable business. Well, we've been working with USDA since 2017. That was our very first contract. And prior to that, I really wasn't aware of what benefits an urban farm could get from USDA. I always thought, well, they helped other farmers that were much larger than mine. But since then, we've gotten two EQIP [Environmental Quality Incentive Program] grants for high tunnels, one of which I'm sitting in right now, and that also comes with micro-irrigation. So, that's really helped change the sustainability of our farm from a financial perspective, from a growing perspective. And it was a complete game changer in terms of our ability to grow tomatoes for market at scale, for much longer throughout the season, because field tomatoes, even though we were growing in a high tunnel, field tomatoes succumb to disease so much more quickly than high tunnel tomatoes.

One of the things we try to do on this farm is figure out how can we have different revenue streams? Growing food and selling food is certainly the core of what we do. But it's just one thing, and it takes a lot of bags of lettuce to actually pay the rent.

We have an online store that has been our primary mode of selling since pretty much 2019. So throughout the pandemic, that's how we were selling. But prior to that, we went to farmer's markets,  and this season we are back at a farmer's market for the first time in a few years. So those are our primary retail outlets.

In addition to those, we have a couple of other businesses that we work with. There's a small family owned grocery store that we sell our product to on a wholesale basis. And then there's another farmer that's down in the Cuyahoga Valley National Park that has a farm stand and they always want to bring in a diversity of products and augment what they're growing on their farm. So we've been working with them as well. And those are our primary outlets.

And then we've had some restaurants that we have worked with. COVID really impacted that channel, but we still work with one restaurant on a pretty consistent basis.

Through the farmer’s market, we do participate in different incentive programs. We take the Senior Farmers Market Nutrition Program coupons, and we also take WIC [Women, Infants, and Children] coupons at the farmer’s market. So we're trying to get food into, into everybody's kitchens and bellies because everybody deserves and should have access to good, healthy, nutritious, locally grown food.

And almost every customer that we have, with a few exceptions, has been to the farm to either pick up or come to our plant sale or an open house. And so we are constantly engaging with our customers. We send out a weekly email letting them know what's going on on the farm with pictures.

So, we have this beautiful space that we've created. We like to bring people here. We have started to charge for farm tours, and that has been one other way that we can bring money into the farm. We also have some events on the farm. So, people can come here and pick flowers, they can rent the space if they want to have, you know, a luncheon for their team or do a team meeting or something like that.

The first, five, six, seven years that we farmed, this was a side business, and it certainly would not have supported us. We actually knew we wanted to do this, and so we made intentional choices to be able to farm and support ourselves through our farm income. And so that's kind of what we're looking to head into next, and kind of take our farm to the next level and have it be even more financially sustainable. But we've again made really informed choices to be able to do this as a lifestyle.

It is a really awesome lifestyle. It is also a lot of work. But we both love working, and we love being able to be outside and have our hands in the soil. There are so many other benefits outside of just money, because what is money, right? I mean, it allows you to buy things, sure, but quality of life and the importance of being close to the earth and tied to the earth and connected to the food that we grow, that nourishes us, that is really important, too. So, I think all of those things combined make us feel like this is a viable and worthwhile endeavor.
Scaling Urban Agriculture
So we are growing food for our community, and all of the food that we grow here either goes into our community, usually within 5 or 10 miles from the farm. We have had a number of student groups, college, there's a local community college that does a sustainable agricultural certificate, so those groups have come on to the farm to see what we do.

I think just the benefits of the ecosystem services that a farm provides, we are growing something in the soil and that is benefiting the soil, it's benefiting the air. There's implications for animals and pollinators. And so all of that, I think, are benefits of having an urban farm.

Being in a city, we are constrained by the amount of space we have to grow on. So that is one of the limitations of growing in an urban environment that you might not face in a more rural setting. The other challenges are really, the challenges I think most farmers face. You're dealing with weather and pests. You would think being in an urban setting, you might not have as many urban or as many critters to deal with. But we certainly have lots of pests, both deer, groundhogs, and then, of course, all of the bugs that impact what we're trying to grow on this farm.

In terms of food resilience, I think the fact that we're growing food inside the city is really valuable. We're keeping plants in the ground, so we're not just mowing the lawn and losing soil potentially to erosion or runoff. We are capturing rainwater, both for irrigation purposes and also through rain gardens, particularly to kind of mitigate some of the rain flow into our high tunnels. And also just air quality, water quality, you know, we are we have trees and fruit trees on the property as well. And I think it's pretty. I think it's kind of beautiful back here. So, I think those are some of the things that we contribute to the community.

One other thing that I think is really cool about Cleveland is we were once known as the greenhouse capital of America back in the 20s, 30s, 40s, 50s, 60s. We had over 400 acres of land under glass. So that glass greenhouse was actually built in Cleveland and manufactured here in Cleveland. But people don't know that, I don't think, but we've gotten away from that, right? Because food is, food now comes from the grocery store. And a lot of that food was actually sold into local communities.

There's so much potential to continue to grow food in the city. And, you know, support from USDA really helps jumpstart that and make it more possible. I'm really grateful for all the programs we've benefited from as a farm from USDA. So I want to definitely make that clear. The EQIP program has been so great for us.

I would say, I think it is challenging for a lot of urban growers or aspiring or new farmers to understand the process of getting access to these programs. In addition to the EQIP grants, we've done two CSP contracts, and that's helped us just do better work on our farm and incorporate conservation practices into our farm.

I think one challenge with the USDA programs... they exist, there's money there, there are benefits to urban growers, but getting to those urban growers and also getting those urban growers to understand how those programs can benefit them, along with how to actually sign up for them and what that entails. Because it's not, you sign up and you get the high tunnel the next week or even the next month. There is a, a calendar and a process and a contracting period. So I think understanding those deadlines would be helpful for urban growers.

And certainly the county committee can help in relaying that information to growers in our network. I mean, it took us seven years to actually benefit from a USDA program. And, you know, I consider myself pretty on top of how things could work and how things could benefit us. But if you're growing in the midst of summer and you're trying to make your business work, this is just one other thing.
