Gary Comer Youth Center
My name is Sandra Reno. I am the Urban Agriculture Farm
and Production Manager here at the Gary Comer Youth Center on the South Side of Chicago.

So, the Gary Comer Youth Center, which is where we are, was founded in 2006. Urban agriculture has always been a part of our programming here and slowly, over the years, we've really expanded. In 2010, I believe, is when they purchased the land across the street, so, a 1.75-acre lot, and remediated all of that land and now it's a thriving urban farm where we're growing close to 20,000 pounds of food a year. 

The Youth Center's mission is to create well-rounded global citizens. And so we do that through so many different avenues. We're really focusing on academics. We're exploring different art projects and technology needs and, of course, urban agriculture and culinary arts.

And, so, what's unique about our urban ag programs is that they're entirely youth led. Everything you see on the rooftop, and here, out on the farm, like, this t-shirt, it's all driven by youth voice, youth choice.

In our programs, we teach a lot about those hard skills of of growing the food, but we're also teaching the idea of food sovereignty and food justice and having agency in your food system and not only knowing where your food comes from, but having a say in what that food is. Making sure that it is culturally relevant, making sure that you know how to consume it and you know what it does to your body. And I could say that all of our young people, by the time that they're exiting our programs, or going off into their next job, they understand those concepts and they really...they really live with that every day.
Production Methods
Here at the Gary Comer Youth Center, we have several different production methods. We have this indoor hydroponics lab that we built in the winter of 2021 as a way to continue growing throughout the year. So, our motto, it's on the back of all of our shirts is "Never Stop Growing," because that's the question we get: "What do you do in the winter?" We just never stop. This is one way that we're able to continue growing through the winter. We have NFT systems... two, three NFT systems, Dutch Buckets, and Ebb and Flow system. So, that's just here in one room.

And then we have the rooftop, where we have a special rooftop blend medium and we're able to extend the season in spring, start things a lot earlier, and then we're growing well into December, sometimes January, under low tunnels, tents, and different experiments.

And then out at the street level, we have the 1.7-acre farm, which has two hoop houses, which are large tunnels, with the plastic covering film and,  you know, it's basically a greenhouse but there's no ventilation, there's no heat, no electricity. And so in those tunnels we're able to start the season a little earlier and keep going a little later and create different microclimates for things like ginger and turmeric and specialty tomatoes, peppers. 

And then we have some raised beds out there that we've built. We've built a Hügelkultur mound. We have a fruit orchard, we have an apiary with 13 beehives, we have chickens, an aviary with 17 chickens... We have... We're growing in virtually any space we can find out there. Buckets, bags, we've built different size beds. We've built beds that you can stand up
to for our seniors. We've built beds with bricks, we've built beds with scrap wood,  all kinds of things. And then we're starting to experiment with mushroom growing in logs and in packs.
Business Operations and Markets
So we're growing close to 20,000 pounds of food a year and 96% of that stays within a two-mile radius. We're giving maybe about 30 to 40% of that down to our culinary kitchen. Our culinary arts department uses all of the produce that we grow to feed the young people here at after school, and then we sometimes do, we do catering or they'll meal prep for families that need, need a break. We also donate to a church around the corner, Carey Temple Church, and the Ring of Hope pantry twice a week. And we sell to a couple of mom-and-pop restaurants that are not too far away. So it all stays right here.

And we, you know, people get to, get to know their farmers. That's the big dream, right? Know your farmer and know where your food comes from and have some... that's how you build food sovereignty. So our farm, I think, plays a big role in that.

A lot of our success comes from seeing these young people from the time that they're  in middle school or high school come all the way up through the college age program. And then, even after that, if they'd like to continue in urban agriculture, we've had a lot of success finding them their next job or even creating positions here. We've created three different positions, full time positions, for our young people. And that has been a huge, like, a stamp of success on our program, that we're able to say, "This young person was here since high school. We taught him how to do all the farming, but also how to communicate and all those soft people skills."

What makes us unique is that there's, there's a demand and there's a need for fresh food. And so we're growing close to 200 varieties of food. And it's all driven by our community needs and what our young people want to see, what they want to learn about and experiment with. And all of that produce is staying right here in our community. So that's that's one thing that makes us unique. It's all driven by the young people and our community, and it's all staying right here. And it's benefiting us, our neighbors, our culinary department. It's all just hyperlocal.
Scaling Urban Agriculture
On our site, community is really important because we're really looking to our community to help us build the Youth Center and the farm as an asset to our neighbors, the farm as an asset as a source of fresh food, as an asset, as a green space, as an asset for for young people, a safe place to be, a welcoming environment. But we can't we can't do all that if we're siloed and we're not taking in input from the community. So, in my role,
I'm working with a lot of partners, a lot of local partners, either local restaurants, church, the people who run the church pantry, neighbors just who need a space to come and vent. A lot of seniors will come and just tell us everything we're doing wrong, and that's great! Like, we need that. And that's how you build, that's how you build a community.

We talk about the bandwidth of our staff. It's so thin. But people like Illinois Extension and these types of educators or these federally funded programs that have the people that are focused on creating these educational materials for us have have been really beneficial. We haven't had much interaction with the USDA. You know, at first, I think we were kind of daunted by the, like, the idea of applying for a USDA grant is daunting and, especially for us, a nonprofit with very limited staff and very limited time, as you saw, there's three adults and 60 young people and we're here really long days and just the thought of sitting down and writing another grant or, like, following up with the metrics is daunting. So, I think that's what's held us back a little bit. And I know that they're making good strides in that. But it would be really cool to have someone just come and say, "Okay, these are the things that you're eligible for" or, or just, you know, give us something like that. "These are the things you're eligible for. This is how you do it." And just tell us what to do.

[Bill Ladd-Cawthorne]
My name is Bill Ladd-Cawthorne. I'm the Director of Employment Programs here at the Gary Comer Youth Center. At the beginning of last year, 2023, I was elected to the brand new Urban County Committee for Cook County for the FSA. And it's been interesting trying to recruit urban farmers, many of whom are completely unfamiliar with the FSA and have only a vague notion of what USDA is up to, or only familiar with parts of that giant body of work.

What the USDA could do better to support urban growers is well, continuing what they're doing already and working hard to educate themselves about what urban growers are up to and the kinds of, situations and legal entities and business models and operations that make things more complicated and a little, a little murkier than the models of farming that USDA is used to. So, continuing to become more familiar with urban agriculture and then also, I think, a certain amount of hand-holding could go a really long way. Urban farmers are at least as busy as other farmers, but probably more so because they're farming typically inside the community that they serve. So there are a lot of, a lot of different things
happening all the time, so, and a lot of things pulling the attention of, of urban farmers in different directions. So, I think if USDA staff were able to take the time, somehow, to come out and get to know these farms and really learn about them well enough to be able to provide some guidance on eligibility for different programs and opportunities, and recommend some of them that might be a good fit, maybe even help fill out some of the fairly confusing paperwork that I guess is fairly routine for  a lot of industrial farmers. But is completely alien to most urban farmers. Now, that would take a huge amount of time and, and resources. But I think it could build momentum, too. Once some urban farmers have been able to take advantage of programs, they'll talk to the other farmers that they know
and other people in the community and share that information, say that it actually worked, they filled out all these forms and then, you know, got something or other out of it,  and they can, you know, maybe even help each other navigate the process. So, I think, a big concerted effort to get the ball rolling could, could really pay off.

[Sandra Reno]
I'd like the USDA to know that, urban farmers are wearing a lot of different hats. The typical urban farmer is maybe not me, because I'm part of this larger organization and have a lot of support in different ways. But a typical urban farmer does not. Like, they maybe found an empty lot, saved up to purchase it, are figuring out water access, are figuring out infrastructure. Maybe have some volunteers helping them, but it's a very small team and they're doing this work because they're passionate about it and not because there's any promise to make any money, because there isn't. And so I think if more people understood that, that urban farmers are experiencing all of these challenges and trying to figure out all of these things, almost entirely on their own, we'd be able to build better support systems.

There’s definitely some financial challenges impacting our operation. All of our young people are here because they need a job. And we're creating these opportunities and these pathways for them because we know it's better than working almost anywhere else, right? It's a, it's a paid internship where they're learning a lot of skills. But to have these robust programs, we need financial support and we need everything from supplies to wages.

When I talk to people about what we do here and share our story, the common theme is, you know, "What a surprise. Can't believe this is happening on the South Side of Chicago. Can't believe that something like this exists." And that's a shame. You know, this should be not just on the South Side of Chicago. Should be all over the city. It should be all over the country, where young people are learning not only how to grow their food, but be a part of a team, have food agency, you know, learn about sustainability. We're tapping into so many different green careers and also not green careers like t-shirt design and making. Yeah, I think it's a shame that this isn't happening in more places or that, you know, this is a surprise that it's happening, because it's so beneficial in so many ways.

