New Roots Community Farm
I'm Sheryll Durrant [Sheryll Durrant, New Roots Community Farm, the Bronx, NY. Farm Service Agency Urban County Committee Representative]. I'm on the New Roots Community Farm, which is part of the New York New Roots program of the International Rescue Committee. I think urban farming found me and not me seeking it. I used to be in corporate and institutional America. I was a marketing professional for over 20 years and during the fall of the U.S. economy in 2008 is when I decided to make a pivot to something new. I took a severance package from my employer, and I spent the next four years just volunteering in spaces, primarily community gardens. 

So we are in the South Bronx. And, if anybody knows about the South Bronx, primarily the Bronx, we went through a period of disinvestment and disenfranchisement and just redlining and most historians and people refer to it as the “Decade of Fire.” Most people
just call it when “the Bronx was Burning,” where a lot of real estate was gutted through fires and abandoned, a lot of infrastructure was left unattended. A lot of investments just left the Bronx. And, this is what we, we were left with... we were left with a borough that was neglected. 

Well, the New Roots Community Farm is part of a larger endeavor by IRC, International Rescue Committee, and, it's a well known refugee and asylee resettlement organization, been around for 100 years, and it grew out of a need of our arriving refugees
and asylees who wanted places so that they could grow their own food, especially their own culturally relevant food. So that's how the New Roots program was started, folks who, when you came here, “How do I get my own food? Is there a place I can grow my own food?” So, that's how the New Roots program was created.

So, we have received funding from the USDA through their SARE program to implement an immigrant urban ag and garden training program. We're actually in our final year of this grant, and it has been very, very successful.
Production Methods
So what’s different in a community endeavor, or in our community endeavor, is that we seek consensus from our community members that are most involved. So at the beginning of the season we have what is called our crop planning meeting, where all who are interested come together and talk about what was growing the year before, what grew best, what they would like to see growing on the farm, and the those who were involved in the farmer’s market also determine what sold best at the farmer's market or what was given away best at the free distribution. And it's from that we create a big, big crop plan.

We have limited space so we don't grow one crop in one bed. We pack 3 or 4 crops in a bed, and you have to be very strategic about that, because if you're going to grow things in a bed that's 5ft or 4ft by 20ft, and we are gonna grow it not at 24 inches apart, but 12 inches apart, we have to be very strategic about how we harvest, how we care for the plants, and what we plant in the beds.

So take, for instance, we'll grow, we'll grow crops together that like each other and that also help with integrated pest management. So we'll go fruiting crops, which are tall, some of them are tall, to shade our lettuces, our crops which require a little shade. And we'll grow herbs, perennial herbs that will come back every year that also help in pest management. And also, you know, are beneficial to the plants that grow there. So in our beds you'll see like 3 or 4 crops together. So that's how we get, so when you walk on the farm that’s how you get all this lush feel with all this diversity.

We grow a lot of fruit trees. We have a bioswale, pollinator, and native area so that we can attract bees and butterflies and all beneficial insects, as well as the ones that are not so beneficial, they need to eat, too. The bioswale is part of our water mitigation because we are on a slope. So when it rains very heavily, the bioswale will help to absorb some of that water. So yeah, we have some minor climate initiatives here. And we look at weeds differently because a lot of our population... I mean, traditional farming, you get rid of weeds, but I have populations here where they eat “weeds.” So you have to be mindful of which “weeds” you grow. So therefore you will come and you'll see the farm it's not, like, pristinely curated or manicured because a lot of what is in the ground is edible to some people so we have respect for that as well.

We are able to grow some tropical crops because of the heat island effect of New York City. So we at first love that the heat during the summer heat would throw up off the concrete or off these buildings, but with it getting hotter, it’s more heat. The high tunnels we grow a lot of our hot crops. So this year we are growing our hot peppers and cucumbers in there. They grow very well in the high tunnel. And we grow ginger and turmeric in there. Yeah. Very, very successfully. And in the past we have grown other tropical crops like candulas, pigeon peas, bissap, which most people know as the hibiscus plant, grows very well in this hot climate. Some of our, herbs grow well, sage grows well in there. But yeah, we use it to experiment with very, very hot crops, especially the seeds that we get from our community that would normally not grow in this region.

We usually use this particular bed to do a little experimentation. Last year we planted a Russian variety of rice which was very successful. So you know, we select a crop, something that we have never grown before, unusual, and we test it out. So these are our beehives. Three. Oh there are now five up from three. We have about three harvests a year and we sell at our farmer’s markets, we share with our community members. And, the bioswale, which we're going to look at next, has a lot of native cultivars, pollinators, which, you know, help with the production of our honey.

So our bioswale starts where those fruit trees are, continues along this path and continues there behind us and runs all the way around the farm. So it kind of like curves around the farm, which is which is sloping, another reason for us to have a bioswale, because when it rains very heavily we have water runoff. And it ends where we have our stormwater catchment in our casita.

In the past we were lucky to get compost delivered to us by the Department of Sanitation New York, which we lovingly refer to as “DSNY.” But, due to the mayor's budget cuts, we don't know what the future of compost is going to going to be in the city. We are lucky to have some of the infrastructure on this farm because the land is owned by the Department of Transportation. So we have water access, which is already on the farm. We have a catchment area for stormwater runoff on the farm. We have a cement pad for delivery which is at the top at the farm. So we are lucky. Most community gardens don't have that. They have to access water from the hydrant. So they have to get a permit from the Department of Environmental Protection, the DEP.

The urban-rural connection is, is so important. Let me see if I can tease that out. First, we need to support our local farmers. We shouldn't be getting our food, the majority of our food, from far, far away. It's grown here. It's seasonal. We should... We should go to our family farms, our homesteaders, our community farms. That's the first thing. And, I'm not facetious to say that we have enough land in the city to grow all the food within community gardens and urban farms, but we can grow quite a lot. So we should support our local farmers within the city so that they can become even more viable to, you know, be hyper organizations that support their immediate community. And we need to... and now we make this connection between what we can't grow in the city because of land access. We connect with our local farmers to supplement and aggregate what we grow here. 

And that's what you saw today at the farm, at our free distribution is we have made connections with local farmers who we like a lot, who are flexible to our needs and they will grow stuff that we need and they will send their produce down to us to aggregate with what we have so that we can have a larger market and a larger free distribution. 
Business Operations and Markets
So here we have many different market models on the farm. We do, community members garden communally together. That's the first model where people garden together and they are free to take any amount of produce, that they want as long as they weigh it. And then we have a free distribution. And this is mainly for our community members that are generally food insecure, and we don't ask questions. Frankly, we don't care whether you're food insecure or not, we believe food is a right. And then we have a farmer's market. And, this year we are developing a CSA. And our farmer’s market is not primarily to make money. Yes, we want it to be viable, but it's to teach people how to develop a food model.

What we have done in, at New Roots is try to build a community where we have different working groups that are responsible for certain things. Like, for instance, I wasn't here at 6:30, 7:00 in the morning when community members came to water. That's a decision that the crop planning team and then that team makes that, “we are going to come here early in the morning and water because it is cool.” We have a compost team. They decide when they're going to do their compost thing and alert me. We have an events planning team. “We're going to have a potluck during the solstice.” So it's to engage people in ways in which they feel, feel is their measure or is comfortable. And I'm just a coordinator. 
Scaling Urban Agriculture
This is not a hobby project, you know, and this is work, and it's not cute, you know, and this, this idea that many people have that this is an endeavor that people do on their free time or this is an endeavor that is only sustained through volunteer labor... No, none of that. We need to disavow ourselves from that opinion. This is real work. It contributes to society. It contributes to the well-being of a community. People might not be inside this farm working, but just the effect of us being here... It has a tremendous effect on the people who walk around this farm, who see this in their community. We are in here working on people who stop by and say, “we just love that you are here” because, because just to walk around and see a green space which is active and not passive, like a park which is active with people engaged in that endeavor, has a positive effect on the people who we live around here. 

So, you know, my work has expanded because I believe that urban agriculture is important, you know, and it's not just about growing food. It's beyond just growing food. It's beyond the importance of green spaces in urban environments that actually diversify our ecosystem, and make our ecosystem healthier. Clean air, clean soil. Community engagement that is important too, that is healthy, you know, addressing trauma within our community because people have a space to gather and be. And just plain old community engagement. 

In terms of those challenges is as we begin to grow and redevelop community gardens, is to make sure that each growing space has the essential infrastructure that they need. And water is essential. Another challenge for me also is how to use space more effectively. Raised beds are great, but I wish there was more focus on innovative techniques for growing. Like I have things like, not only do we have raised beds, but can we have like certain trellises that are collapsible that we can move around and so that we can grow up over trellises as well as growing in our beds? 

Urban agriculture and community gardening in the city is more than just growing food. It's, it's about engaging community. It's about in meeting a need in communities that have been marginalized, under-resourced and otherized for generations. You know, and once we have a deep understanding of that, then we need to think of ways in which we can fund projects like that, like these, or offer a conduit for information whereby these projects can access greater funding or access greater resources so that they can become more sustainable.

Because the goal is to make urban agriculture sustainable within a city. And for me, my vision for this, for the future is always more funding, really and truly. And to recognize that our projects need the manpower in order for them to survive and to thrive. And the manpower needs to be paid at a livable wage.
