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Abstract 

Urban Agriculture for Rust Belt Resilience: 

A Case Study of Food Policy in Cleveland, Ohio 

Kathryn Rita Johansen, MSCRP 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2021 

Supervisor:  Michael Oden 

In 2010, Cleveland, Ohio established a series of food policies and programs in 

response to the foreclosure crisis in 2008 that resulted in swaths of vacant parcels being 

placed under the control of the city and county land banks. The weight of the recession and 

increased building abandonment exacerbated blight and disinvestment within the region. 

This report explores the benefits of urban agriculture in historically marginalized 

communities and the efficacy of those food policy programs in the revitalization of these 

neighborhoods. Urban agriculture is by no means a panacea for economic stability or 

reawakening, but rather a tool to build resilience and community cohesion that will 

improve the quality of life for existing residents.  

Through a series of interviews with urban farmers, planning academics, and land 

bank experts, along with a community survey ad GIS analysis of food deserts and land 

suitability, we can glean that Cleveland has the potential to be an attractive site for urban 

agricultural and food systems development. With tens of thousands of vacant parcels 

available to the public, the process of obtaining land to produce and distribute healthy food 

vi 
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and provide livelihoods for Cleveland residents is quite promising. However, restrictions 

in the application process make this land unattainable for many residents, with more than 

9,000 Cuyahoga County individuals and families with tax delinquencies on their properties 

in 2019 alone (Cuyahoga County Fiscal Officer, 2020). The city of Cleveland should push 

for policies that allow residents of Cleveland to avoid tax-delinquencies and foreclosures 

and remain in their homes that were secured through sub-prime loans.  

The city of Cleveland can create promise and opportunity for under-served 

neighborhoods by granting residents access to secure and permanent agricultural land. This 

will not only encourage generational wealth and food sovereignty, but an increase in urban 

farms, markets, and community gardens will benefit the health and well-being of the city 

at large, though improved access to healthy food and produce. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Background 

As the population continues to migrate toward larger metropolitan Sun Belt cities like 

Austin, Denver and Seattle (Table 1) in pursuit of job and educational opportunities, 

neighborhood and cultural amenities, and a warmer climate, several cities in America’s 

Rust Belt region, along with their rural hinterlands have experienced long term decline or 

stagnation. The Rust Belt most often refers to cities in the Northeastern and North Central 

regions of the United States, and include Detroit, MI, Buffalo, NY, Pittsburgh, PA, St. 

Louis, MO, and Cleveland, Ohio. These cities were once thriving industrialization hubs for 

steel and manufacturing, and the decline of the Rust Belt began as manufacturing moved 

to the Sunbelt states and overseas, leaving behind abandoned buildings and high 

unemployment.  These shrinking urban environments are often associated with cheap 

housing and a declining tax base, which ultimately lowers the operating costs, but leaves 

little funding to be allocated to maintain public services and infrastructure.  
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Table 1 

Top Ten Growing and Declining Cities from 2010-2019 

 

Top Ten Growing Cities Population 2019 Population 2010 Percent Change 

Irvine, California 212375 273157 28.6% 

Austin, Texas 790390 950807 20.3% 

Seattle, Washington 608660 724305 19.0% 

Durham, North Carolina 228330 269702 18.1% 

Fort Worth, Texas 741206 874401 18.0% 

Orlando, Florida 238300 280832 17.8% 

Denver, Colorado 600158 705576 17.6% 

Charlotte, North Carolina 731424 857425 17.2% 

Henderson, Nevada 257729 300116 16.4% 

Atlanta, Georgia 420003 488800 16.4% 

Top Ten Declining Cities       

Detroit, Michigan 713777 674841 -5.5% 

Toledo, Ohio 287208 276614 -3.7% 

St. Louis, Missouri 319294 308174 -3.5% 

Cleveland, Ohio 396815 385282 -2.9% 

Baltimore, Maryland 620961 609032 -1.9% 

Buffalo, New York 261310 256480 -1.8% 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 305704 302205 -1.1% 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin 594833 594548 0.0% 

Chicago, Illinois 2695598 2709534 0.5% 

Anchorage, Alaska 291826 293531 0.6% 

Source: Total Population, Social Explorer, ACS2019 (5-Year Estimates) 

For example, decades of disinvestment have left thousands of vacant properties in 

the hands of Cuyahoga County and Cleveland’s Land Banks. Cleveland will be the central 

case study in this work for analyzing the potential of urban agriculture and reformed food 

systems to stabilize and revitalize rust belt communities.  Converting these vacant lands 

and structures into various parts of a closed-loop agricultural system has the potential to 
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empower these disinvested communities to foster neighborhood revitalization, economic 

stability, and food security. Numerous studies have explored the benefits of Urban 

Agriculture, touting its ability to build social capital, create new skillsets and jobs, along 

with increasing biodiversity, soil quality and health, reducing urban heat island, and 

reducing crime rates. However, the economic boom of the Rust Belt during the Industrial 

Revolution also led to the creation of numerous brownfield sites and environmental 

injustices that have to be taken into consideration and addressed when considering which 

land plots can be converted to agricultural used such as community gardens. A more 

proactive and systematic  approach to repurposing these vacant plots and structures can 

make Cleveland and similar  declining communities more viable and attractive option for 

existing residents and new in-migrants, that would counterbalance the uneven rapid 

population and economic growth of Sun Belt and tech cities.  

Planning Implications 

Since the 1990’s, planners and scholars across the globe have been publishing 

studies, articles and books on declining and ‘shrinking cities’, which are historically large 

urban centers that have experienced a prolonged decrease in population and economic 

vitality since the 1970s. In 2004, a group of thirty of these planners and scholars had 

ultimately established the Shrinking Cities International Research Network to study the 

consequences of depopulation, a phenomenon that has been occurring in not only the 

United States, but also in cities in Germany, China, Russia and Europe (M. Francisca Lima, 

2017). More recently, a term coined as ‘smart shrinkage’ has become a new strategy in 

planning and academia. This framework accepts that there are some cities that are not likely 

to rebound and regain their once-thriving populations. Instead of investing in methods to 
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fight further decline and attract people from the outside, these cities can begin to refocus 

their efforts on making the city a pleasant environment for residents who already live there 

(LaCroix, 2010). There is also growing literature on the subject of food deserts and their 

link to food injustices, which prompts the idea of urban farming and community gardens 

to combat food insecurity and expand access to healthy food. Articles from the Solutions 

Journal entitled, ‘Urban Agriculture in Rust Belt Cities’ and the Journal of Agriculture, 

Food Systems, and Community Development, ‘Rustbelt Radicalism: A Decade of Food 

Systems Planning in Buffalo, New York’, along with a report from Amy E. Mersol-Barg 

from the Duke University School of Law all highlight urban agriculture as a tool for 

creating agency and economic opportunity for underserved communities in declining 

regions that should be supported through public policy and planning advocacy (Masi et al., 

2016; Mersol-Barg, 2017; Raja, 2014). 

Poor quality of life and overall health of these residents is exacerbated by the lack 

of investment and tax income to support infrastructure and public services. In the case of 

Cleveland, most residents live in a food desert, with poor access to diverse offerings of 

healthy food products. Planners can develop programs and inform policy decisions that 

will expand food access and provide residents the opportunity to build new skills and 

improve the overall quality of life for all people in shrinking cities. This paper will analyze 

past and existing urban agriculture strategies in Cleveland, Ohio, a chronically declining 

Rust Belt city, assess positive and negative outcomes and highlight knowledge gaps that 

exist in research that can be studied in the future. It is asserted here that it is a planner’s 

responsibility to advocate for those who have poor access to basic amenities like healthy 

and affordable food access, while paving the way for future development.  
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A series of literature reviews, semi-structured interviews, and a community-wide 

survey will be  used to address the following key questions: 

• What is the potential for urban agriculture in cities that are experiencing population 

decline and significant abandoned or underutilized property?  

• How has urban agriculture been used as a tool in strategies to revive rust belt cities?  

• What is the potential to develop urban agriculture in a key case study city, Cleveland?  

• What are key barriers to the successful development of sustainable urban agricultural 

systems in rust belts?  

Several urban agriculture initiatives exist within Rust Belt cities like Detroit and Cleveland 

but have not contributed to a sustainable or long-standing improvement in economic or 

health outcomes in communities. 

The first chapter of this report introduces the reader to the main topic that is being 

explored, with a brief history of Rust Belt cities and a planner’s role in addressing the 

consequences that are associated with these declining regions. Key studies and research 

will be touched upon that is related to the topic, followed by and exploration of knowledge 

gaps that this research seeks to address. The methodology detailed in Chapter 2 will make 

the reader aware of the strategies and processes that were involved in the selection of 

literature, interview candidates, and GIS analysis.  

Chapter 3 will highlight the use of urban agriculture as a tool to create more resilient 

cities- this will be through a series of literature reviews and comprehensive GIS analysis 

of Cleveland, Ohio, and what percentage of the population is located within a food desert, 

which is defined by the USDA as “low-income tracts in which a substantial number or 

proportion of the population has low access to supermarkets and grocery stores” (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, 2012). Chapter 4 explores the history and current state of Rust 
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Belt cities, and the role of urban agriculture in these regions, and Chapter 5 is a more in-

depth analysis of urban agriculture and the current conditions of one of the most steadily 

declining cities of the Rust Belt region, Cleveland, Ohio. The chapter will begin with a 

brief introduction into the rise and fall of Cleveland, explore the current state of the city, 

and delineate urban agriculture practices that have existed in the past and continue to 

operate today. The chapter will wrap up by denoting the obstacles that UA faces within the 

city, and metrics that can be used to measure the success or failure of the program(s). A 

community-led, publicly supported, closed-loop agricultural system is proposed and 

outlined in Chapter 6, with Chapter 7 concluding the report, discussing final thoughts and 

additional knowledge gaps that may exist in current research. 
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Chapter 2 - Methodology For the Cleveland Case Study 

A combined GIS and qualitative analysis based on literature, reports and interviews 

will explore issues and gaps in current research and practice, which can help planners 

realize promising policies to advance successful urban agricultural solutions. In this report, 

I will highlight Cleveland, Ohio, a Rust Belt city that is surrounded by prime agricultural 

land (most suitable for farming) and lies along Lake Erie. This city has experienced 

prolonged decline, in terms of population, median household income, educational 

attainment, and vacant housing. This project explores which block groups would be most 

suitable to convert vacant lots into urban farms and community gardens, based on their 

classification as a food desert and their proximity to neighborhood amenities, such as 

schools, public transit stops and additional farms, markets, and grocers. 

INTERVIEW METHODS 

Approved through the IRB review board, I conducted several semi-structured 

interviews with targeted questions to gain a better understanding of various perspectives 

and experiences living, working, and participating in urban farming in Cleveland. Some 

flexibility in responses was allowed, in order to let the interviewee, digress and share other 

thoughts. Interviewees were selected based on their relationship to the topic, their 

willingness to participate and their ability to meet within a restricted timeframe. Key 

informants included a Planning academic at Cleveland State University, an individual who 

works with land bank properties, a founding partner of an urban farm in Cleveland, a farm 

manager at another urban farm in the city, and residents of Cleveland. All interviews were 

recorded, transcribed and coded using an online service. The main questions for each 

subject are summarized below. 
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• Farmers: What are the main obstacles farmers are currently facing, is corporate 

agriculture making it difficult for small farms to thrive, what do small farmers need to 

succeed, do they have working relationships or partnerships with people in the city? 

• Professionals: What prevents people from gaining access to vacant lots, is there 

guidance or support to help people with the process, and has there been  a qualitative 

analysis on how demolitions are affecting communities?  

• Planning Academics: Is food policy and planning a focus in the curriculum? Is there 

more emphasis on declining regions in the Cleveland State University Planning 

program? Does the University have partnerships with youth/non-profit/food justice 

organizations?  

• Residents: How have residents been impacted by land bank demolitions? Is there 

interest in operating and managing urban farms and community gardens? How familiar 

are residents with the Land Bank properties and food deserts in the city? 

There are some ethical challenges that planning professionals face while seeking to 

extrapolate valuable information from people whom they do not know, people of which 

are struggling to make ends meet and do not necessarily have the time or interest to provide 

input for scientific research. To compensate respondents for their valuable input and time 

completing the survey for this report, their name was entered for a chance to receive a 

complementary CSA (Community Supported Agriculture is a share of a farmer’s bounty) 

for an entire season from the Rid-All farm. Of the 261 surveys that were mailed to a 

targeted neighborhood and distributed to local community organizations, there were only 

ten responses, seven of which were sourced from public entities, whose responses may be 

heavily biased. Though the response rate was miniscule, there were notable trends and 

general consensus regarding some questions- 90% of respondents were aware of the 
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Cuyahoga Land Bank and the properties they have for sale, and while the majority of 

individuals were interested or open to the idea of converting land into a community garden, 

the entire group would  ‘extremely likely’ purchase produce from a community garden if 

the cost was affordable/comparable to chain stores and believe they can improve the lives 

of neighborhoods.  

Regarding the impact of demolitions on the community, while most respondents 

haven’t been personally impacted by the demolitions, several noted that they have both 

positively and negatively affected individuals and families. Some people had an increase 

in home value or were able to purchase neighboring land or expand their community 

gardens, and some noted that there simply is not enough time to discuss all the negative 

repercussions of housing demolitions. Again, with such a small sample of respondents, it 

is difficult to paint a clear picture of how individuals and families living in these disinvested 

neighborhoods are impacted by these decisions.1 

Several community development organizations and nonprofits were contacted to 

assist with the distribution of surveys to residents of Cleveland. To cast a wider net on the 

audience, post cards were mailed to residents who reside in the neighborhoods that are 

experiencing the highest levels of food insecurity and vacancies. This was calculated 

through a GIS analysis that will be discussed in detail later in the chapter. This survey 

contains a link to be entered into an internet browser and a QR code, along with the address 

of the nearest public library for those who do not have internet or computer access. The 

survey was open for public input for 30 days and was designed to gauge how residents 

have been impacted by land bank demolitions and to assess if there is any interest in 

converting vacant lots into urban farms and community gardens.  

 
1 This study will be on-going until a minimum response rate of 10% is reached. 
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GIS METHODS 

Demographic information for the GIS analysis was downloaded using the 2019 

block group census data shapefiles from the US Census Bureau/TIGER, and a map of all 

parcels within the city of Cleveland was generated. This data was then joined with a table 

of demographics derived from the American Community Survey 2015-2019 (5-year 

estimates) to display more refined spatial patterns within Cleveland. Gathering data at the 

block group level provided a more detailed and accurate account of spatial patterns in the 

Cleveland area versus the tract level, which would be unable to accurately depict the 

amount of inequity that certain blocks on the East side of Cleveland are facing. Information 

that will be taken into consideration is racial distribution, total population and population 

density, poverty rate, vacancy rate, and access to a vehicle. 

To account for the number of abandoned housing and lots within the city, a list of 

properties acquired by the Cuyahoga Land Bank was joined with the Census data based on 

the GeoID field, in which each parcel has a unique identification number. Locating where 

these properties exist spatially can make us aware of vacancy and abandonment patterns 

that may exist, and which properties are acquired and demolished by the County. Due to 

the incomprehensive nature of this data, it will be combined with the Probable Vacant Lot 

shapefile, which was derived from ArcGIS online and created in January of 2016 by a staff 

member of the Center on Urban Poverty and Community Development at Case Western 

University in Cleveland (NEO CANDO, 2020). An accuracy assessment of the data was 

performed using a random point generator and placing 200 points within the probable 

vacant parcel layer. ESRI’s 2019 basemap aerial imagery was compared to the presence 

and absence of vacant parcels to decipher if the vacant parcel was indeed, vacant. 169 out 

of the 200 points were accurate, resulting in 85% accuracy, which could stand to be 
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improved. A visual analysis of the distribution of probable vacant lots made it clear that 

the East side neighborhoods of Cleveland experience higher rates of vacancies. To confirm 

this hypothesis, the total sum of vacant acreage and the rate of vacant lots that occupied 

each block group were calculated, with the highest rates occupying East Cleveland.  

Another factor in assessing the most vulnerable groups in Cleveland is to locate the 

areas where a large proportion of residents do not have access to a vehicle- roughly one-

third of the city population has no vehicle available, forcing them to rely on public transit, 

walking, bicycling, and carpooling (Table 2). This data was sourced from the US Census 

Bureau and joined with the block group shapefile to calculate the rates of no vehicle access. 

This factor of vulnerability was also more prevalent on the East side.  

Table 2 

Vehicles Available (Renter-Occupied Housing Units) 

 

Vehicles Available United States Ohio Cleveland 

Renter-Occupied Housing Units: 43481667  1587312  99649   

No Vehicle Available 7981600 18.4% 279914 17.6% 33231 33.4% 

1 Vehicle Available 19728142 45.4% 767460 48.4% 47359 47.5% 

2 Vehicles Available 11868088 27.3% 414975 26.1% 15452 15.5% 

3 Vehicles Available 2866952 6.6% 93346 5.9% 2669 2.7% 

4 Vehicles Available 760338 1.8% 22325 1.4% 593 0.6% 

5 or More Vehicles Available 276547 0.6% 9292 0.6% 345 0.4% 

Source: Social Explorer, ACS2019 (5-Year Estimates) 

In determining the areas that are experiencing food insecurities, which include 

block groups that have poor access to healthy food options, a manual Google Earth search 

was performed to locate supermarkets and grocers within the city limits. All residents 
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should be within walking distance or a quarter mile to affordable 2 and organic 3 produce, 

and the areas outside of this quarter mile buffer will be considered ‘food insecure’. For the 

purpose of this study, food deserts will be analyzed, where ‘low-income’ includes census 

tracts with a poverty rate greater than or equal to twenty percent or the Median Family 

Income (MFI) is less than or equal to eighty percent of the metropolitan areas MFI. ‘Low 

access’ is then defined as a tract in which a minimum of 500 residents and/or one-third of 

the tract population is greater than one mile from a supermarket in an urban area- the 

distance is increased to ten miles in more car-dependent rural areas. 

 
2 For this study, ‘affordable’ means that the produce is priced comparably to chain supermarkets, who 

typically offer the lowest prices for produce, because of the high volume they can afford. (Wendi Gosliner, 

2018) 
3 Grown and processed without the use of synthetic fertilizers or pesticides. 
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Chapter 3: Urban Agriculture for Resilience and Improved Food Access 

CONTEXT 

This research does not suggest that urban agriculture is a panacea for neighborhood 

revitalization in declining cities, but rather a tool to foster community-building and 

cohesion to build up resilience in these regions. With urban agriculture’s limited capacity 

and resources to supply produce and sustenance for all Cleveland residents throughout the 

entire year, crop production will have to be supplemented through regional farms outside 

of the urban core, where dairy, cash crops and other produce have the technology and 

resources to withstand colder seasons. With a large share of Cleveland residents located in 

food deserts, this produce needs to be accessible and readily available through a shift in 

policy and regulation of corporate agriculture, which dominates this country’s landscape.  

FARMING IN AMERICA 

Farming Today 

Most Americans purchase their produce and goods from a supermarket or grocery 

store, which in 2019 was a $808 million industry, according to the USDA Economic 

Research Service report on Food Prices and Spending. In Texas, most residents are familiar 

with and regularly shop at HEB, while New Yorkers have Wegmans, and other regions 

have Shop Rite, Safeway, Costco, Sam’s Club, BJs-  individuals also choose to source their 

groceries from department stores like Walmart and Target. Despite the expansion of chain 

department stores that chose to carry and sell produce, some Americans must rely on 

purchasing their produce and meals from convenience stores, gas stations, and fast-food 

establishments, because of the lack of supermarkets and grocers near their home. More 

recently, in response to the COVID pandemic, we saw a general surge of online food-
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purchasing, further distancing consumers from where what we put into our bodies comes 

from- farms. 

The USDA defines a farm as ‘any place from which $1,000 or more of agricultural 

products were produced and sold, or normally would have been sold, during the year’ (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, 2020). Farms that generate less than the required $1,000 

minimum of revenue but had a sufficient crop yield and/or supply of livestock to produce 

the minimum sales are considered ‘point farms’, which comprised 23% of all farms and 

occupied roughly 6.5% of farmland acreage in America in 2017 (U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, 2020). The 2021 Census of Agriculture is not yet published. Though, the 

USDA Farm and Land Summary in 2019 has noted a decrease in the number of farms and 

farmland in the country since 2012, from an estimated 2.1 million farms down to 2,023,400 

and over 910,000,000 acres to approximately 897,400,000 (Figure 1) . Though the total 

number of farms and farmland have both decreased since 2012, the average farm size has 

increased by one acre.  
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Figure 1 

Total Farms and Farm Acreage in the U.S. 

 

  

Source: Farms and Land in Farms: 2019 Summary, U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2020 

The USDA has six classifications of farms in the U.S., depending on their total 

revenue generated in a year, and they are $1,000-9,999, $10,000-99,999, $100,000-

249,999, $250,000-499,999, $500,000-999,999 and $1 million or more. Of the six classes, 

those farms whose revenue exceeds $1M annually occupy the largest share of farm acres, 

while the smallest class occupies the least. The USDA also uses a classification system of 

family farms by scale- small, midsize, large-scale, and nonfamily. The language used by 

the USDA in reporting sales and profitability of different sized farms is ambiguous and 

inconsistent and can be misleading- small family farms have a gross cash farm income 

(GCFI) of less than $350,000, which spans the lower four economic classes of farms. The 

GCFI is ‘a measure of the farm’s revenue that includes sales of crops and livestock, 

Government payments, and other farm-related income, including fees (U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, 2020) The definition of ‘family farms’ is also something to be explored and is 

defined as ‘any farm where the majority of the business is owned by the principal operator- 

the person who is most responsible for making day-to-day decision for the farm- and by 
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individuals who are related to the principal operator (p. 2). By this definition, almost 90% 

of farms in the United States are considered ‘small family farms’, occupy almost half of 

farmable land, and generate 22% of the value of production (p. 5). The term ‘family farm’ 

is declared by most Americans as something to be supported and celebrated, but people 

fail to recognize that family farms also include industrial farming facilities that participate 

in detrimental practices that degrade our soil, water, and air quality, and increase the 

amount of chemicals and pollutants that Americans ingest on a regular basis. Families can 

be destructive. Additionally, large-scale family farms produce 70% of the dairy, 61% of 

cotton and 54% high-value crops, which include fruits, vegetables, nuts, and greenhouse 

crops (p. 6).  

Large Farms 

These large-scale family farms, which contribute to over 40 percent of production 

are very similar to any individual who has a surplus of a good or product, and enough 

investment equity to begin to control the industry. More land ownership equals more 

production and the ability to supply to larger food corporations and chains like McDonalds, 

Tyson, and KFC. People who have little to no access to the resources necessary to operate 

a profitable farm are already at a disadvantage and have a hard time competing for grants, 

funding and consumers. An example of industrial farming is concentrated animal feeding 

operations, also referred to as CAFOs, which are often depicted in articles and 

documentaries as factory farms, where hundreds or thousands of pigs, cows, and chickens 

are packed into rows of barns and sheds (Hribar, 2010).  

The goal of commercial farming and agriculture is to produce, distribute, and sell 

goods (most often to processing companies and export, rather than directly to the 
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consumer) in the global marketplace, which is called agribusiness. Intensive farming 

practices are often used to satisfy the needs of commercial farming, and according to the 

Cambridge Dictionary, is defined simply as a way of producing large amounts of crops, 

using chemicals and machines. Intensive farming practices are often based on monoculture 

and are used to grow commodity crops like soy and corn, which is used to produce feed for 

livestock and to produce ethanol, an inefficient gas used for fueling automobiles (U.S. 

Department of Energy, 2021). These intensive types of farming practices are not 

sustainable, as they clear-cut entire forests, diminish the quality of soils, deplete air, water, 

and soil quality and the use of pesticides and chemical treatments have a detrimental effect 

on the health of consumers and farm workers who are cultivating the crops (United Nations 

Environment Programme, 2020).  

The practice of growing and harvesting one type of crop on a large scale is called 

monocropping and is notorious for depleting soil health and biodiversity. This method 

provides an efficient and economical way for farmers to grow a surplus number of staple 

crops, which include corn, soybeans, and wheat, at the expense of soil quality. After time, 

the soil begins to lose its productivity, being stripped of its nutrients, forcing the farmer to 

rely on synthetic fertilizers to boost crop production. The soil is also at risk of erosion, 

increasing the amount of runoff in nearby steams and waterways (FoodPrint, 2021). 

Chemicals from the use of pesticides is also detrimental to not only soil and water 

quality, but also contributes to the depletion of the ozone when Methyl Bromide is used for 

pest management and shipping (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2021). 

Agricultural workers who are in direct contact with these chemicals are at risk for 

poisoning and respiratory illnesses, and fruits and vegetable are often contaminated if they 

are not thoroughly washed before consumption. 
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Livestock waste also enters waterways in the form of runoff, increasing algae 

blooms and an unsafe concentration of nutrients. The combination of animal waste, 

pesticides and chemical fertilizers are toxic to streams, rivers and lakes and can create dead 

zones, where oxygen levels are too low to sustain aquatic life (United Nations Environment 

Programme, 2020). Cows and cattle also release an excessive amount of methane into the 

atmosphere, further depleting the ozone (Hribar, 2010). 

Food waste is another issue that is derived from commercial farming practices, with 

63 million tons being generated in 2018 alone, 24 percent of which ends up in a landfill 

(U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2021). The Food Waste Reduction Alliance noted 

that approximately 25-40 percent of produce grown will never be consumed. Recently, 

municipalities have been battling food waste through policy and programs that incentivize 

businesses to compost, redistribute surplus food, or use or purchase rejected produce at a 

discounted price (Food Waste Reduction Alliance, 2021; U.S Environmental Protection 

Agency, 2021). New York City established City Harvest, a food rescue organization that 

rescues over 100 million pounds of food (this year alone) and delivers it to food pantries, 

soup kitchens, and community partners across the city to help residents who are 

experiencing food insecurity (City Harvest, 2021). Overproduction is a strategy that 

commercial farms use to keep prices down for customers and ensure profitability, which is 

a tactic small farmer simply cannot afford (Ruffing, 2014). When there is not enough 

demand to satisfy supply, the excess is disposed of- we saw this more clearly during the 

COVID pandemic, when restaurants were shut down and no longer had a need for the 

copious amounts of produce that are grown and harvested for these businesses (Ellison & 

Kalaitzandonakes, 2020). The pandemic shed a light on several shortcomings of our entire 

food system and its inequities. Commercial farmers also use preservatives, GMO’s and 
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other technology to increase the shelf-life and longevity of their produce and make 

transportation and storage more cost-effective. It is difficult to find comprehensive data on 

the locations and sizes of all corporate and industrial farms in the county, what type of farm 

they are operating (produce, livestock, fish) and where their goods are being exported. The 

USDA has an inconclusive list of farms that volunteer their information to be included in 

the national database, which is accessible to the public. 

The Farm Bill is the largest government subsidy available to support farmers and 

nutrition assistance and has historically supported larger industrial farms and suggested 

smaller operations to ‘adapt or die’ by taking out large loans to survive. The Farm Bill was 

originally established by President Roosevelt in 1933 in response to crop surpluses during 

the Great Depression that resulted in a deflating market and threatened the rural livelihood 

of America.  This bill would allow the government to intervene and control the supply and 

prices of produce in order to stabilize the market- it would also redistribute surplus to low-

income neighborhoods (Mersol-Barg, 2017). More recently, from 1995 to 2020, the 

government distributed almost 80 percent of farm subsidies to the largest 10 percent of 

farms and over 90 percent to the top 20 percent, totaling over $200 billion since 1995 and 

almost $9 billion in 2020 alone (Environmental Working Group, 2020). The Environmental 

Working Group also noted that the remaining 80 percent of farmers received 9 percent of 

subsidies, each receiving only $8 thousand. 

Corporate farming operations often take small farms out of business with lower 

prices that they cannot compete with- they generate a high volume of crops and 

overproduce to keep those prices down and eliminate competition (Farm Aid, 2020). The 

same is happening to small businesses with the rapid growth of corporate monopolies like 

Amazon, who offers more affordable Amazon-branded products, which small business-
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owners cannot compete with. Government-backed subsidies help fund these corporate 

farms and their shareholders, while the Farm Bill could be reformed and expanded as a tool 

to support small farms and regional food systems that support regenerative farming 

principles. 

Small Farms 

Small farms are defined by earning an income under $250,000 and comprise 

roughly 90% of farms in America and over half of the national farmland, according to 

USDA’s Alternative Farming Systems Information Center. They also account for 26 

percent of U.S. production, while 60 percent is generated on farms that generate at least $1 

million of output (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2020). Of the 90 percent of ‘small’ 

farms, 60 percent are considered ‘very small’, with earnings less than $10,000 (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, 2020). This broad definition, which includes smaller 

commercial operations, can be very misleading depending on the context and who is using 

and presenting the data and analysis. Using the term ‘small farm’ while describing a 

commercial farming operation whose income ranges from $10,000 to $249,000 can have 

very different implications. Yet, this large share of farms is not receiving as much federal 

financial aid as higher-earning operations- preventing them from being a lucrative option 

for individuals who are interested in pursuing and managing a small farm. The benefits of 

smaller-scale agriculture are insurmountable and small farms are more apt to participate in 

regenerative farming practices.  

Small-scale farming can have immense benefits to soil health and quality if farmers 

choose regenerative practices, which focus on crop rotation (planting at least three different 

varieties of crops in rotation over a few years) and no-till agriculture, where farmers drill 
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seeds into the earth and avoids harmful plowing (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2020). 

Regenerative agriculture restores and benefits the land and its soils and increases carbon 

sequestration. Some practices include aquaculture, agroecology, agroforestry, biochar, 

compost, holistic planned grazing, no-till, pasture cropping, perennial crops and 

silvopasture (Regenerative Agriculture Initiative, 2017). Regenerative farming practices 

often reduce or eliminate the use of pesticides and fertilizers and instead rely on organic 

matter for nutrient-rich soils and the use of biological controls (or bio-controls) as a 

solution for natural pest management. Because regenerative agriculture is less reliant on 

chemicals and intensive methods to increase crop production, farmers who choose these 

practices see an increase in crop yields and can boost economic activity (Regeneration 

International, 2019).  

Despite the positive outcomes associated with regenerative agriculture in small 

farms, since the 1980’s there have been increasing discrepancies between 

farmers/consumers and food processors/distributors- the power dynamic has become more 

unequal, with preferential treatment given to larger corporate operations, leaving small 

farms with no other option, but to bow out. The struggle of being a small farmer is 

amplified if you are a farmer of color.  

Food Injustice 

Black communities have been discriminated against, redlined and left out of the 

American Dream, through racist policies and programs that prioritize the state and well-

being of White Americans. Wealth and labor have been extracted from our Black 

population for generations and began with the theft of indigenous lands and enslavement 

and exploitation of Black and Brown bodies, using their skills and labor to build the 
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foundation of our country, along with white wealth and power. Stripping these individuals 

of the same liberties white Americans are afforded, makes it almost impossible to hold any 

stake in the game. Since the 1960s, discriminative banking and lending practices made 

accessing a loan to purchase a home inaccessible and laborious, and these practices remain 

in effect, as Black residents struggle to acquire a small portion of vacant land that Land 

Banks are hoarding and likely saving for future more lucrative development opportunities 

(Black Food Justice, 2021). These discriminatory and predatory practices are still in effect 

today, as banks and the USDA prevent Black farmers from accessing loans and funding to 

cover the cost of crop losses and purchase new equipment as they so readily provide these 

options to white and corporate farms (4, 2021).  

Black-owned farm acreage has decreased 90% since 1910, and in 2017 only made 

up 0.5 percent of total farmland, averaging a net cash farm income of $3,509, whereas 

white Americans owned over 94 percent of privately owned farmland in 2017, averaging 

a net cash farm income of $43,608 (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2017). This type of 

control is not limited to farmland and labor, but also includes poor access to our food 

system as a whole, with a lack of accessibility to supermarkets and grocery stores. The 

USDA has published reports on food deserts in America but fails to highlight or address 

race as a predominant factor in their findings, with our minority population experiencing 

more than twice the rate of poverty as our white population. Corporate control over the 

food distribution system forces minorities in our country to rely on convenience stores, gas 

stations and cheap fast food for sustenance. Poor food access is associated with decreasing 

life expectancy through increased rates of diabetes, heart disease and obesity (Brooks, 

2014). Additionally, the overabundance of fast-food establishments perpetuates poverty in 

food deserts by preventing residents from working living-wage jobs and creating a 
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dependency on public assistance programs like SNAP (supplemental nutrition assistance 

program). In an article published by CNN exploring the relationship between supermarkets 

and Black neighborhoods, both Debarchana Ghosh, assistant professor in the University of 

Connecticut’s geography department and Michael Nutter, the former mayor of 

Philadelphia both made mention that the lack of supermarkets in minority neighborhoods 

has taken a form of ‘supermarket redlining’, where large grocers either shut down in 

predominantly Black neighborhoods and/or choose to locate in white, suburban 

neighborhoods, because they are perceived to be more profitable (Meyersohn, 2020). In 

areas that have low rates of vehicle access, these new suburban supermarkets are out of 

reach. In Rust Belt cities, where populations are declining, and minorities make up the 

majority or a significant portion of the population, these conditions are exacerbated.   

In a solid effort to combat racism within America’s food system, several 

organizations have been established to address these issues. Soul Fire Farm, located in 

Eastern New York, offers educational and training programs to combat food injustice, 

noting that,  

 

Black farmers currently operate around 1% of the nation’s farms, having lost over 

12 million acres to USDA discrimination, racist violence, and legal trickery. 85% 

of the people working the land in the US are Latinx migrant workers, yet only 2.5% 

of farms are owned and operated by Latinxs. (Soul Fire Farm, 2021).  

 

Their farm is a source of healing, fostering connection to the Earth and their ancestral 

knowledge and using regenerative farming principles to produce fruits, vegetables, 

mushrooms, honey, and livestock for people who have or are currently under the ‘food 

apartheid’. They offer educational programs and workshops to equip youth and adults with 
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land-based skills and mobilize and build connections with community members and 

organizations (Soul Fire Farm, 2021).  

To improve access to farmland in New England and Upstate New York, the 

Northeast Farmers of Color Land Trust was established, which brings together the 

community land trust and conservation land trust models to repair the harm that was placed 

upon indigenous communities and uplift BIPOC relationships with land and skills with 

permanent and secure access to land (NEFOC Land Trust, 2021). On a national level, the 

Black Food & Justice Alliance seeks to protect Black land and take control of food through 

reclaiming land that was taken and exploited and creating autonomy and self-governance. 

This alliance brings together Black-led organizations to develop Black leadership, support 

Black communities, organize and build institutions (Black Food Justice, 2021).  

These organizations are facilitating indigenous farmer’s access to land, 

reconnecting Black farmers with traditions and wisdom of their ancestors, creating agency 

for Black communities within the food system, and building generational wealth and 

community cohesion for distressed and underprivileged communities. The Institute for 

Agriculture and Trade Policy defines food justice as, “the right of communities everywhere 

to produce, process, distribute, access, and eat good food regardless of race, class, gender, 

ethnicity, citizenship, ability, region, or community.” This is possible through extensive 

outreach and education, inspiring others and building connections with organizations to 

support their mission. Planners can help support food justice initiatives by advocating for 

reparations for Black farmers, implementing equitable and just food policy, and supporting 

community-led urban agriculture as our country continues to migrate toward city living.  
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Urban Agriculture for Food Justice 

Background 

A simplified definition of urban agriculture is, “the cultivation of food within 

metropolitan cores as opposed to that in more peri-urban and rural areas” (Horst et al., 

2017) and some examples include community and rooftop gardens, urban farms that span 

several blocks, hydroponics, and aquaculture. For the purpose of this study, the definition 

of UA will include backyard gardens (if they are reported), private and public community 

gardens, greenhouses, larger/commercial farms, fruit tree farms/clusters, rooftop gardens, 

and vertical farming- the size and scale can range from a personal garden (more difficult 

to detect) to a multi-lot farm, if it is situated in an urban context. 

A report in 2007 estimated that the world’s food production is comprised of 15-20 

percent urban agriculture produce (Veenhuizen, 2007), and in the 2017 U.S. Census of 

Agriculture, it was recorded that urban and peri-urban farms made up 15 percent of farms 

in the U.S. (Rangarajan & Riordan, 2019). The variety of produce ranges from fruits, 

vegetables, livestock (chickens, goats, pigs, rabbits), beekeeping, greens and herbs, 

fisheries, and staple crops like wheat, soy, corn, and other grains, depending on the size 

and location of the farm and local zoning codes and regulations. Urban agriculture is 

utilized in cities of all shapes, sizes and regions, from large, prosperous cities like 

Vancouver, to smaller cities like Portland, Maine. They can also be found in varying 

geographic locations that experience different climates, which could result in each 

metropolitan area producing fruits and vegetables that are unique and native to the region.  

In addition to growing the produce, urban farmers and workers harvest, process, 

store, distribute, and sell their crops. Several urban farms have even established a 

composting service and facility to recycle food scraps that add nutrients to their soil and 
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sell this compost to residents and other farmers in the region (Rid-All Green Partnership, 

2021). The primary goal for many urban farmers is to promote social justice, invigorate the 

local economy, strengthen community cohesion and promote public health. Urban 

agriculture is a multifaceted option for individuals who are looking to build more control 

over their food by providing organic local produce for personal consumption or 

neighborhoods that are underserved and food insecure. Schools, hospitals, nursing homes 

and restaurants also benefit from the produce that urban gardens provide, reducing 

transportation costs and emissions. These farms also support food banks and shelters- 

larger scale urban agriculture operations place more of an emphasis on resale, distribution 

and export, and take place at a regional scale (Mersol-Barg, 2017).  

Benefits of Urban Agriculture 

Community gardens and urban farms have benefits that extend beyond the most 

obvious perk, which is self-produced sustenance. They have the potential to create 

generational wealth through secure land ownership and economic vitality that can be 

transferred from one generation to the next and they place the agency in the hands of 

neighborhoods and those who are in dire need of basic resources, like access to healthy 

food (Horst et al., 2017). Horst categorizes the benefits into six major categories but fails 

to highlight environmental and sustainability improvements that also have the potential to 

combat climate change as a major rationale for urban agriculture.  

Environmental 

Through the practice of regenerative agriculture, nutrients are being replenished 

into the soils, increasing its productivity and providing additional carbon sequestration. 

This enriched soil also improves water retention and reduces erosion. Converting vacant 
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lots into more productive uses like farms and gardens increases the biodiversity in the area, 

attracting new flora and fauna and helping the pollination of other species. They can also 

be used as a tool to promote sustainability and combat climate change- incorporating 

rooftop gardens on top of grocery stores and supermarkets will reduce the amount of 

impervious surface and reduce the effects of heat island, which can increase the 

temperature of the inner city from one to seven degrees compared to outlying areas 

(Pearson, 2010; U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2020). The EPA also notes that an 

increase in vegetation can help lower temperatures by providing shade and through 

evapotranspiration.  In areas that experience heavy rainfall and flooding events, the 

addition of rooftop gardens reduces stormwater runoff that can erode streams and channels. 

Smaller scale urban agriculture can combat the negative implications that industrial and 

commercial farming practices have on the environment- exacerbating climate change 

through intensive methods, and being vulnerable to the extreme weather conditions that are 

a result of climate change.  

Increase Food Access and Security 

Food security is defined by the USDA as always having access to healthy food to 

sustain an active and healthy lifestyle for all household members (Mersol-Barg, 2017). This 

definition however, limits food security to those who are ‘household members’ and 

excludes the homeless population, where over 50 percent reside in urban centers (U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2021). In declining cities like Cleveland, 

Detroit, and Buffalo, a large percentage of the population lives in a food desert and rely on 

public assistance programs to afford healthy food, and urban farms and community gardens 

are simple tools to alleviate food insecurity in these areas.  
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Improve Public Health 

 Increasing the amount of fresh produce in one’s diet has a multitude of physical 

and mental health benefits, especially in a country whose rates of malnutrition and obesity 

in children and adults have been steadily increasing since the 1960’s, with 43 percent of 

adults and 18 percent of children experiencing obesity (Fryar, et al., 2020). This is no 

surprise, given the amount of government subsidies provided to the industrial farming of 

corn (producing high-fructose corn syrup) and wheat (stripped of most nutrients) that 

produce popular, cheap, and readily available junk food like donuts, cakes and cookies. 

Regular consumption of these items will contribute to a decline in physical health can be 

associated with poor academic performance and increase the likelihood of developing heart 

disease, diabetes asthma and can cause or increase the severity of depression, which affects 

7 percent of our population (Mersol-Barg, 2017; National Institute of Mental Health, 2019). 

Unfortunately, individuals located in food deserts have little choice in what food is 

available and must rely on these overly processed, heavily sweetened and preserved goods 

that are popular in convenience stores, gas stations and liquor stores and are void of 

nutritional value and sustenance. 

Incorporating organic fruits and vegetables into one’s diet not only improves 

physical health, but increases productivity, energy levels, and benefits mental health by 

reducing stress, depression and anxiety (Horst et al., 2017). These improvements will 

therefore reduce the overall cost of healthcare, with decreased risks of heart disease, 

diabetes and obesity. There is more nutritional value in locally produced goods and crops, 

versus imported and processed foods that are stripped of their nutrients from the use of 

pesticides, synthetic fertilizers, and intensive farming practices that deplete soil conditions. 

Partnering with schools to provide healthy produces to students has the potential to shift 
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eating habits and cater to a more culturally diverse menu- it can also lead to better academic 

performance. The practice of farming itself also has positive physical and mental health 

implications. Farming can be a physically demanding practice, depending on the size and 

acreage of the farm. It requires daily monitoring, watering, harvesting, processing, 

packaging, all of which requires physical activity and exercise. Interacting with the soil 

and earth is also a healing and grounding practice and has been shown to reduce anxiety 

and depression and improve emotional wellbeing. 

Income Generation 

Though it requires a handful of individuals who hold the passion and dedication to 

support this lifestyle, urban agriculture can be a profitable venture for those who are willing 

to put in the time and energy. As previously noted, most small farmers generate sales less 

than $10,000 and supplement their income through additional jobs. Urban farmers in 

Detroit were able to supplement a portion or all of their income through urban agriculture, 

and non-profit organizations like Growing Power, with locations in Milwaukee, WI and 

Chicago, IL have grossed over $200K per acre through urban agricultural practices (Horst 

et al., 2017). They employed a fair share of locals to grow and sell produce and have offered 

workshops that have been attended by farming mangers at both Rid-All Green Partnership 

and Ohio City Farms in Cleveland, Ohio. To afford the typically high overhead costs, most 

higher operating farms sustain themselves through grants and funding- which should be 

readily available for entry-level and small farmers to make a sustainable living and 

producing for the community and region. When scaling up to be more profitable, the farm 

needs to begin to operate as a business and form additional partnerships (Satterfield, 2018).  
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Skill Development 

Acquiring the skillset to grow your own fruits, vegetables and other produce is the 

ultimate form of self-sufficiency and can foster neighborhood resilience. In cities and 

regions that lack medium-skilled labor, urban farming can be a beneficial tool for residents 

to learn a new trade that not only benefits themselves but can help improve food access 

and nutrition for the greater community. There are several roles and hats that a farm worker 

can wear, from growing and harvesting, to processing, distributing, and becoming involved 

in more managerial positions, like marketing and sales. There is a lot of opportunity for 

growth in the field of urban agriculture that would provide additional jobs and enhance 

community development and local policy should support this option as a viable route for 

youth and adults. Skill-building programs in urban agriculture provide additional 

opportunities for at-risk youth and can reduce crime and act as a form of therapy and 

rehabilitation for these individuals- humanities innate connection with nature is nurtured 

through the practice of farming (Horst et al., 2017). 

Develop Community Connections 

Urban agriculture can be used as a tool to revitalize communities and build 

cohesion, bringing neighbors together to build skills, knowledge though teamwork and 

collaboration through farming. Cultural and ancestral knowledge is shared between 

farmers and with workers, volunteers and visitors and people in the community will have 

a chance to grow produce that is culturally significant and can be shared with schools, 

restaurants and grocers within the region. Community gardens can provide a sense of 

purpose, a place to relax, be creative, contribute to sustainability, and foster community 
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health and wellbeing. They can also be a catalyst for new neighborhood groups and 

organization. 

Types of Urban Agriculture 

Urban agriculture practices and produce vary depending on region and climate- 

Northern climates require different methods of farming to accommodate and battle the 

harsh winters. Several farms employ the following strategies (in order from large to small 

scale) to extend the traditional outdoor growing season, which can help supplement 

additional income: 

Greenhouses: These structures are typically composed of an aluminum frame, which is 

durable, light, cost effective, and an infinitely recyclable material, and fixed with glass, 

polycarbonate or plastic panes that maximizes light transmission. Farmers can choose solar 

energy for a primary heating source in the winter, but this is often an insufficient option. 

Solar eating can be supplemented with heaters, along with cooling systems for the summer, 

fans, and vents to control the temperature and humidity. Greenhouses can be built on land 

or on top of roofs. They allow farmers to maximize their space for crop production, with 

the ability to plant in the ground or on raised benches and beds, and they also allow for 

ease of movement for growers to maintain their harvest (The Ohio State University, 2017). 

High tunnels: Also referred to as hoop or field houses, high tunnels are essentially 

unheated greenhouses with passive solar heating and ventilation and are typically for in-

ground farming, raised bed or containers. These structures extend the growing season, 

provide protection from pests, wind, and extremely cold climates and can improve plant 

and soil quality. High tunnels typically rely on a drip irrigation system4, small sprinklers 

 
4 Drip irrigation systems are a water-efficient way to irrigate crops using a slow, even application of water 

to the crop roots and stems (U.S. Geological Survey, 2021).  
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or hand-watering and require annual soil testing, as pH levels and salt accumulation can 

increase from the lack of rainfall to leach nutrients from soils (Grubinger, 2015). They also 

require proper ventilation to prevent diseases and pests that thrive with increased humidity 

and temperature levels. The ideal conditions for these structures include fertile, well-

drained soils, free of pathogens and weeds, access to sun with minimal shadows 

(south/west sides), and a near year-round water source. The cost is somewhat affordable 

and can range from approximately $450-1,000 in 2011 dollars (Brent Black, 2011). 

Low tunnels: Low tunnels (or caterpillar tunnels) are a more cost-effective method of 

protection from weather and pests than greenhouses and high tunnels because they are 

smaller scale (2-3ft high). They are typically composed of conduit (metal or plastic) and 

covered in row cover/transparent film, which can be removed when not in use. Low tunnels 

are occasionally used inside of high tunnels for additional protection in extreme cold, and 

are beneficial for their mobility, ability to induce an early Spring harvest (by 4-5 weeks), 

increase air and soil temperatures, reduce light intensity, and block wind (Grubinger, 

2015). 

Row covers: These are seemingly the most minimal and basic form of protection for crops- 

they are simply sheets of breathable fabric that are placed directly over rows of crops, with 

or without wire hoops (Grubinger, 2015).  

Hydroponics and vertical farming are methods of urban agriculture than municipalities 

can explore that have more controlled environments and require less resources and space 

than traditional farming practices. Produce (typically leafy greens) can be grown indoors 

throughout the entire year with the use of efficient lighting, temperature and watering (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, 2018). Like the name suggests, this form of agriculture is built 

off the ground in stacked beds to reduce the amount of land required for growing.  
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Food forests incorporate and emphasize the planting of low-maintenance, native edible 

trees and shrubs in existing public landscapes, providing a publicly accessible food source 

for neighborhoods that can combat food insecurity and food deserts (Project Food Forest, 

2020). 

Livestock, aquaponics, and beekeeping are other considerations for urban farmers, 

depending on local zoning codes and regulations. Some municipalities allow farmers to 

keep goats and chickens, and several urban famers, like Growing Power and Rid-All are 

able to provide a fresh supply of fish through their aquaponic system. 

There are several avenues that urban farmers can pursue when determining how to 

best farm and manage their land. Larger scale operations tend to rely on greenhouses and 

high tunnels to accommodate a large supply of produce, where smaller scale farms and 

back lots may choose to grow seasonally, to avoid the cost of construction and 

maintenance. High operating costs often hinder the sustainability of urban agriculture 

without supplemental income.  

Obstacles for Urban Farmers 

There are several reasons why cities are not dotted with urban farms and farmers- 

the perceived value is not quite obvious, and it takes a lot of time, dedication and energy 

to establish urban farming. Also, the activity doesn’t typically turn a high profit, especially 

in the short term. The support that is offered to industrial farming does not exist on a local 

level, and it is difficult for small farms to compete with the low prices and high yields that 

large farms are able to provide.  

One of the main barriers to entry and to sustain a profitable operation is access to 

finances or steady income. The upfront cost of land, greenhouses, high and low tunnels, 
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garden beds or fences, and soil is often a formidable barrier and a deterrent for new farmers 

(1, 2021). The addition of expensive equipment and the high operational costs to keep that 

equipment running efficiently requires consistent income and profit from the farm, which 

needs to perform as a business for farm managers to pay their employees and make a 

sustainable living (3, 2021). Entry-level urban farmers and community members looking 

to transition into urban agriculture may not have the experience or business-savvy to run 

this type of operation. The growth and dissolution of Growing Power highlights the ability 

of an urban farm to prosper, and inevitably fail because of poor management and delegation 

of roles and tasks. 

Because of the high cost of operation, many small farmers rely on second jobs and 

government funding and grants to supplement their income and support their livelihood 

(U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2021). However, residents who live in declining cities 

may not have access to or knowledge of grant opportunities that are available to them and 

how to go about applying for these grants. Organizations like Candid and the Foundation 

Center provide residents with support and guidance to help secure public funding to support 

urban agriculture and other community development projects (Neighbor Up, 2021). Low-

income workers often do not have the time and capacity to dedicate the time that is 

necessary to learn and develop the skills to manage and maintain an urban farm or 

community garden. A high share of single mothers and fathers work multiple jobs to make 

ends meet and can’t take on the additional stress and uncertainty of urban agriculture. 

Community support is essential in determining the success of urban agriculture. 

Another potential cost and barrier that is more prevalent in post-industrial cities is 

the high potential of contaminated soils from brownfield sites (1, 2021; 4, 2021; U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency, 2011). Minority neighborhoods often located in areas 
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where there are also environmental injustices, with increased levels of contamination and 

pollution in the air, water and soils, so the cost of environmental assessments and testing, 

remediation or quality land/resources can inhibit fruitful urban agriculture practices (Horst 

et al., 2017). The polluted soils can be remediated at an additional cost, or farmers can 

choose to build raised garden beds, so the seeds do not need to be planted in the ground. 

Funding and grants to assist with brownfield remediation are available through the EPA 

and local organizations, like the Ohio EPA Targeted Brownfield Assessment, which 

provides a no-cost property assessment (Ohio EPA, 2021) and the Ohio Department of 

Development’s Ohio Brownfield Fund, but the application process is often daunting and 

cumbersome for those who are not well-versed with the process. Commercial and industrial 

farms have the upper hand in these situations, with legislation like the Farm Bill providing 

ample monetary funding to support the harmful operations of agribusiness and keep their 

prices low. 

The amount of support the U.S. government has for industrial farming to produce 

cash crops like soy and corn, to produce ethanol, high-fructose corn syrup makes it difficult 

for small farmers to compete- the scales are tipped. Lastly, urban farmers have difficulty  

financing applications for certifications that would make their goods more competitive in 

our current market, as the demand for affordable certified Non-GMO and Organic produce 

increases.  

In cities that are not experiencing a high rate of vacancies, access to affordable land 

can be a barrier to urban agriculture. The cost of land in Austin and Denver is 

astronomically high, because demand has been surging for the past decade, so the cost to 

operate an urban farm on private land is not feasible for the amount one would gain for a 

small to moderate parcel of land. This highlights the racial disparities that exist between 
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Black and White home and landowners in these cities- white residents are more likely to 

be able to afford the hyper-inflated land prices and therefore have higher rates of 

homeownership. 

In addition to the typically high cost of land to convert into a farm (apart from some 

Land Bank organizations, who offer discounted prices for vacant lots) there is often the 

threat of new development coming through and paving over these farms. Community 

gardens are often redeveloped into the ‘highest and best use’, destroying community 

cohesion and generational wealth for countless families. In 2006, S Central Farm in LA 

was one of the largest urban farms in the US with fourteen acres and was shut down to 

make room for new development (Lawson, 2007). This is happening to several established 

urban farms in declining cities across the country, for example, Bumper Crop Farm in 

Cleveland, Ohio was closed to begin development of an affordable housing complex. 

Similarly, gentrification is a looming issue that Rust Belt cities are beginning to anticipate, 

as awareness of affordable, vacant land spreads and urban farms become more 

whitewashed and reappropriated to generate more wealth for white residents and 

communities (Interview 1, Interview 2, Interview 3, (Triguero-Mas, 2020).  

A Planner’s Role in Urban Agriculture and Food Justice 

In the turn of the millennia, planning scholars began addressing the role that 

planners must take in shaping food policy, and food access and food systems became a 

central domain in planning research and practice (Samina Raja, 2014). However, there is 

still work to be done, as Food Planning and Policy remains unseen as a regular course 

option in most college and university curricula. Planners have a crucial role in assessing 

the viability of urban agricultural practices and the equity of the overall food system in the 
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context of broader urban systems and infrastructures. It is also our responsibility to assure 

that the least well-off in our country have access to healthy and affordable food- it is 

unacceptable that many low-income households are forced to rely on convenience stores 

and fast food for their daily nutritional value. Planners should emphasize food justice in 

policies and programs and promote urban agriculture as one tool to achieve food justice 

goals. These policies and programs should incentivize and create pathways to urban 

agriculture as a practice for disadvantaged and marginalized communities. Several cities, 

like Cleveland have adopted certain policies that outlaw urban agricultural practices, with 

animal restrictions, zoning regulations that limit composting and the height and 

maintenance of vegetation, nuisance complaints, etc. (City of Cleveland, 2011; Horst et al., 

2017).  

Prompted by the Great Recession in 2008, municipalities began to establish food 

policy and programs to make healthy food more accessible for low-income residents. These 

policies, however, don’t incentivize healthy options or better eating habits for families, 

perpetuating the overconsumption of overly-processed and sweetened junk food and 

beverages. The lack of effective government support occasionally results in the 

organization of community groups to address inequities within our system and fight for 

justice, like the Rustbelt Radicals (Samina Raja, 2014). These grassroots, bottom-up urban 

agriculture organizations and their projects should be supported and supplemented with 

structural change, including policies and reforms that allow communities of color and low-

income residents to have better access to a sustainable urban ag system- better access than 

those who are privileged. 

Some examples of how policy can support urban agricultural systems are through 

including food cultivation in sustainability and comprehensive plans, advocate for zoning 
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allowances (including food-producing plants and trees), reform zoning laws to 

accommodate beekeeping, animals and livestock in select areas and conditions, allow 

temporary use of underutilized land for gardens, legalize the resale of produce from 

individuals, create an up-to-date and accessible inventory of available land, refine and 

expedite the leasing process to make it accessible. To prevent and counter displacement of 

urban farms and community gardens caused by gentrification, farmers should have access 

to permanent and secure land in declining cities, where vacant land is readily available. 

Planners can also develop relationships with food justice organization within their 

municipality and assist and support leaders who represent disadvantaged communities and 

provide services for outreach, education, programming, funding, and infrastructure. 

Typically, these community members are not well-versed or possess the skills and 

knowledge to access these resources, which is how they are often distributed to residents, 

neighborhoods and organizations who have the resources to access these services (Horst et 

al., 2017). 

Economic incentives should also be promoted to make urban agriculture an 

attainable option for residents. California offers a preferential property tax assessment for 

restricting land to agricultural use for five years. The fallback of this incentive is that it 

treats agriculture as a temporary use, making it vulnerable to new development taking over. 

Fee reductions are a common means of incentivizing urban ag, by reducing permitting fees 

and fencing requirements (San Francisco), improving access to water by allowing farmers 

to tap into fire hydrants (Cleveland), exempting stormwater fees (Philadelphia), and selling 

greywater at a reduced rate. Cities can also provide funding, staff support, land, education, 

training and maintenance support to urban farmers. Seattle provides staff support for 

community gardens on public and private lands- they utilize bond monies to secure land, 



 

 

39 

offer grants to community orgs for urban gardens, and create land trust to purchase and 

protect property for gardens and open space (Horst et al., 2017). 

Though these policies exist, in order to implement better food justice policy and 

practice, there needs to be action, accountability, monitoring, and feedback. Planners 

should carefully assess who these policies and programs truly benefit and ask if urban 

agriculture is being viewed and treated as a priority. In the case of declining rust belt cities, 

there is often a higher rate of inequity and disparity within marginalized groups, with 

increased segregation, high rates of individuals living in food deserts, and a system that 

promotes purchasing produce from convenience stores, fast food establishments, and liquor 

stores.  

 

  



 

 

40 

Chapter 4: Rust Belt Cities 

BACKGROUND 

Extensive literature exists on the ‘boom and bust’ of America’s Rust Belt and how 

to revive their what once were vibrant economies- a few examples are Remaking the Rust 

Belt: The Postindustrial Transformation of North America by Tracy Neumann, The Rise 

of the Rustbelt by Philip Cooke, and Design After Decline: How America Rebuilds 

Shrinking Cities by Brent D.  Ryan. Each of these books touch on the roles that public 

entities played in attempting to attract new life and vitality to these declining regions, but 

Ryan also highlights that while recovery may not be a possibility, there are still 

opportunities to plan for a ‘semi-utopia’ (Ryan, 2012).  

In the book Manufacturing Decline, Jason Hackworth dissects how America’s Rust 

Belt was essentially designed to fail, stating that “decline has been manufactured both 

literally and rhetorically by an organized effort to use Rust Belt cities to advance 

deprivationist agenda” (Hackworth, 2019). Rust belt cities, compared to their counterparts, 

have a higher concentration of their Black population living in the inner-city, while the 

white population resides in the suburbs and rural areas. Other states with larger black 

populations (like those the south) are more dispersed. The neighborhoods with the highest 

concentration of black residents often were lower-income tracts and experience more rapid 

decline (shrinkage, flight, outmigration, disinvestment), while predominantly white 

neighborhoods benefit from development and economic growth and stability. 

PROGRAMS TO COUNTER DECLINE 

The Cuyahoga Land Bank has been touted as a driver of blight remediation and 

improved property values and economic opportunity. They offer renovated housing units, 
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discounted properties to be renovated and grants to fund the renovation process, very 

affordable housing prices, land opportunities, and they have been tearing down vacant and 

decrepit buildings to increase the safety of neighborhoods, increase property values and 

pave the way for economic development. The demolition of these structures is very 

reminiscent of the Urban Renewal process that took place in the 1950’s and 60’s- removing 

blight to make way for new development, creating tears in the fabric of neighborhoods. 

The root of the problem lies in the homeowner’s inability to make payments on 

their mortgage, and the bank forecloses on their home. With such an extreme rate of 

vacancies, one would think that the city of Cleveland and Cuyahoga County would attempt 

to arrive at a solution to fix the root of the problem. In response to the COVID-19 

pandemic, the city of Philadelphia established an Eviction Diversion Program, which 

provides tenant and landlord mediation that helps to avoids eviction without having to go 

to court. According to Rachel Garland, a managing attorney at Community Legal Services, 

a Philadelphia non-profit that provides pro-bono services to low-income residents, since 

the program’s inception in September 2020, there have been over 2,300 mediations, of 

which over 1,500 were successful in avoiding evictions (Capps, 2021), giving residents 

another opportunity to hold on to their homes and personal assets.  

The city of Cleveland, however, has been energetic in implementing policies and 

programs that promote urban agriculture as a practice and improve access to land. They 

have added an urban agriculture overlay zone, established several options of funding 

mechanisms, have minimal fees and taxes, more lax zoning laws and restrictions, and work 

with Cuyahoga County Land Bank to secure and sell vacant lots and properties at an 

affordable rate. 
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Knowledge gaps exist where there is little research on the effects of planning for 

urban agriculture. Several programs and policies were implemented between 2000 and 

2010, and we are now at a time where we should be seeing the results of these efforts. This 

paper revisits several case studies to see how effective urban agriculture policies have been 

for different cities in different contexts to see if urban farms and community gardens are a 

sustainable option for shrinking and declining cities. It also explores and addresses the 

challenges that municipalities and communities face. This report studies the existing 

policies and programs that promote urban agriculture in Cleveland, Ohio and assesses their 

efficacy in creating sustainable farms that have the potential to revitalize underserved 

neighborhoods. This is accomplished through the combination of publicly available 

quantitative data and a series of qualitative interviews with urban farmers in Cleveland, 

Land Bank employee, a Planning professor at Cleveland State, and a community-wide 

survey. 

URBAN AGRICULTURE: A TOOL FOR RUSTBELT CITIES 

To contextualize urban agriculture for this report, it is suggested that it can be a tool 

to revitalize neighborhoods, increase food access and security, and aid in the retention of 

residents- it is by no means a panacea for the deep-seated challenges facing shrinking cities. 

For a city like Cleveland, where the majority of the population lives in a food desert, more 

than two times the national rate received public assistance, almost 30 percent of residents 

have an income that is below the national poverty level, and there is an extreme lack of 

investment in the education system and skill-building, urban agriculture is a beneficial tool 

to provide knowledge, skills, generational wealth, and access to healthy food to help people 

remain and retain community connections in the city (Social Explorer, 2019). 
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Municipalities can improve existing urban agriculture programs and increase the 

sustainability of urban farms and supplement low-bearing seasons with regional food 

systems that work together to address greater inequalities within the region. To make urban 

agriculture sustainable, there needs to be some government intervention and support in the 

form of policy and program implementation. 

In cities that aren’t experiencing decline or shrinkage, urban agriculture can often 

be a source of attraction, hosting farmers markets that sell produce from local growers and 

marketing restaurants and stores who use fresh, local, organic ingredients. These cities 

often have the funding capabilities and access to an affluent population with a flourishing 

tax base that supports education and job placement and training programs. This report is 

researching local food system programs within the Central Ohio Valley U.S. Climate 

Region5, focusing on Indiana and Illinois, both of which have similar growing seasons due 

to their typographies, geographies, and climates. 

In another city situation along one of the Great Lakes, Chicago has taken the 

initiative to make food policy and planning a priority in their comprehensive regional plan 

(the first since Daniel Burnham’s in 1909) entitled ‘GO TO 2040’, which emphasizes local 

food production, improving food access, and establishing a non-profit food policy group 

(Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2010). Another project located in the Chicago 

neighborhood of Englewood, Go Green on Racine is an ‘equitable development 

neighborhood’ that incorporates a market co-op, a supportive housing, reentry service and 

green enterprise hub, and a mixed-use development that contains housing, a business 

 
5 The Iowa Regional Food Systems Working Group has been considered a successful model for sustainable 

local and regional food systems. With similar climates and seasons, residing in or near the cool temperature 

moist forest biome, Iowa has a similar growing typology to be used as a comparison to how programs 

would perform in Cleveland, Ohio (National Centers for Environmental Information, 2019). However, 

Iowa has lower rates of precipitation and an average of an hour and a half of additional sunlight per day. 
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incubator, and a restaurant (Go Green on Racine, 2021).  The Norwest Indiana Regional 

Planning Commission also spearheaded food policy issues through their 2040 

Comprehensive Regional Plan to develop local food systems though streamlining 

distribution from farms to residents with shorter transportation and convenient access to 

grocery suppliers and food stands. They highlight that, “Growing a local food system in 

Northwest Indiana has the potential to protect and enhance our environmental assets.  As 

such, local food can be a tool to advocate for the health of the soil and water resources in 

our region” (Northwest Indiana Regional Planning Commission, 2011). Since the 

publication of the plan, a Local Food Study was conducted in 2012, and a Local Foods 

Summit was hosted in 2015, which resulted in the launch of the NWI (Northwest Indiana) 

Food Council whose mission is “to build a just, sustainable, and thriving locally-oriented 

food system for all through networking, education, advocacy, and projects” (Northwestern 

Indiana Regional Planning Commission, n.d.). Urban farms and community gardens in 

these areas can be a part of a larger regional food system, serving a large population of 

state residents.  

Urban agriculture is by no means a panacea for revitalization for Rustbelt cities, 

but rather a tool to be used in conjunction with other policies and programs to begin to 

incrementally improve opportunities and the wellbeing of marginalized communities. In 

cities where a significant portion of the population is living in a food desert, urban farms 

and community gardens can improve affordable food access, reducing dependency on 

convenience stores and gas stations for nutrition. Incorporating more locally grown fruits 

and vegetables into one’s diet improves physical and mental health, improving academic 

performance in children and young adults 
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Chapter 5: The Case of Cleveland, Ohio 

BACKGROUND 

Since the 1940’s city leaders have been attempting to revive the once flourishing 

downtown center of Cleveland, rehabilitating neighborhoods that have been neglected for 

decades, and to retain any industry that had remained. But steady suburbanization in the 

region has rendered central city revitalization extremely challenging. (Hollstein, 2018). 

Deindustrialization resulted in the establishment of the Greater Cleveland Growth Board 

in an attempt to keep fleeing industries within the region but had no success in attracting 

individuals to the city of Cleveland. A 1968 initiative called Cleveland: NOW! served to 

market the city in a more optimistic light with the slogan ‘the best location in the nation’, 

which would also attempt to mold current residents’ perspective of their city (Hollstein, 

2018). With a prime location along Lake Erie, this allowed Cleveland to be a primary trade 

hub for steel, auto, paint and other manufacturing. However, their novel initiative was 

quickly rebutted when the Cuyahoga River caught fire due to elevated levels of pollution, 

more specifically, a discharge of petroleum (Case Western University). This was not the 

first time the river caught fire6, but the reaction that was received made it transformative, 

sparking the establishment of the EPA and the nation’s first Earth Day in 1970 

(Boissoneault, 2019). Since then, however, residents have grappled with poor and 

underinvested educational systems, high rates of unemployment, poor access to health care 

and community cohesion, despite the campaigns touting Cleveland’s assets to attract local 

development. 

 
6 The Cuyahoga River also caught fire in 1868, 1883, 1887, 1912, 1936, 1941, 1948, and 1952. 

(Boissoneault, 2019) 
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CLEVELAND NOW 

Cleveland is one of several Rust Belt cities that has experienced a significant 

manufacturing boom and bust that has been accompanied by decades of population decline 

and disinvestment, losing almost half of its population since 1970. Cleveland, however, is 

one of the more extremely deprived cities, second only to Detroit in terms of percentage of 

the population that is below the national poverty level7 (Social Explorer, 2019). The severe 

lack of industrial jobs caused residents to leave the city in search for employment 

opportunities, propelling white flight into the suburbs in pursuit of improved living 

conditions. Cleveland is a highly segregated majority minority population, with a higher 

rate of underserved and vulnerable Black and Hispanic neighborhoods located on the East 

side of Cleveland (Social Explorer, 2019). Urban blight and disinvestment have been 

exacerbated in these areas with an increase in vacancies and derelict structures and they 

have also been experiencing the brunt of the effects of decline with significantly higher 

rates of poverty- Hispanics and Latinos are experiencing twice the amount as the national 

rate.  

The heightened rates of poverty and unemployment that residents of Cleveland are 

facing influence the increased demand for public assistance income, which signifies a clear 

need for entry-level jobs that provide skill-building and training opportunities for 

advancement. Most block groups are located in food deserts with a lack of quick and 

convenient access to healthy food, and most establishments that accept SNAP 

(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) benefits are convenience stores and gas 

stations (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2021). This poor access is exacerbated by the 

fact that one-third of the population does not have access to a vehicle. Providing skill-

 
7 According to the U.S. Census 2015-2019 American Community Survey, 30% of Detroit families are 

below the national poverty level, along with 28% of Cleveland families.  
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building entry-level jobs with opportunities for advancement would reduce the reliance on 

public resources and focusing on programs that increase accessibility to affordable and 

healthy produce will improve the overall health of impoverished neighborhoods in 

Cleveland. These programs could also curtail the increasing rates of inequality. Finally, the 

chronic decline in population has left thousands of derelict structures and vacant lots in the 

city which drives down property values and reduces the overall tax base that supports 

education and public infrastructure, which are in dire need of investment and support. 

These vacancies should be converted into neighborhood amenities and usable space that 

benefits the most underserved residents of Cleveland. 

Demographics 

An analysis of data sourced from the American Community Survey 2019 (5-Year 

Estimates) revealed that the median age of Cleveland residents is 36.3, which is lower than 

the national average of 38.1. The younger cohort that occupies the city of Cleveland could 

provide significant opportunities for population retention if there are attractive options for 

education, employment, and cultural amenities. The demographic analysis at the city of 

Cleveland (which accounts for 19% of the MSA population) level paints a different picture 

than what is occurring at a larger-grained MSA scale. There is a more compelling story 

that is happening within the city that can’t be seen at a larger scale. Even the racial makeup 

of the Cleveland MSA, which is comprised of 73.2% of individuals who classify as ‘White 

Alone’ is comparable to the national rate and is vastly different than the inner city, which 

only 40% of whom reported ‘White Alone’. We can infer that there has been a steady 

occurrence of ‘white flight’ from the inner city of Cleveland to the suburbs and surrounding 
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regions- obtaining racial data from previous decades can help support or contradict this 

hypothesis. 

Education 

There is also a higher rate of unemployment compared to that of the United States 

(Figure 2). The 2010 recession contributed highly to the increased rate of unemployment 

and has since recovered highly at a national level, from 10.8% down to 5.3% This 

improvement is also reflected on a micro level, whereas the city of Cleveland had nearly 

double the unemployment rate as the U.S. at 20.7% in 2010 and has seen a decrease to 

13.20% in 2019, which is still more than double the rate of the nation: 

Figure 2 

Unemployment Rate, 2019 

 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Social Explorer, ACS 2019 5-Year Estimate 

Like previous data, the Cleveland MSA tails national rates of educational 

attainment of a bachelor’s degree or higher at 31.7% in 2019 with a national rate of about 
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33%. Again, the city of Cleveland has a much smaller share of their 25-year-old and older 

population with a bachelor’s degree or more with a rate of 18.6%. However, the city has 

seen an encouraging increase in the rate of educational attainment, more than double that 

of the national rate (Table 3). 

Table 3 

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 

 

  2010 2019 % Change 

City of Cleveland 13.4% 17.5% 30.6% 

United States 28.2% 32.1% 13.8% 

Source: Social Explorer, ACS 2019 (5-Year Estimates) 

The ‘Young and the Restless’ report included some insightful data regarding the 

rate of young adults (ages 25-34) with a bachelor’s degree in the metropolitan region and 

the attraction of these individuals to the area (Cortright, 2014). Though Cleveland and the 

metropolitan region have been experiencing a decline in population and work force, there 

has been an almost 82% increase in the number of young adults with these degrees living 

within three miles of the metro’s primary CBD (central business district), which in this 

case is Cleveland. This data, coupled with the qualitative interviews allows us to infer that 

Cleveland has been becoming a more attractive area for educated young adults. 
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Table 4 

4-Year College Attainment Rates, Ages 25-34 

 

  2010 2012 % Change 

Cleveland MSA 30.6% 35.3% 4.7% 

United States  30.8% 35.7% 5.0% 

Source: City Observatory, Young and Restless Report, 2014 

However, regarding the educational quality within the region, there is a clear 

correlation between academic performance and median household income for grades K-

12, where high income households perform better academically. The metrics used by 

Cleveland schools to assess academic quality are school report card grades and student 

performance trends over the course of three years. A 2019 citywide analysis of academic 

quality in the Cleveland region concluded that roughly three quarters of K-12 students are 

in low-performing schools, which are rated as a D or F (Center for Urban Education, 2019). 

This is a cyclical effect of a declining population with a diminishing tax base that cannot 

secure the funding to support educational institutions. Investing in quality childhood 

education could better prepare these children for secondary and post-secondary school and 

would be a more attractive option for families. 

Poverty and Income Inequality 

The income distribution throughout the Cleveland MSA is a very interesting case- 

in 2000 and 2010, the MSA out-performed both the state of Ohio and the National Median 

Household Income. In the year 2000, it surpassed the median by almost $7,000. However, 

for the 2019 ACS data, there was a higher rate of increase in the MHI for both Ohio and 

nationally. Comparatively, in 2010, the city of Cleveland’s MHI was roughly 50% of the 
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national median at $25,977- it would be difficult to observe this disparity if one were to 

solely rely on more macro-level data.  

Pairing this data with the Gini index, we learn that in the past decade, the Cleveland 

MSA has experienced a dramatic increase in income inequality within the region, from 

43% to 47%. This increase can be seen statewide and nationally at a lesser rate. This 

inequality can also be reflected in the poverty status data from 2019 and 2010: 

Figure 3 

Poverty Status, 2019 

 

Source: Social Explorer, ACS 2019 (5-Year Census) 

The table above shows that Black or African American and Hispanic or Latino populations 

both experiences exponentially higher rates of poverty compared to the White Alone 

population. While the poverty rate may have decreased from 2010-2019, the gap between 

the Hispanic or Latino and White Only populations within the Cleveland MSA has 
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increased. If we take a closer look at the 2019 numbers and include the city of Cleveland, 

we can observe that the city has an even higher rate of poverty amongst all racial and ethnic 

groups. 

Vacancies 

More than five decades of chronic outmigration has led to a surplus of housing 

vacancies, with the 2008 foreclosure crisis sending property values ‘off a cliff’, leaving 

African American homeowners with no wealth or equity. With roughly 100,000 bank 

foreclosures in a ten-year period (4, 2021). Cleveland quickly became riddled with 

abandoned and blighted structures that they were having trouble managing, which has 

perpetuated disinvestment within the region. They established a land bank and repurposing 

programs that give residents the opportunity to purchase vacant lots and abandoned homes 

at an affordable rate and offer renovation grants for housing and repurposing projects 

(Cuyahoga Land Bank, 2021). Unfortunately, another solution is taking the form of Urban 

Renewal and demolishing abandoned structures to convert into greenspace, in hopes of 

increasing land value and reducing the number of unoccupied structures, but these efforts 

are not keeping up with the growing number of vacancies and constant outmigration and 

are leaving swaths of empty voids in their place. The city needs to be more proactive about 

converting these open green spaces into usable space, specifically urban farms and giving 

communities the resources and power to spearhead these efforts. 

Food Desert Analysis 

Another issue the city is facing is the number of residents who live in food deserts, 

which the USDA defines as low-income tracts with a poverty rate of greater than or equal 

to twenty percent, and where at least 500 residents or one-third of the population lives 
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farther than one mile from a supermarket or grocery store (USDA). Unfortunately, over 

one-third of Cleveland’s population has no access to a vehicle (US Census). This study 

uses a more granular analysis on the block group level versus tract to assess more subtle 

differences within neighborhoods, and chose to use the poverty rate to define the low-

income block groups, which make up a good portion of the city. 

For the purpose of this study, the one-mile metric was narrowed to a quarter-mile 

(or 10-minute walk) to accommodate the high rate of block groups that don’t have access 

to a vehicle- A one-mile radius is an unfair and inequitable measurement for food access 

in this area and the Cuyahoga County Planning Commission has established the distance 

threshold as one-half of a mile (Cuyahoga County Supermarket Assessment). A quarter 

mile would improve accessibility to healthy food, reducing dependency on convenience 

stores, gas stations and fast food. These updated parameters place 56 percent of Cleveland 

residents in a food desert (Figures 4 and 5). 
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Figure 4  

Location of Food Deserts Using the One-mile Radius Buffer 

 

    

Source: Social Explorer, ACS 2019 (5-Year Census) 

Figure 5 

Location of Food Deserts Using the Ten-minute Radius Buffer 

    

Source: Social Explorer, ACS 2019 (5-Year Census) 

To create the buffer for the 10-minute walking distance of supermarkets, the 

grocery points were imported into ArcGIS Online and a proximity analysis was performed 

Distance from Store Low-Income & Low-Access 

Distance from Store Low-Income & Low-Access 



 

 

55 

to create a 10- minute walk-time buffer from the center of each point- all residents outside 

of this buffer are food insecure. Pairing the results of this data with the rate of vacancies 

and no vehicle access per block group will determine which areas are situated in food 

deserts.  

To help us reach the percentage of the population that resides in a food insecure 

area outside of the USDA-defined one-mile radius, one-third of all block groups that 

intersect but are not completely contained within the USDA-defined one-mile buffer was 

combined with the remaining block groups outside of the one-mile buffer, and resulted in 

28 percent of block groups (which contain 36 percent of total acreage) are located farther 

than one mile from the nearest grocery store. This is already a strikingly high rate of food 

insecurity, and the current USDA definition of a food desert does not take into 

consideration vehicle access, in which one-third of Cleveland residents do not have access 

to a car. Reducing the distance to a 10-minute walk places the majority of Cleveland block 

groups in food deserts. To determine which block groups are most vulnerable, the food 

desert data was combined with the rate of probable vacant lots and the rate of no vehicle 

access. The z-scores of both values were combined in Excel to determine which locations 

had scores higher than the average and were imported into ArcMap. The results in the top 

quadrant were designated as the ‘most vulnerable block groups’ (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 

Most Vulnerable Block Groups 

 

 

Source: Social Explorer, ACS 2019 (5-Year-Estimate) 

URBAN AGRICULTURE IN CLEVELAND 

In 2011, Elizabeth Schuering of DePaul University published a case study that 

analyzed municipal policies in Cleveland, Ohio supporting the practice of urban agriculture 

and concluded that the government had been a key advocate for urban agriculture as a tool 

to revitalize neighborhoods that experienced a high rate of vacancies (Schuering, 2011).  

Most Vulnerable Block Groups 
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A response to the Great Recession of 2008 was a set of public policies that 

attempted to propel productive uses for the swaths of vacant land and properties and 

incentivize community gardens and urban farms as a means of remediating blight within 

these hollowed-out cores. The city revamped their zoning ordinances, and drafted the 

Agriculture Overlay District, which was used to encourage and protect land designated for 

urban agriculture (City of Cleveland, 2011). The Cleveland-Cuyahoga County Food 

Policy Coalition was established in 2007 to set forth goals and objectives for agricultural 

land use for 2009, and their three main goals were: 1. Secure short-term access and long-

term tenure for urban agriculture 2. Build an urban agricultural network among farmers, 

landowners, consumers, and the greater community and 3. Create local economic 

development through urban agriculture (Cleveland-Cuyahoga County Food Policy 

Coalition, 2008). 

One farm that benefited from the Cuyahoga Land Bank was Rising Harvest Farms, 

who began their operations in 2010 with assistance from the Land Bank to acquire parcels 

to begin an urban farm that works with persons with disabilities (Perkins, 2013). These 

farms accrue revenue from $3 to $10 per square foot of land but need the business savvy 

to sustain themselves. The Ohio State University Extension in Cleveland offers a Market 

Gardener Training program that focuses on more of the managerial aspects of farming, 

like budgets and marketing (Ohio State University, 2021). They also offer the Summer 

Sprout Community Garden program, which has been in operation  since 1976- this 

program supports community gardens in the city of Cleveland and provides a variety of 

services from soil testing, seeds, starter plants, and soil amendments to tilling services, 

raised bed materials, educational outreach (The Ohio State University, 2021). 
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Benefits of UA in Cleveland- Are they longstanding? 

A 2012 study of the Urban Agriculture Overlay District surveyed 120 low-income 

minority residents and found that the location of Farmer’s Markets plays a key role in 

neighborhood participation, and that the majority of people don’t have time to participate 

in a garden or shop at a market or simply don’t know how to garden. However, almost ¾ 

of surveyed residents who live within a half mile radius of the Buckeye Urban Farm 

reported that they shopped at a Farmer’s Market (Cuyahoga County Place Matters, 2012). 

The outcomes of this study are not that different from the responses that were gathered for 

this report- there is support and a desire to obtain fresh produce from community gardens 

and urban markets, but several individuals don’t have the knowledge, capacity, or resources 

to develop one of their own. If urban farming could provide a living wage, or people could 

easily supplement their income through other means, it would be a more attractive option 

for residents to pursue.  

Obstacles: Costs, Secure Land, Business-savvy 

Several farms have opened and shut down operations since the beginning of the 

urban agriculture renaissance in the 2010’s. Through conducting interviews with farmers, 

planning professionals and public figures in Cleveland, it has become apparent where the 

gaps are in establishing a sustainable model for urban farmers in a declining city. The first 

and more overt obstacle in operating a profitable urban farm or community garden is the 

high operational cost and difficulty in establishing a consistent and reliable market to 

support the farm and its workers (1, 2021). Another farm manager emphasized how 

important it is to treat the farm like a business- that is how urban agriculture will succeed.  

However, in declining cities, where small farmers typically don’t have the finances or 
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resources to put into marketing strategies or research and development, it is more difficult 

to be profitable (3, 2021).  

There is also an opportunity cost associated with operating a farm. The majority of 

small farmers rely on multiple jobs to supplement their income, and with 70% of children 

being raised by single parents in Cleveland (ACS 2019 5-year Estimates), managing an 

urban farm or community garden isn’t feasible- low-income households need access to 

steady and reliable income. According to multiple respondents, operating a successful and 

profitable farm requires a lot of time and dedication- it’s a lifestyle (1, 2021; 2, 2021; 4, 

2021).  

Finally, access to secure and permanent land is additional barrier to urban farm 

longevity. They city of Cleveland had extended their leasing period of agricultural plots 

from one to five years, but this extension doesn’t allow for an urban farm or community 

garden to withstand any growth or development pressures that may emerge within a 

neighborhood- urban agriculture is not allowed to be resilient and is still being treated as a 

temporary use and placeholder for new development. Bumper Crop Farm, leased from and 

operated by Cleveland Botanical Garden offered farming and gardening training programs 

for youth though its Green Corps program for nearly a decade- in 2019, they began to host 

public events with live music that would attract residents of Cleveland and bring the 

neighborhood to life. 2020 would mark the end of Bumper Crop’s lease and would 

ultimately be their last year of operations to make way for a new housing development 

(Sweeney, 2021). Another instance lies in the fate of Cudell Orchard, also located in 

Cleveland. Their ten years of operating as a neighborhood orchard, providing 40 fruit-

bearing trees (including apple, pear and cherry) to residents came to a halt to prioritize a 

new preschool, which was met with mixed emotions- a petition swept the city to protect 
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the edible landscape and tree canopy and received almost 2,000 signatures (Armstrong, 

2020). However, this was not enough to stop the development from occurring. The city is 

in dire need of investment in affordable housing and their educational system and facilities, 

which drew support for the new site- it would be home to a public playground along with 

eight transplanted trees from the orchard that would be more accessible to the public 

(Glanville, 2021). 

The city and county Land Banks also appear to be a viable option for securing land 

tenure, but the requirements and application process limit the number of people who are 

eligible to apply for properties. These limitations are set forth for individuals who have tax 

delinquencies, have missed loan payments, or have current property/code violations (City 

of Cleveland, 2021). These prerequisites alone prohibit a large share of property owners 

(almost 4,000 residents in 2019 alone8- see Figure 7 below) from acquiring land bank 

properties, and a report from cleveland.com stated that roughly 85 percent of delinquencies 

are for payments less than $10 thousand (Exner, 2019). The rationale behind these 

prerequisites in the application process is if the applicant currently has property that they 

are not maintaining and is in poor condition, why would the land bank reward these 

individuals with more property? (4, 2021). But other barriers may be more prosaic. One 

respondent noted that the city land bank has over 30,000 parcels, and a lot of residents 

don’t want to put the time and energy into maintaining more land- this is all speculation, 

however (1, 2021).  

 
8 Cuyahoga County is required by Ohio law to publish a delinquent tax list of unpaid parcels in a local 

newspaper. On November 10, 2020, the county published the notice in the Daily Legal News, which 

contained over 9,000 parcels with tax delinquencies. These parcels were exported into an Excel table, 

reformatted, and imported into ArcMap for analysis. The city of Cleveland had 3,907 parcel numbers in the 

public notice that matched their open parcel data that is available on the county website.  
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Figure 7 

Delinquent Land Tax Parcels, November 2019 

 

 

Source: County of Cuyahoga, Ohio, Daily Legal News 

A proper qualitative analysis of neighborhoods would help determine how much 

interest there is in urban farms and community gardens, and if people would choose to 

operate and manage one if awarded the opportunity. Another consideration, which this 

study seeks to address is getting qualitative feedback on how land bank demolitions have 

impacted their neighborhoods and their livelihood. The Cuyahoga Land Bank has done a 
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successful job at touting the increase in land values and economic opportunities, but fail to 

acknowledge if it’s at the expense of people who are living in those neighborhoods- are 

they clearing these structures for the residents who currently live there, or are they making 

way for new development? We can glean that the Land Bank was established to manage 

an uncontrollable surge of foreclosed properties and has thus evolved to become an 

economic development tool.  

Because Cleveland was a leader in the manufacturing of heavy metals and 

materials, its soils are likely to have high levels of contamination- more specifically, lead, 

arsenic, barium, and cadmium (Cuyahoga County Place Matters, 2012). Since brownfield 

sites are self-reported through the EPA website, it is difficult to determine levels of toxicity 

without proper soil testing, which can be costly for small farmers, along with the cost of 

remediation if needed. However, the cost of blindly growing crops in contaminated soils 

could be much greater. Another obstacle that urban farmers might face are complaints from 

neighbors regarding noise and odors from animals and livestock, like chickens, roosters, 

goats, and bees. To mediate the occurrence of complaints, the city and county can enforce 

animal licensing requirements and provide ongoing monitoring. Composting can also emit 

odors and attract pests and is another potential source of complaints from nearby residents. 

Composting standards and regulations can establish setback and container requirements, 

limit the ingredients contained in the compost mixture, manage pest control, and reduce 

runoff into streams and waterways. 
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Chapter 6: A Community-Led, Publicly-Supported, Closed-Loop 

Agriculture System 

With a strikingly low location quotient of less than 0.05 for farming occupations, 

Cleveland relies very heavily on imported agriculture (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2020) to satisfy their population. A community-led closed-loop agricultural system would 

be a good opportunity for neighborhoods with scarce resources to develop new skills and 

promote equitable outcomes for underserved communities. The program would provide 

several opportunities for training and advancement and provide convenient access to 

affordable and healthy produce that supports the local economy. A few small-scale 

initiatives exist but are sporadically dispersed across region and are typically supported by 

non-profit funding and grants and cannot support the needs of the entire city. 

One notable farm that operates using a similar model as the proposed community-

led closed loop agricultural system program is the Rid-All Green Partnership. They are an 

urban farm located in Cleveland that was founded in 2009 by three friends who shared a 

vision to transform an area in the city called ‘The Forgotten Triangle’ into a community 

asset. This area was known for its abandoned homes, drug abuse, prostitution, and was 

littered with old tires- they transformed these eight acres into an area of agricultural 

production, education, and opportunity for residents in the neighborhood (Soil Brothers). 

These gentlemen have a fully operational farm with several greenhouses where they grow 

fresh produce year-round- they have even incorporated an urban fish farm. They generate 

30 thousand pounds of compost weekly from discarded food scraps, wood chips and coffee 

grounds from local establishments that they resell to other businesses throughout Cleveland 

(Interview 1). Rid-All has coupled their business with educational and working 

opportunities for youth, with a five-month training program and weekend workshops 
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available for anyone who is interested in urban farming (Rid-All). Annually, twenty to 

thirty individuals enroll in this course to become certified in urban agricultural training at 

Rid-All (Interview 1). They have expanded their vision from the Forgotten Triangle to 

transform the entire city of Cleveland into a sustainable city for urban agriculture. They 

have also inspired businesses to harness the farms resources to develop new products from 

organic skincare using the farm’s herbs to hot sauce (Lakhani). 

Scaling up their model up to the city level will allow neighborhoods to benefit from 

multiplier effects of diversifying the job base – this is just a short list of beneficiaries and 

job opportunities that will be available through this program, which provides training to 

fulfill a lot of these positions. Farming positions will be available for individuals to learn 

how to grow, harvest, maintain and manage the farm. This produce will then have to be 

processed and prepared for selling and distributions and include jobs that involve washing, 

sorting and packaging produce. These items will be crated and loaded into electric vehicles 

or bicycles to be distributed to vendors throughout the city. Some examples of these 

consumers are farmers markets, retail establishments like grocery stores and supermarkets, 

restaurants, schools, and food banks. These consumers will then have the opportunity to 

contribute to the composting program that will provide a drop-off location for businesses 

and offer a pickup service where the discarded food items will be regenerated into healthy 

organic soil for local farms and gardens. Advancement into more behind-the-scenes 

managerial positions will also be available. Operations and maintenance positions will 

include management, education and training programs and developing a feedback 

mechanism for employees, community members, and other stakeholders. Sales positions 

will also need to be filled to assist with retail management, marketing and advertising. 

Several other industries will also benefit from this program. Contractors and construction 
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workers will be needed to build greenhouses and other necessary structures, solar panel 

installers and biofuel experts will be hired to manage the on-site renewable energy 

solutions and individuals will be able to start their own business ventures by preparing 

these locally grown goods and making and sell juices and smoothies, jams, and the like.  

Another aspect of this program the closed-loop system, where all water usage is 

derived from reclaimed rainwater, treated, and used for irrigation, washing, and sinks and 

toilets and all energy usage will renewable. All waste will be repurposed into compost for 

gardening and selling and fuel for heating and cooking, reducing the demand for natural 

gas. MyGug is a company in Clonakilty, Ireland that offers a compost-to-biofuel system 

for small-scale domestic usage to larger-scale commercial businesses that also produces a 

liquid bio-fertilizer than can be used for agriculture (Coffey). This is an accessible way for 

smaller farms and individuals to pursue additional renewable energy options at a 

reasonable cost. Remaining electricity needs will be supplemented by solar panels that can 

be used as shading structures for the gardens. All structures will be derived from recovered 

materials, such as demolished homes and will be repurposed at the end of their lifecycle, 

reducing the contribution to landfill waste. 

The location of the farms is based on a spatial and suitability analysis of the most 

vulnerable block groups (which includes those located in food deserts, have no vehicle 

access and a high rate of vacancies) along with their demand for resources based on their 

proximity to schools, public transit stops and existing farms and markets (Figure 8).  
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Figure 8 

Most Suitable Locations for Urban Farms and Community Gardens 

 

 

Source: Social Explorer 2019 ACS (5-Year Estimates)  

After the most suitable locations for urban farms and markets have been 

established, we can then determine which locations would be more appropriate and which 

block groups have the capacity to develop small-scale storage, distribution centers, and 

composting facilities. Lots with a greater amount of vacant acreage could be designated for 

these types of facilities, while others would be more suitable to grow fruit trees, leaves and 

greens, and different varieties of vegetables. Considering zoning designations and soil 
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quality and soil type designations, sourced from the USDA web soil survey can help inform 

these decisions, avoiding the placement of light-industrial facilities near residential blocks 

and prioritizing quality soils for in-ground farming.  Another means of assessing soil 

quality and contamination would be to access Ohio’s EPA brownfields database, in which 

I could geolocate and create a point for every brownfield site that has been reported and 

listed and create a buffer based on the recommended parameters set forth by the EPA 

Brownfields and Urban Agriculture Guidelines literature. This buffer will reduce the risk 

of contamination of urban gardens. However, this data is inconclusive, as it relies on 

voluntary reporting of brownfield properties, in which the city of Cleveland only has 22 

reported (Figure 9). 
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Figure 9 

Locations of Reported Brownfield Sites 

 

 

Source: EPA Ohio Brownfield Database 

The city of Cleveland can implement the urban farm program in a series of three 

phases: Phase I would prioritize the most vulnerable neighborhoods and begin mobilizing 

members of these block groups through public engagement, informative workshops, and 

education and training programs. From there, residents can begin to implement and manage 

strategies to develop their farms and markets. Phase II will integrate the program into all 
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low-income neighborhoods and finally, phase III will place all block groups within a 10-

minute walking distance of a neighborhood-owned and managed urban farm and market. 

COSTS 

The USDA provides a Cost Estimate Table in their Urban Agriculture Tool Kit, 

which includes site preparation costs, containing personnel, location, structures, and 

remediation for a one-acre urban plot of land in Chicago and a separate estimate for 

Indianapolis. Both of these totals range from roughly $189 thousand to $208 thousand, 

excluding the cost of renewable energy solutions (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2016). 

However, there are costs that can be significantly reduced that would make this program 

very feasible for the city of Cleveland. Environmental assessments can range from $5 to 

$8 thousand, and building and growing in raised garden beds versus in the ground can 

avoid this initial cost (Ohio EPA, 2021). Moreover, there are potentially high levels of 

contaminated soils within the city of Cleveland as a result from manufacturing and 

industrial processes that would have to be remediated before planting in the ground. Land 

acquisition can also cost a few thousand dollars, but the city of Cleveland Codified 

Ordinance requires the city to sell lots for agricultural and garden use for two hundred 

dollars, with a “Claw Back” provision if the final use is for another purpose (Division of 

Neighborhood Development). This ordinance makes it very affordable for nonprofits, 

neighborhood organizations and residents to acquire land for urban agriculture. Rezoning 

and permitting costs are also very affordable in the city, ranging from 25 to 150 dollars 

(City of Cleveland, 2021). The majority of preparation, construction, and growing costs 

can be diverted from sourcing donated and reclaimed materials from demolished homes, 

local ‘buy-nothing’ groups and other nonprofit organizations, and this can have a cost 
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savings from $10 to $50 thousand dollars (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2016). The 

majority of the funding will provide salaries and wages for full-time and part-time 

employees. 

FUNDING MECHANISMS 

There are several local, state, regional and federal grant and funding opportunities 

that this program can draw upon. The USDA alone offers over $500 million in federal 

funding for agriculture related projects, such as Sustainable Agricultural Systems, with 

$150 million in funding, Community Food Projects ($4.8 million in funding), Sustainable 

Agriculture Research and Education ($5.5 million), Education and Workforce 

Development ($45 million) and Foundational and Applied Sciences, which offers almost 

$300 million in funding opportunities (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2021). The city of 

Cleveland could easily secure these funds if they have staff who is experienced with grant-

writing or are able to attend a free training program to develop the skills. The foundation 

center offers intro classes and training programs on grant seeking and proposals writing to 

assist these efforts (Candid., 2021). There are also local foundations that offer large grants 

to support neighborhood development and urban agriculture. the Cleveland Foundation 

offers over $90 million in grant funding annually to the greater Cleveland area and includes 

the Cleveland Black Futures Fund and smaller grants through NeighborUP, a community-

led organization that seeks to improve the quality of life in Cleveland neighborhoods by 

connecting, supporting, and empowering residents (NeighborUP, 2021). 

A final consideration would be to reprioritize spending within the city’s 

departments. According to the 2020 City of Cleveland budget, the office of the Mayor had 

increased their salaries since 2019 and the Department of Public Safety comprises 56% of 
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the entire city budget and has increased spending for Corrections 61% from $5.2 million 

to $8.4 million. The police department itself receives over $215 million in funding (City 

of Cleveland, 2021). Some of this funding could redirected toward urban farming projects 

and programs that could provide new skills and jobs and reduce the need for prisons and 

such heavy policing. 

POTENTIAL OBSTACLES 

With such a high concentration of affordable land and properties and a plethora of 

amenities like the Metro Park system, libraries, museums and waterfront access to Lake 

Erie, there is always the risk of gentrification pushing out the very people who contributed 

to Cleveland’s vibrancy. Several respondents and residents recently moved to the city for 

its affordability and to pursue new careers, and situated themselves on the outskirts of the 

inner-city, avoiding the abandonment, disinvestment, blight, and crime. Transforming 

neighborhoods though urban agriculture and local food systems has the potential to attract 

new life to the city that would increase property values, rebuild the economy, and increase 

the tax base to support public services and infrastructure, but an increase in property taxes 

could push out the residents who are struggling to make payments to remain in their homes 

and their neighborhoods.  

POLICY CHANGES 

To address concerns associated with food deserts and food insecurity, urban farms 

and community gardens can be used as a source of food and organic produce for 

underserved neighborhoods and should be supported and funded through federal and local 

policy and programs. Austin, Texas recently developed a Healthy Corner Stores program 

that partners with locally owned convenience stores in eligible zip codes to offer residents 
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healthier food options, including fresh produce- the city helps subsidize the equipment that 

convenience stores need to participate in this program, like refrigerators and Point-of-Sale 

systems (City of Austin, 2021). This is a small step declining regions can take to address 

food deserts in their cities, along with partnerships between convenience stores and urban 

farms. Subsidies should be prioritized for farmers who implement regenerative agriculture 

practices, which are ultimately beneficial for the health of the environment, the economy, 

and the people, instead of favoring industrial and corporate farms, which ultimately harm 

our ecosystem.  

Urban agriculture is not a solution- the problem needs to be addressed at the source, 

which is to keep Cleveland residents in their homes to avoid foreclosures, which ultimately 

remain in the hands of the lank bank to either be hoarded, resold, renovated, or demolished. 

Eviction mediation, like the model recently seen in Philadelphia can give homeowners an 

opportunity to pursue another route to make payments and avoid evictions. Black 

communities who have been historically redlined and segregated in the past should have 

access to secure and permanent land and should not be penalized for the predatory lending 

practices they had to pursue for homeownership.  

METRICS TO MEASURE OUTCOMES 

There are several synergies that exist within this program that satisfy a variety of 

goals that are both measurable and attainable. The city of Cleveland has a dramatically low 

location quotient of less than 0.05 for farmers and agriculture, so they rely very heavily on 

imported produce and goods. This program will reduce the city’s dependency on imports 

and support the local economy by producing its own organic produce and selling it within 

the region. Cleveland is currently growing its healthcare field, which demands more skilled 
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labor, so these farms will give more individuals an opportunity to pursue farming, 

management, or entrepreneurship which will diversify the job base by increasing 

workforce participation in these various industries. Another goal is to assure that all 

residents of Cleveland (especially neighborhoods who are most in need) are within a ten-

minute or one-quarter mile walking distance from healthy and affordable food. This will 

promote a walkable infrastructure, while increasing physical exercise and improving 

physical and mental health. Reducing the demand for fast-food and convenience store 

goods and incorporating organic produce into one’s diet will also improve overall health 

outcomes. The final goal of the program is to reduce the amount of waste that ends up in 

the landfill. All food scraps will be composted and returned to gardens and converted into 

biofuel for heating and cooking. All salvageable materials will be recovered from 

demolished structures to construct garden beds, fencing, greenhouses and any other 

structures that are needed, and those same materials will be put to use at the end of their 

lifecycle. Prior to extensive research being conducted, the primary goal of the program was 

simply to reduce the number of vacancies and urban blight within the area, which would 

improve the overall quality of life for people in the neighborhoods, but soon realized that 

there are a multitude of benefits that would be generated through the conversion of vacant 

parcels into urban farms and markets. Community-led urban agriculture programs have 

shown that they build community cohesion and residents will acquire skills in agriculture, 

environmental stewardship, organizing, business skills and renewable energy that can help 

propel their careers. 

To determine if these goals have been achieved, several metrics have been 

identified that can be utilized. To determine if there has been an increase in job 

diversification, one can access data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics or the U.S. Census 
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Bureau to calculate the percent change of major industries in Cleveland. More distribution 

between industries would indicate a positive outcome. Access to healthy food can be 

spatially recognized though Geographic Information Systems and assigning points to new 

farm and market locations and assuring that all residents live within a quarter mile (ten-

minute walk) from these locations- this will be accomplished in a series of three phases. 

Access will also be calculated through an assessment of healthy food vendors that accept 

SNAP and EBT. Equity outcomes can be assessed by accessing census data and denoting 

the percentage of residents who rely on public assistance income and noting an increase in 

median household income. This would assure that Cleveland residents are become more 

self-sufficient and can support themselves financially. The goal of decreasing the number 

of vacant parcels can be reviewed though the Cuyahoga Land Bank property reports and 

census data for the total number of vacancies. Additional metrics that will be considered 

are reduced energy costs (Cleveland energy reports), improved health outcomes (Cleveland 

Public Health data), reduce greenhouse gas emissions (Ohio EPA reports), reduce the 

number of brownfield sites (Ohio EPA reports), and reduce the amount of landfill waste 

(Ohio EPA reports). A qualitative analysis like a survey or monthly meetings would also 

be helpful in receiving feedback from the community for how well the program is 

performing. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion and Next Steps 

Though this report touched on several topics and policies that the Planning 

profession should begin to address and advocate for, there is much work to be done. Our 

food system is severely flawed and still favors the detrimental practices of corporate 

agriculture, while Black families are farmers are still the victims of racial prejudice and are 

prevented from securing land from County Land Banks, limiting opportunities for 

generational wealth and stability. This begs for a deeper analysis into the practices of the 

Land Bank leasing and purchasing conditions, along with their approval process, how 

many people apply, what is their racial makeup, income, history of home ownership and 

financial negligence (which is said to be the main barrier of land and properties 

acquisition). Understanding the barriers to land ownership can help planners push for 

policies that make these properties more accessible. 

One of the main obstacles for urban farms is the acquisition of the land itself and 

the threat of development and the ‘highest and best use’ taking precedence. Protections 

need to be put in place, so urban farms can transition from a temporary placeholder to a 

permanent asset for neighborhoods. Community Land Trusts, like NEFOC, are a route that 

some communities are pursuing to secure land acquisition. Industrial and commercial 

farming practices need to be challenged. They deplete our soils of nutrients and 

productivity through intensive farming methods and monocropping and pollute our air and 

waterways with their heavy use of pesticides and synthetic fertilizers. 

Planners have a responsibility to protect the health, safety and welfare of the general 

public, and advocating for urban and regional food policy will improve the health of 

communities by eliminating food deserts and making organic produce accessible for all 

residents, which in turn will improve the physical and mental health of these individuals. 



 

 

76 

Converting vacant parcels into active greenspaces will improve the safety of communities, 

reducing crime and creating more foot-traffic. However, neighborhood residents should be 

directly involved in the decision-making process. It is argued that the demolitions that are 

scheduled by the Land Bank are not doing so to improve the quality of lives and property 

value for the people who are currently living in the area- they have received no feedback 

and have not performed any qualitative analysis on the effects of these demolitions on 

current residents and families, and if they create additional voids and space between 

neighborhoods, tearing the fabric of entire communities. This report sought to explore the 

effects of food policies that were established in response to the foreclosure crisis- it has 

been realized that while numerous opportunities presented themselves to make urban 

farming and community gardens accessible for residents, there are wicked problems that 

prevent this from being a sustainable option for farmers.  
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