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How gardens are helping some of Chicago’s hardest hit areas move toward self-sufficiency

By Jared McKiernan – 

Beatrice Jasper is something of a fixture in Chicago’s Englewood neighborhood.

She’s lived there over 50 years, through its boon, its plight and its move toward gentrification. She
remembers a brighter Englewood.

“A lot of the people in our community have been here a long time, like myself,” Jasper said. “And so
they’ve seen Englewood at its best, with the grocery stores and the retail entities.”

That something as simple as a grocery store signifies more prosperous times illustrates just how far
the city’s economy has fallen.

Nearly 23 percent of Chicago’s population lives below the poverty line, and only six of the Department
of Labor’s 51 designated large metropolitan areas had higher unemployment rates in February 2015.
The American Legislative Exchange Council ranks Illinois’ overall economic performance 47th out of
50 U.S. states, and it’s rate of job growth trails 47 other states.

Yet for all of the issues plaguing Chicago, its dearth of affordable, nutritious food—and yes, grocery
stores—ranks among the most pressing. When the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)
designated parts of Englewood and many neighborhoods of Chicago “food deserts,” Jasper began
working to supply the community with low-cost fruits and vegetables, and to involve as many growers
as possible to secure a better future for the city.
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For the past five years, Jasper has chaired Greening the Environment through Gardening, a nonprofit
focused on educating the public on the benefits of gardening. She is involved with roughly a dozen
local gardens, and sees them as a way to lower poverty.

“Growing your own food means that you are able to have some control,” Jasper said she regularly
tells her neighbors. “You can maintain a food supply that’s right outside your door.”

She had one such conversation with Lt. Nikki Hughes, corps officer at The Salvation Army Adele and
Robert Stern Red Shield Corps Community Center in Englewood. Its own limited resources were
exacerbated when a city food pantry next door recently closed.

“All of their clients then came here,” Hughes said. “We never have food that goes bad because we
don’t keep it long enough.”

Hughes began brainstorming ways to meet the increased need. Lacking outdoor space, she
researched alternatives and came across milk crate gardening. Hughes called on Jasper, who
introduced the method to seniors from the corps’ drop-in program, and the project took off.

The corps added rain barrels and funded the soil and gardening tools, while the roughly 20 seniors
secured donations for seeds and seedlings. Within a few months, the third-floor balcony garden
yielded produce from tomatoes, to lavender, cucumbers and kale. For now, the produce is primarily
used for meals at the senior drop-in program, but Hughes said she plans to expand the program to
benefit more of the community.

“It’s not just that more food is needed,” Hughes said. “It’s that real food is needed.”

She and Jasper acknowledge that the produce benefits more than the individual grower.

A study in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior showed that adults in Flint, Mich., who
either lived with someone who participated in community gardens, or who participated in one
themselves consumed fruits and vegetables 1.4 more times per day, and were 3.5 times more likely to
have five fruits and vegetables a day, than those who did not participate.

Jasper intends the gardens to change the status quo for children in Illinois, which has one of the
highest rates of childhood obesity for kids ages 10 to 17, according to the Trust for America’s Health
and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.

“To watch them learn some patience with being able to put the seed in the ground and watching it
grow and have harvest time come around and watching their amazement,” she said. “Even some
adults, who’ve never grown their own food in their own lifetime are amazed to finally see a tomato on
the vine. To pull up a bunch of carrots at the same time or sweet potatoes; to have children ask their
mom, ‘let’s go to the garden and not the grocery store.’ That is so interesting for them.”

The city’s food deserts have drawn attention from policymakers, including Chicago Mayor Rahm
Emanuel who vowed to eliminate their existence in the city after stepping into office in 2011. He
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passed a city ordinance softening restrictions on food sales of urban agriculture operations, converted
several Chicago Transit Authority buses into “Fresh Moves” that drive around selling fruits and
vegetables, and helped start five new farmer’s markets.

Emanuel unveiled plans last summer to establish Englewood’s first Whole Foods Market in 2016.

“I am completely committed to ensuring that all Chicagoans have access to fresh, quality and
affordable food in their neighborhoods,” he said in a statement following the announcement.

Yet, Jasper does not see the upscale grocer as a step forward for the community with a declining
population and a median household income under $20,000.
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“The community itself is intelligent enough to know that Whole Foods is not Englewood’s answer to
the food desert,” she said. “Having Whole Food is still like not having a grocery store for the people
who live over here.”

Jasper said gardening offers a more feasible and affordable approach to food deserts, and offers the
additional benefit of limiting violence.

Chicago professors Frances Kuo and William Sullivan compared crime rates among 98 apartment
buildings in a public housing project and found buildings with high levels of vegetation experienced 52
percent fewer crimes than buildings with minimal vegetation. While the latter did not examine the
effects of community gardens, specifically, on crime rates, Los-Angeles-based community gardener
Ron Finley thinks it’s reasonable to extrapolate the findings.

“It’s going to affect your mind—greens and fresh air and the hummingbirds and the dragonflies,”
Finley said. “Gardens change people, dude. And they build communities. If people see beauty, they’re
more inclined to keep it or to replicate it.”

The Chicago community has a rich history of community gardens, dating back to wartime efforts in the
early 1940s when food was in short supply in cities across the U.S. as resources were spent on
moving troops and equipment for World War II, with little surplus for fresh produce. Chicago residents
planted upward of 500 community gardens, plus 75,000 home gardens, according to University of
Chicago research. During the summer of 1943, these Victory Gardens produced roughly 55,000
pounds of food.

Today’s Chicago is bigger with more commerce, but the food shortage persists. Yet community
gardens are sprouting again––the Chicago Community Gardeners Association counts over 800 in the
city.
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In East Chicago, technically Indiana, access to fresh food is a little easier to come by, yet poverty is
no less prevalent. Once home to a burgeoning steel mill industry, the city now faces a 36 percent
poverty rate. This much is evident at The Salvation Army’s East Chicago Corps and Community
Center, which serves lunch to as many as 150 people each day.

After multiple denials for a community garden grant from Foundations of East Chicago, the corps
looked into many of the benefits Jasper touts.

“OK, so you’re going to beautify the city; so what? Then, you start talking about lowering crime, and
you start talking about seniors, and empowering people, that’s a whole different subject,” said
Rosemary Salazar, corps administrative coordinator. With that evidence, the corps secured funding
and launched its community gardening program last summer in partnership with Foundations of East
Chicago, Purdue University Extension Center and The Home Depot.

The initiative subsequently spawned both a veterans and senior gardening program, and all of the
produce grown is used for meals in the corps’ feeding program. Salazar hopes to hold a farmer’s
market this year and encourages participants to apply the new knowledge in their own backyards.

Grower Elida Ochoa is doing just that.

“There are so many recalls on spinach, on cabbages, on tomatoes,” she said. “I always tease my
friends, I say, ‘I haven’t had a recall on any of my vegetables yet.’ There’s nothing better than to
produce something that your family can eat…If I don’t do it, how am I going to share it with the next
generation?”

Other locations in the Chicago Metropolitan Division have experimented with community gardening.
Major Darlene Harvey, corps officer at the Chicago Ray and Joan Kroc Corps Community Center,
said the center has partnered with a local school to help educate children on the potentials of growing
your own food.

The Blue Island Corps runs a rooftop garden, utilizing 30 hydroponic towers equivalent to up to 10
acres of conventional farmland. The vegetables grown are used in the corps’ senior lunch program.
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Regardless of the food produced or crime rates lowered, Jasper believes that community gardens
should not be mistaken for a panacea to poverty, but said they can provide a notable boost as part of
an integrated food system, particularly in urban areas.

“Community gardening is not an answer—a complete answer,” Jasper said. “But, it is something that
can certainly make an impact.”
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