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Summary

This report outlines the key learnings and points of inspiration from a 2-month trip in which I
visited social justice focused farming projects in the U.S.A. in the autumn of 2018. I spent 
this time thinking about how farming projects can build resilience i (of individuals, of projects 
and farms, of movements, of food systems, and of communities). My learnings are grouped 
around the themes of:

1. Making change through employment 
2. Attending to power within our organisations
3. Creating leaders for the future
4. Storytelling to uphold the past, and amplify in the present
5. Bringing together food access and sustainable livelihoods
6. Funding social justice work
7. Attending to systemic oppression and being overt in our politics 

My hope is that gathering these learnings in this report will inspire both conversation and 
action here in the UK. I strongly feel that applying these ideas will contribute towards 
increasing the resilience of UK movements for small-scale agro-ecologicalii farming and 
community-led food systems, our food systems and wider society. 

Wheelbarrows at East New York Farms!



Background 

In the Autumn of 2018, I visited a number of social justice focused farming projects across 
the U.S.A. This report summarises my trip and the learnings that I bring home to share. My hope 
is that this inspires debate and action within food, farming and community gardening projects 
here in the UK. 

As I write this in 2019, food and farming policy in the UK continues to shift, Brexit feels like
the purgatory we will forever sit in, the circus clouding our minds to the impact of austerity 
policies. As a child gaining consciousness in the 90s, I grew up on the myth of progress. Current 
times seem to very overtly question that assumption. The movements for small-scale agro-
ecological farming and community-led food systems continue to grow in the UK, with a seemingly
rising policy influence, demonstrating a different path and version of future food systems. As our 
movements grow in reach and influence, some parts of the unjust, environmentally degrading, 
concentrated capitalist food system are opposed, and some parts are replicated. 

Food to me has always felt like it has the potential to be a great unifier - quite simply we all 
eat. There's a huge richness to our food cultures and the stories intertwined with these. For me, 
it's an obvious place from which to enact social change. I've been growing veg in community-
focused projects for the last ten years and I'm hugely inspired by the people and projects with 
which I've been lucky enough to move in parallel. In 2018 I had become burnout and a little jaded,
aware that I was growing food that most working-class people couldn't afford, tired of going to 
farming conferences that are over 95% white, concerned at the ways in which supermarkets had 
co-opted the localism of the food movement with worryingly nationalistic 'best of British' 
branding, and uncertain of how my queer and non-binary self could fit into the food movement.

I went to the U.S.A to be inspired and to learn. The U.S.A. is a medley of the best and worst
in relation to food systems. There are rich and vibrant hotbeds of radical farming projects 
attempting to enact social change. As in the UK, this is set in the context of a mainstream food 
system characterised by poor worker rights, megalithic non-organic monocultures and their 
related environmental impacts, and epidemics of food-related diseases largely correlated to class 
and race. 

It is with a sense of this dissonance and my backpack of existential questions that I set out 
to the USA, with the goal of examining the ways in which social justice focused farming projects 
make themselves and their communities more resilient. In my mind resilience is interlinked with 
social change and social justice, a more just society is more resilient. Here I like the definition of 
resilience from Threshold Globalworks as the capacity “to be more generative during times of 
stability and to adapt, reorganise, and grow in response to disruption.”  In current times, facing 
this much disruption, resilience seems vital. 



Projects visited

My trip saw me traversing the U.S. from east to west, passing through and working with six 
incredible social justice focused projects, and connecting to a number of other inspiring 
projects along the way. I worked alongside people in each of these six host projects as for 
me there is a great value to talking whilst doing. I spent time with people from across the 
organisations to gain a more rounded view of their work. My views here are formed by these
informal conversations as well as interviews that I did with one or two people in each of my 
host organisations. I am hugely grateful to all the people and projects for the time and 
wisdom they shared. 

The map shows the location of the projects I visited. 

Projects I worked with:

Truelove Seeds, Delaware County, PA, on land previously people by Lenni-Lenape peoples
West of Philadelphia, Truelove Seeds run a small farm producing seed for sale, and a seed 
company selling their own and other projects’ seeds. They aim to support more resilient 
farming through the sale of open-pollinated, culturally important, regionally adapted seeds, 
whilst supporting the resilience of allied farms by providing an additional income (through 
seed sales) for the projects they work with, and spreading knowledge about seed saving. 
The seed producers are all small-scale farmers “committed to community food sovereignty iii,
cultural preservation, and sustainable agriculture” and Truelove Seeds give 50% of sales to 
producers, an amount unheard of in the seed industry. The project is in its early days with 
2017 seeing the launch of the seed catalogue and the first proper year of production on site.
It is a model grounded in solidarity and collectivism and an experiment in using a for-profit 
business model to achieve these aims. 

East New York Farms!, New York, NY,  on the land of the Lenape people                       
ENYFs! was born in 1998 and is solidly established in the East New York community. The 

https://trueloveseeds.com/
https://ucceny.org/enyf/


project arose out of community need and continues to respond to that need with a model of 
community empowerment based in food and farming. Their mission is to “organize youth and 
adults to address food justice in their community by promoting local sustainable agriculture and 
community-led economic development”. Youth work is central to the work that they do with 35 
paid youth interns from the East New York area engaged in 9 month long internships supporting 
all aspects of ENYFs! work, including running their three urban farms (in total 2 ½ acres of land), 
working to support community gardeners, and running their market stalls. A central part of the 
internship is education around social justice, racial justice, politics and leadership. An important 
part of ENYFs! work is it’s two weekly markets which are the only source of organic produce and 
Caribbean speciality crops in East New York, an area with limited food options.  

Rock Steady Farm and Flowers, Millerton, NY, within the territory of the Schaghticoke first nations
Rock Steady is a twelve-acre farm operating in Millerton, NY, a 2hr drive north of New York City. 
Set up in 2016, they’re running a Community Supported Agriculture veg box scheme (CSA) iv, 
selling veg wholesale, selling flowers to florists and doing flower design work, and partnering with
social justice non-profits. In the seasons up to 2018 Rock Steady have steadily built up to 250 
CSA members. Social justice sits at the heart of their mission with 40% of their CSA shares in 
2018 going to low-income households. Rock Steady is a queer and women run workers coop, run
as a for-profit business, partnering with non-profits to carry out much of the social justice work 
they do, getting their produce into the hands of low-income families and feeding queers with 
multiple health needs. They derive a huge amount of strength and resilience from the 
communities of which they are a part (coop communities, farming communities, queer 
communities, and the community of social justice focused projects around the farm).

Oakland Avenue Urban Farm, Detroit, MI
OAUF was set up ten years ago on vacant plots of land in the North End neighbourhood of Detroit,
an area shaped by urban decay and white flightv and now by gentrification. Since establishment, 
the project has grown to encompass 6 acres of land across previously vacant plots spanning a 
couple of streets. OAUF do a lot of youth work, with paid interns working through the summer 
months. They run a free CSA for self-identified low-income groups and have partnered with 
students from The University of Michigan and local artists to build up infrastructure on site. The 
central goals of OAUF, which arose out of community need at the beginning of the project, 
continue to be beautifying the area, feeding the community and building community.  

Planting Justice, Oakland, CA, on the land of the Ohlone people
Planting Justice was set up 10 years ago. The overarching goals of PJ are of food sovereignty 
(helping people to grow their own food, working to redress structural inequalities in the food 
system), economic justice (green jobs which are empowering and provide fair wages), and 
community healing (holistic health for communities through nutritious affordable food access, 
jobs, education, green space). In the last few years, they have grown significantly taking on a 2.5-
acre plant nursery and planting out a 5-acre orchard. Employment is a central part of their 
strategy, setting up ex-incarcerated men with jobs as they are released, and providing jobs in the 
communities in which they work.

Zenger Farm, Portland, OR                                                                                                  
Zenger Farm is located in the Powellhurst-Gilbert neighbourhood of Portland, another area 

https://zengerfarm.org/
http://plantingjustice.org/
http://plantingjustice.org/
http://www.oaklandurbanfarm.org/
https://www.rocksteadyfarm.com/


undergoing great change in the shape of gentrification. Zenger aims to promote “sustainable
food systems, environmental stewardship, community development and access to good food
for all”. Whilst at Zenger I worked with their farm team which consists of 2 co-managers, 4 
paid seasonal interns and a series of short-term unpaid interns managing a 4-acre farm. As 
well as gaining a solid farming education the interns gain an understanding of food justice 
issues and the management side of farming (business, people and crop planning). The food 
is sold through a CSA with low-cost shares being distributed in partnership with local health 
centres, a Portland-wide project which Zenger coordinates for a number of Portland-based 
CSAs. 

Other projects I connected with:

Farm School NYC, New York, NY
Farm School’s aim is to “create effective and empowered grassroots leaders in the food 
justice movement”. In addition to providing a thorough farming education, the Farm School 
curriculum centres teaching the social, economic and racial justice context of food systems, 
and teaching organising and advocacy skills. The program has sought, through its 
admissions, to redress the trend for community gardeners to most often be young white 
women, working in communities of colour. There is a steeply sliding scale on tuition fees 
based on poverty levels to reduce financial barriers to training.

Soul Fire Farm, Albany, NY, on the land of the Stockbridge Munsee Mohican nation
Soul Fire Farm is a black and indigenous people of colour led farm working towards 
dismantling racism in the food system located in upstate New York. The wider SFF project is 
focused on systemic change across food systems, focusing on building networks of farmers
of colour, changing narratives and policy around farming, and training leaders of tomorrow. 
SFF put a lot of energy into training up farmers and food justice activists of colour, as well as
offering training on uprooting racism for those already in the food movement (this latter part
is the reason I visited them). They run a sliding scale CSA with solidarity shares for 
immigrants, refugees and those impacted by state violence. 

Gill Tract Community Farm, Berkeley, CA 
The UC Gill Tract Community Farm came directly out of a 3-week occupation in 2012 of an 
area of land owned by the University of California. The farm now has a 10-year verbal 
agreement to stay on 2 acres of the Gill Tract. Their aims are to develop, research and 
educate about agro-ecological food systems, provide affordable food to those who need it, 
experiment in governance structures to enhance resilience, and influence policy spheres.

Village Gardens, Portland, OR, on land that was previously Chinook Nation land
“Village Gardens builds neighborhood economic and food resilience through leadership 
development, employment opportunities and a community-based food system model.” 
Village Gardens do this through a number of programs. Their Food Works program is a farm-
based youth employment program which steps youth up into positions of leadership and 
responsibility providing education about all aspects of farming. The Village Market is a 
grocery store run by VG which aims to provide affordable, healthy, culturally-appropriate 

https://www.villagegardens.org/
https://www.gilltractfarm.org/
https://www.gilltractfarm.org/
http://www.soulfirefarm.org/
http://www.farmschoolnyc.org/


food for the local area. VG also supports the existence of a community garden and orchard in the 
local neighbourhood. 

This report stands as a summary of the projects I visited and the key learnings I have returned 
with.vi I've tried to keep it concise as I'm very aware that farmers and food organisers are busy 
people! As I travelled I wrote a blog about my trip which provides a more detailed account of the 
projects I visited. I would encourage you to investigate that more as well as the fantastic websites 
of the projects I visited, each one a wealth of information and inspiration (links above).

Clockwise from top left: Rock Steady Farm and Flowers, the community board at Oakland Avenue Urban 
Farm, youth at East New York Farms!, plants at the Planting Justice nursery, Farm School NYC training at 
Truelove Seeds, and CSA pickup at Zenger Farm

https://storiesofresilience.blog/


Learnings from my trip

Overarchingly for me, my journey was driven because I feel there is huge potential in the UK 
movements for small-scale agro-ecological farming and community-led food systems to be 
more solidly and overtly grounded in social justice. I believe this would contribute to building
movement, food system and societal resilience. In visiting projects in the US which are 
overtly focused on social justice, I found a lot of inspiration and I share my learnings here to 
spurn debate and highlight things being done which we could copy over here. I do not have 
all the answers after spending just 2 months with farms that sit in a different (yet parallel) 
context, and I know there is much wisdom and work on these issues in the UK. I collect my 
thoughts here to focus debate and to contribute to our journey of action. As this report is 
written to contribute to our movement here in the UK I have tried to highlight some of the 
work being done on these issues in the UK. I do not pretend to know everything that is 
going on in the UK because (having spent the last 10 years mostly in fields growing 
vegetables, with movement work in the spaces prised between) I do not. There were many 
lessons I learnt, I gather the key ones below. 

Diagram: Lessons in social justice through farming

1. Making change through employment 
Many of the projects that I visited talked about the energy they put into creating good 

jobs, holding an awareness of the potential for employment to make social change. Jobs that
pay well, are secure, with holidays (and health-care in the U.S.) can be a hugely stabilising 
force for us all. Likewise, jobs which show people their power to make a change in the world
are hugely empowering for individuals and empowered individuals are vital in creating 



change in the world. 
Planting Justice's approach to economic justice largely hinges on employment and an 

understanding that “by investing in food workers, we can reinvigorate our local economy, 
increasing access to nutritious food AND meaningful employment”. They focus on stable and 
empowering jobs with decent wages and health care, and a sizeable part of their workforce is 
made up of ex-incarcerated men and Latinx people who live locally to their plant nursery. The 
work PJ is doing in providing employment to ex-incarcerated men specifically is having huge 
impacts. Through their system of holistic re-entry, 0% of the men they have worked with have 
returned to prison, whereas 44.6% is the California averagevii.

At East New York Farms! I was pleased to see two ex youth interns on their small staff. 
Hearing about the ways in which those individuals made it on to staff (through a continued 
connection to ENYFs! and being approached sometime after their internships) reminded me of the
importance of human connections and centralising care in our organisations. 

Farming in the UK is a hugely white sector (based on data from the Annual Population 
Survey it is the whitest profession they collect data for) and when I go to alternative farming 
conferences I wonder to what extent our 'alternative movement' is mirroring that imbalance - it's 
very white and it's very middle-class. In urban contexts, a trend I have encountered in community
gardens is for white middle-class people to staff projects (and organisations that support projects)
with people of colour and working-class people more often being the 'beneficiaries', as volunteers
or a target group to be worked with. At a Community Food Growers Network event on 
gentrification and food growing in 2018, one of the issues talked about was the parachuting in of 
community growers and gardeners into community projects. The US is not some utopia and my 
sense is that these are the norms too in much of the food movements there. Attending to jobs 
seems to be vital in challenging this, who are we employing and are those jobs secure and well-
paid. There is a huge power that can come with employment and we must attend to who is being 
granted that power. There are many organisations doing good work in this area in the UK: THIS, 
Organic Lea, Cultivate. 

2. Attending to power within our organisations
Power exhibits in our organisations and projects in numerous formal and informal ways. 

Attending to power means having honest conversations with ourselves and each other about who 
shapes and who benefits from our projects and wider movements. Attending to power within our 
organisations is vital in avoiding tokenism (for example when people of colour, working-class 
people, disabled people are brought in to diversify programs but don't sit within positions of 
power within organisations).

The organisations I visited were attending to this question of power in their organisations to
varying degrees. Rock Steady Farm are a workers co-op, set up to hold power and decision 
making in the hands of their workers. As they establish they seem to be asking a lot of questions 
about power through the organisation, including about the relationship between co-op owner staff 
and non-owner staff. 

The organisational structure seemed to have been considered very consciously at the Gill 
Tract Community Farm with one of the visions for the project being around creating governance 
structures for resilience. They have an elected group of people including University 
representatives, students, members of community organisations, local residents, and 
policymakers who sit on the ‘Stewardship Council’. Working groups feed into this central 
organising group. Overseeing all of this is the ‘stewardship assembly’ which anyone who is a part 



of the council or a working group can attend. The assembly ratifies decisions of the council 
and formally decides on all proposed changes to the structure, decision making, and 
statements of missions, visions, or Values. Systems for spreading power across 
organisations, particularly into voices which previously haven't had as much sway, seem at 
their heart to be vital in creating social change from within. 

In my short visits with projects, I found different degrees of openness in talking about
internal power structures. This is unsurprising to me, as it can often feel vulnerable 
(organisationally as personally) to have witnesses to our growing pains. One organisation 
which was not just doing the work themselves but also hand-holding others through this 
process was Soul Fire Farm. Whilst in the U.S. I attended their one day course entitled 
“Uprooting Racism in the Food System”. During this course, SFF introduced their anti-racism
equity rubric which we used to assess the strategy and performance of our organisations in 
relation to race (SFF point out that it can also be used to examine how an organisation is 
measuring up in relation to other oppressions). Part of this rubric involves assessing who 
holds power in relation to decision making, accountability and budget control. 

Some organisations are doing this work in the UK but I would love to see it as a much
more normalised practice. It is vulnerable to have other people watch us grow, but we must 
share our growth and learn and inspire each other. I'm hugely grateful to the work of 
Community Centred Knowledge and May Project Gardens for bringing and beginning this 
discussion within the Community Food Growers Network. We all need to be doing this work 
much more.

3. Creating leaders for the future
I was really inspired across my trip to see numerous projects working with youth and 

adults in consciously trying to create future leaders (in food and social justice worlds). 
In the internships of ENYFs! and Zenger Farm and the program at Farm School NYC, 

the link is being made between farming and social justice, with interns/students taught about
food justice and the wider context and history of our food and farming systems. At ENYFs! 
the intern program centres on educating youth about politics, social justice, and the history 
of East New York, talking about race, gender, trade, and the criminal justice system. This 
feels so vital in supporting youth to step into their lives and to support people to become the
questioning and empowered souls that this world needs. 

Recognising that finances are one of the major potential barriers to people engaging 
with farmer training, all the internships of the projects I visited (Zenger, ENYFs!, OUAF, 
Village Gardens) were paid, a vital condition if you want to enable those with lower incomes 
and without other privileges to be able to engage. At Farm School NYC there is a significant 
sliding scale on the tuition fees (based on the federal poverty level chart). On their Citywide 
Certificate in Urban Agriculture, for example, costs range from $1.80-$14.00 per hr of 
tuition. 

Owen Taylor of Truelove Seeds who in a past role had been involved at the beginning 
stages of Farm School NYC explained how it was founded on the basis of the question of 
who we want to be leaders in the food justice movement. Having recognised a trend in 
urban growing towards white young women leading projects in communities of colour, Farm 
School NYC has sort to redress this imbalance through its application process. I really value 
the intentionality of this.

I feel there are huge lessons here for the UK to learn. I feel we need to more heavily 



centre our growing and urban gardening education in the politics which shape food systems, 
keeping them grounded in social justice. I know there are some urban projects organising paid 
youth employment in food growing, but there is a growing trend towards unpaid training 
programs. I feel there is a need to think about how the financial cost of training to become a 
farmer or the assumption of volunteering as a route into work can stand as a barrier to our 
movement becoming stronger through becoming more inclusive. 

4. Storytelling to uphold the past, and amplify in the present
A number of the projects I visited were working to uplifting the stories of those often 

written out of history and present narratives. I found this work incredibly inspiring and it really 
concentrated my mind on the power of the stories which get told.  

A solid chunk of the day that I spent at Soul Fire Farm was spent learning about the role of 
people of colour in shaping food systems in the US, learning about black farmers and organisers 
like George Washington Carver (an agricultural scientist famous for his work with legumes), 
Charles & Shirley Sherrod (who set up New Communities which was an early model for 
Community Land Trusts) and Fannie Lou Hamer (who set up the Freedom Farm Cooperative in 
Mississippi). This storytelling serves to counteract our internal images of who a farmer is and 
upon whose backs our food systems are built. At Rock Steady Farm I was really pleased to 
encounter a women and queer-run farm which was actively working to uplift these voices, and to 
centre that in their publicity and work. As a queer food grower, this was incredibly inspiring to me.

My time at Truelove Seeds made overt for me the importance of sharing stories around 
seeds and plants, sharing these stories is a central part of the work that they do. These stories 
give us all ways to connect to our culture and heritage, supporting preservation and celebration. 
Truelove Seeds encourages everyone to tell their ancestral seed stories. As Owen Taylor of 
Truelove explains, “I hope that this equalizes the burden and the joy of telling one's story, and 
hopefully helps to break down the myth of white supremacy by slowly deconstructing whiteness 
through European-descended folks learning the histories and cultures of their particular 
backgrounds.” 

When we consider how the history of both botany and food systems are so intertwined 
with imperialism and colonialism, my time in the states re-minded me of the huge power and 
potential of storytelling to support healing. In the UK I value the work of activists like Jyoti 
Fernandes, Mama D and Dee Woods who routinely bring their public-focused work back to a 
reminder of upon whose backs our food system is built and it's continued links to imperialism, 
colonialism and neo-colonialism. 

5. Bringing together food access and sustainable livelihoods 
My experience of small-scale farming projects in the UK is that many of them are more 

focused on sustainable livelihoods for growers and environmental sustainability of the farming 
practices than they are on the food access part of food justiceviii. Small-scale farming, in a system 
which favours bigger farms, is a struggle to make pay. And as farmers attempt to pay themselves 
living wages, the true cost of food in a capitalist system becomes unaffordable for many. Not 
enough work has been done in the UK to bring CSA's, box schemes and farmers markets out of 
the domain of the middle class. 

My sense is that this is the case also in the states (where to focus on economic 
sustainability is also vital for farms to exist) but a key criteria for the projects I visited were that 



they overtly stated that they were working towards social justice and so I was lucky enough 
to visit a number of projects actively thinking about how they reduce the barrier of 
affordability for many groups accessing fresh vegetables grown by small-scale farmers. This
was being done in a number of ways:

●Most CSAs and farmers markets were accepting SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program) vouchers which are means-tested food assistance vouchers fairly 
like healthy start vouchers here in the UK which it's not uncommon for veg boxes or 
CSAs to accept. An additional thing that a number of projects were doing in the U.S. 
was offering additional support to those paying by SNAP. ENYFs! for example, offer an 
extra $2 per $5 SNAP spend at their markets, whilst Rock Steady Farm have a SNAP 
user rate of $15/week CSA veg share instead of $25-30.

●Sliding scale and solidarity shares for CSAs – Each project that I visited that was 
running a CSA was offering sliding scale rates and/or solidarity (free) shares. Soul Fire 
Farmixand Rock Steady Farm both offer a sliding scale based upon income with Soul 
Fire Farm giving encouragement to people to take account of the privilege they hold 
(asking people to pay more if they, for example, own their own house or have 
investments and less is if, for example, they have significant debts or have 
dependents). Zenger Farm has a calculator which allows people to compare their 
income to the Portland living wage for a family their size, setting their CSA share price 
relative to this. So if someone's family income is 120% of the living income they are 
encouraged to pay 20% more than the standard price. As with Soul Fire Farm, Zenger 
request people also take into account their relative privilegex. Rock Steady, Soul Fire and
Oakland Avenue Urban Farm were all offering free CSA shares. Oakland Avenue for local
self-identified low income people with children, Rock Steady for immigrants, refugees 
and those registered below the federal poverty level, and Soul Fire for immigrants, 
refugees and  and those impacted by state violence. These free and reduced shares are
enabled by a mixture of higher rates paid by other CSA members, donations and 
funding. I have encountered very few box schemes and CSAs offering reductions on 
the basis of income or other factors. Kentish Town offers a 20% discount for those who
need it and Chagfood CSA offers 10% of their shares at a discounted rate for low-
income families. I feel there is a huge need to survey the efforts being made to improve
food access across such schemes in the UK, including funding models, and to share 
practices in this area.

●Partnerships for food access projects – I was impressed in a number of projects to see 
the partnerships which have been developed to address food access issues. Rock 
Steady Farm partner with community centres, an LGBTQ free health centre, and other 
non-profits to deliver their food access programs. In Portland, Zenger Farm is the lead 
farm on a multi-CSA project called CSA Partnerships for Health. Through this project, 
CSAs have partnered with health centres to ‘prescribe’ low cost ($5 a week) CSA shares
to patients for whom fresh vegetables have a large health benefit but who have an 
economic barrier to accessing them. I think there is great potential in this model of 
multiple distributors banding together to deliver food access projects. I'm also inspired 
to see targeted vegetable distribution to those with the greatest health needs, 
something we're beginning to see on the agenda here in the UK.

●Putting healthy food into the hearts of low-income neighbourhoods – A core part of the 



work of many of the organisations I visited was about providing access to healthy and 
culturally appropriate food in neighbourhoods which otherwise have little. ENYFs! market has 
been running for 20 years doing just that. Village Garden's village market is a grocery store 
which sells fresh and affordable healthy produce. SNAP payments are taken with customers 
receiving veg vouchers back when they pay by SNAP. All of the projects running CSAs were 
thinking about how they deliver produce into the hearts of the communities that they want to 
reach. 

These are all important ways of pulling back from the binary of food justice vs farmer 
justice. We must find ways of making sustainable food accessible to all. This is a key way to 
contribute to community resilience. 

6. Funding social justice work
The subject of money is one I got in to in every project I visited. Farming is already difficult 

to make pay (and small-scale farming in particular), let alone then attempting to farm with a focus 
on social justice - another one of the failings of capitalism in which most of the costs of the 
industrial food system lie externally to the cost of food. 

One question I saw some of my hosts asking was where to situate themselves on the 
profit/non-profit axes. A couple of the younger organisations I visited were starting out as for-
profit businesses, seemingly a direct result of time people had spent in the non-profit world and 
frustration felt with the hoop-jumping and distractions of the funding circus. One of these 
organisations, Rock Steady Farm, was using a fiscal sponsor (so they can still claim the tax breaks
of a non-profit) and was in a lot of partnerships (supporting partners to apply for funding for their 
low-income CSA shares for example). In truth, all of the organisations that I visited were engaged 
in this hybridity of pairing funding with the unrestricted profits made from seed or produce sales, 
a set up that reflects the place many organisations in the UK find themselves in. Whilst at Oakland 
Avenue Urban Farm, they described their movement into more wholesaling to restaurants as a 
conscious tactic to move away from the uncertainty and flux of funding. At Rock Steady Farm and 
Flowers, high-value flower sales serve to give their business financial stability so they can do 
much of the social justice focused work they do with veg. 

Truelove Seeds' business structure was really interesting. They support community small-
scale farmers and gardener's to produce seed which TLSs then distribute, returning 50% of sales 
to the farmers (providing unrestricted income for those projects). Seeds are potentially very high-
value per m2 and distributed networks of seed production support some of the more technical 
issues around seed saving (isolating plant varieties which cross). As a grower based in London, 
this model really excites me as one that could fit here (as both an interesting funding strategy and
a potential point for storytelling as described above).  

At Planting Justice a significant part of their funding strategy is based on street canvassing.
They have an in-house grassroots fundraising team who secure an average of about $150,000 a 
year from small individual donations. They use these interactions as opportunities to spark 
conversations about the prison system, about food justice and food sovereignty, and about 
employment and sustainable economies. This was surprisingly eye-opening to me coming from 
the UK where I associate street canvassers with the inefficiencies of large NGOs and poor worker 
rights for the canvassers. 

In general in the states there seemed to be much more of a culture of giving individual 
donations to charitable work, something which was reflected in the funding strategies of the 
organisations I visited (with sliding scale and solidarity shares being one example of this). On 



average US citizens give much more than UK citizens, something which is incentivised by 
the tax system, and something which is societally necessary given the lower tax rates and 
per capita tax income. 

These desires for movement away from grant funding, or just to find more control 
over funding, very much relate to the situation in the UK. There is a need here for the 
funding landscape to change. Money is power and funders have a lot of power without much
on the ground experience. We need more funders (and there are some out there already 
doing this) to be guided by the experience of those delivering projects and based in 
communities, to be willing to fund overtly political projects (because it's all political at the 
end of the day), and to move away from being obsessed with funding innovative and unique 
projects. 

7. Attending to systemic oppressionxi and being overt in our politics
Throughout my journey, I encountered people and projects which are talking about 

systemic oppression and using farming as a practice to challenge it. The projects I visited 
were attending to which communities they serve (through food, employment, economic 
opportunity and education opportunity) and seeking to redress historical imbalances in the 
ways in which certain communities (of colour, queer, low income) have been systematically 
left behind in society, with our food systems as a microcosm of that. I was pleased to 
encounter projects that were being overtly political and I feel there is a need for more 
projects in the UK to step into that space. 

Anti-oppression work moves through each of the other learnings I've discussed above
and many of the inspirational aspects of projects I've discussed above are centring these 
issues. Our relationship with systemic oppression lies at the centre of who we tell stories 
about in our movements, who we train and support into leadership positions, who we 
employ vs. who volunteers, and where power lies and gathers in our organisations. Without 
questioning and opposing norms in relation to these factors, we end up with movements 
that recreate some of the systemic oppression of wider society and the mainstream food 
system we seek to change. Everything is political whether it's overt or not. Ignoring this fact 
leaves us open to complicity. 

On this, we must attend to the ways in which some of the funding bodies serve to 
depoliticise the work that we do. We must push back and have those conversations, with 
funders and with each other. 

Conclusion

This report outlines the key learnings and points of inspiration from a 2-month trip in which I
visited social justice focused farming projects in the U.S.A. in the autumn of 2018. This trip 
was focused on how these farms build resilience through their actions. The projects I visited 
on that trip provided me with a richness of inspiration that I know shapes my future 
trajectories. I feel that these movements in the U.S. stand ahead of us in the UK in relation to
centring social justice in farming, and that applying these ideas will contribute towards 
making the UK movements for small-scale agro-ecological farming and community-led food 
systems, our food systems and society at large, more resilient. My hope is that gathering 



these learnings in this report (learnings around employment, leadership and training, storytelling, 
power within organisations, food access, financing, and centring anti-oppression work) will inspire
both conversation and action here in the UK. I have tried in my discussion to centre the work of 
organisations I know doing these things here in the UK to continue that conversation. I will 
continue to learn and have conversations and take action on these issues, and I would love to be 
in contact with anyone else also doing so or wishing to do so. 

About me

I am Beth Stewart (they/them). I have been working on community-focused small scale vegetable 
growing projects for the last 10 years. I am white and middle-class, queer and non-binary, able-
bodied and depression-prone. Please contact me through my blog if you want to continue these 
conversations. This report is the product of a Churchill Fellowship and is part funded by the Royal 
Horticultural Society.

Flowers pushing through fences at Truelove Seeds

Copyright © October 2019 by Beth Stewart. The moral right of the author has been asserted.
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i Resilience for me is about the ability to bounce back from the adversity that’s thrown at us (funding changes, 
staff/volunteer changes or health problems, environmental changes and bad weather, organisational challenges, the 
political context, unforeseen infrastructure costs, loss of land). Here I like the expression of resilience from Threshold
Globalworks as “The timely capacity of individuals and groups – family, community, country and enterprise-to be 
more generative during times of stability and to adapt, reorganise, and grow in response to disruption.” I think it 
gives us more agency to create structures which can grow through hardship.

ii Agroecology is the application of ecological concepts and principals to agriculture. It is sustainable, utilises local 
knowledge and has environmental, economic and social benefits. 

iii Food Sovereignty in the Declaration of Nyelini is defined as the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate 
food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and 
agriculture systems.

iv Community Supported Agriculture is a system through which the risks and rewards of farming are shared between 
farmer and consumer with consumers more closely linked to farms and farmers. The approaches vary but this can 
mean upfront payment for a share of the seasons vegetables and consumers giving labour as part of the exchange, 

v White flight refers to the phenomenon seen across the states in which large numbers of white people previously 
living in racially mixed urban areas chose to leave these areas for the suburbs, resulting in racially homogeneous 
neighbourhoods. 

vi My trip and this report was funded by the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust and I thank them for their support.
vii I would highly recommend reading more about their holistic re-entry program on their website here.
viii Food justice is communities exercising their right to grow, sell, and eat healthy, affordable and culturally appropriate 

food
ix Soul Fire Farm have an incredible report for farmers about supplying low-income families which you can read here.
x More details on Zenger Farm's sliding scale CSA here. 
xi Systemic oppression refers to the mistreatment of people within specific groups (aligned to race, gender, class, 

sexuality, immigation status and so forth), supported and enforced by the practices, policies, laws and standards of 
society and its institutions. 

https://zengerfarm.org/sliding-scale-csa-discount/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1StbPzR-ZGli8q2bUIjBEEU3sHobo0q9r/view
http://plantingjustice.org/holistic-reentry

