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SECTION II: FOOD SYSTEM INFRASTRUCTURE  
A food system’s infrastructure encompasses the entire food supply chain: production, processing, distribution, retail sales, marketing, 
and food waste management. Without reliable facilities and services, local food markets cannot reach their full potential. Food 
policy councils should promote policies that encourage local businesses to develop at each level of the supply chain, in order to bolster 
the local food system and the local economy. 
 
OVERVIEW   Many small, local farms, including urban farms and gardens, can grow enough food to 
supply farmers markets, restaurants, food banks, and community-supported agriculture share boxes. 
However, these farms often have trouble scaling up their sales without processing the food items, at least 
minimally, or without distribution systems in place that can help get their foods to larger markets. To 
enable the local food system to reach its full potential, it is important to have the infrastructure to process 
food and distribute it throughout the community and surrounding areas. Investing in the local food system 
infrastructure leads to economic benefits, increased access to healthy, local food, and the creation of a 
robust food system that will benefit future generations. One key role for local food policy councils is to 
identify gaps in the local food system infrastructure in order to advocate for policies directed toward filling 
these gaps. Councils may also help identify sources of capital to fund these food system infrastructure needs, 
including pressuring local and state governmental agencies to make targeted investments once gaps are 
identified. This section will go through the different components of the local food system infrastructure and 
recommend policies that food policy councils can use to improve outcomes, as well as discuss ways to use 
the local food industry to foster economic development. The elements of local food system infrastructure 
include:  

1. Production  Production describes the factors related to the growing of healthy foods, including 
access to land and inputs such as seed, feed, water, and harvesting services and equipment. 

2. Processing  This step includes activities such as washing, packaging, chopping, drying, freezing, or 
otherwise preparing food. 

3. Aggregation and Distribution  Resources such as marketing cooperatives, storage facilities, 
brokerage services, logistics management, and delivery mechanisms like refrigerated trucks are a part of this 
food infrastructure step. 

4. Retail  This subsection describes the entities that sell or serve food to consumers, such as restaurants, 
grocery stores, governmental agencies, hospitals, schools, prisons, and farmers markets. 

5. Food Waste   This subsection explores the strategies that integrate food waste management into the 
food system through composting or recycling, as well as programs to bring surplus food to those need, in 
order to ensure that resources are not wasted. 

6. Using the Food System to Foster Economic Development   Incorporating the ideas 
from this section can help cities see food system investment as a way to foster job creation and revenue, 
while working toward local environmental and sustainability goals.   
 
PRODUCTION   As discussed throughout this toolkit, food policy councils can promote various 
strategies and policies that improve the ability of small farmers to grow and produce food. This includes 
allowing food production through urban, rural, and suburban agriculture. Increased production in all of 
these locations should be encouraged to help feed our communities.  
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Food waste management 

Gleaning initiatives Composting food waste 

Retail sales 

Farmers markets Small grocery stores 

Aggregation and Distribution 

Small food distributors Regional food hubs 

Processing 

Mobile slaughter units Shared-use kitchens 

Agricultural Production  (Urban and Rural) 

Rooftop gardens Animal husbandry 

Urban agriculture is the production of food within a 
city, with techniques ranging from growing a pot of 
herbs on a balcony to maintaining large-scale 
greenhouses. Urban agriculture can help to further 
entrepreneurial food production, foster community 
building; increase food access, improve air quality, and 
reduce energy costs associated with the transportation 
of food over long distances.1 The goal of urban 
agriculture is to create a short, sustainable food chain 
by producing, processing, and selling, food within a 
neighborhood or city.2

 
  

There are many challenges to urban food production, 
including access to land for urban agriculture and 
zoning restrictions on the production of certain food 
products. To this end, as discussed in Section III: Land 
Use Regulation, councils should make sure that their 
local zoning codes both allow and encourage 
agriculture production in urban areas. Section IV: 
Urban Agriculture also lists various strategies councils 
can employ to make it easier for urban farms to exist, 
including helping to get inputs such as water to these 
farms. More detailed information on policies to 
promote food production is presented elsewhere in 
this toolkit.  
 
Though this toolkit focuses on urban agriculture and community gardening, it is important to keep in mind 
that local food policy councils can also play a role in helping to encourage and increase food production in 
suburban and rural areas. There are currently less barriers to food production outside of urban areas, but 
there may still be some things that local governments can do to improve access to land and to incentivize 
the production of food in rural and suburban areas. As the challenges faced in different areas are likely to be 
unique, we recommend that local food policy councils convene focus groups or conduct interviews with 
key stakeholders in order to learn what barriers may exist for local food production. For example, one area 
of need may be the protection of agricultural land from development. Section III: Land Use Regulation 
discusses ways to preserve farmland for future generations. With this knowledge, food policy councils will 
be better prepared to push for effective policy solutions to these barriers.   
 
PROCESSING   Access to food processing infrastructure is essential to building a sustainable local food 
system. Processing facilities allow food producers to provide a wider array of products, extend the shelf life 
of locally produced foods, and increase their income because they can sell value-added or processed foods at 
a higher price than raw products. Even minimal processing of foods, such as chopping and washing leafy 
greens, can help to add value and thus increase the take-home pay for growers and producers. Increased pay 
not only encourages more individuals to grow and produce food, but it also has an economic multiplier 

                                                      
1MAYOR’S OFFICE OF SUSTAINABILITY, Chapter 2. Food Production: Regional and Urban Agriculture, in OAKLAND FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT 19 (2006), 
available at http://oaklandfoodsystem.pbworks.com/f/OFSA_Production.pdf. 
2 Id. 

FIGURE II-1: FOOD SUPPLY CHAIN  
EXAMPLES OF EACH LEVEL 
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effect on the community, meaning that it benefits the community because more money is available to be 
spent locally. In addition, processing allows for increased utilization of raw commodities and livestock, 
which means the community experiences less waste, improves profitability and job creation, and decreases 
reliance on infrastructure outside of the region. 
  
Examples of food processing infrastructure include cold storage facilities; shared-use food processing 
centers and agricultural facilities (for grading, storing, and packaging foods); grain milling facilities; dairy 
processing facilities (for milk bottling and cheese-making); and meat and poultry slaughter and processing 
facilities (including mobile processing facilities); and even certified community kitchens and kitchen 
incubators. Shared-use processing or cooking facilities may provide a more affordable option that can be 
utilized by many food producers. North Carolina has done extensive research in the area of shared-use 
processing facilities, and a summary of its findings is shown in the box below.3

 

 

Often, food processing capacity is one of the weakest links in the local food system, so this is an area where 
food policy councils can play a big role. Some tasks that food policy councils can undertake include:  

 Ensuring that the zoning code allows for food processing to occur in or near urban areas, or creates 
designated food-processing districts, in order to decrease shipping time and costs for processing; 

 pushing for legislation and regulations that allow for in-state meat and poultry slaughter inspections, 
as allowed under federal law,4

                                                      
3 Processing & Food Systems Infrastructure, CTR. FOR ENVTL. FARMING SYS., http://ncsustainablefood.wordpress.com/working-issue-
groups/processing-food-systems-infrastructure (last visited Dec. 16, 2011). 

 and for legislation that allows for mobile poultry and meat 
slaughtering; 

4 Poultry Products Inspection Act, 21 U.S.C.A. §§ 451-72 (2012); Meat Inspection Act, 21 U.S.C.A. §§ 601-95 (2012).  

Summit on Processing and Food System Infrastructure in North Carolina 
The Center for Environmental Farming Systems held a summit in North Carolina to discuss ways to expand 
independent farmers’ access to affordable, value-added processing and agricultural facilities while ensuring 
profitability and food safety. Summit participants came to the following conclusions:  

1) The success of new shared-use facilities is highly dependent on a variety of factors, including:  
 location (proximity to food entrepreneurs and consumer markets), 
 client access to technical assistance and training in business management , and 
 availability of capital;  

2) the improvement of supply chain management is necessary to enable sufficient aggregation and entry of 
farmers’ products into local markets;  

3) the confluence of federal, state, county, and local regulatory requirements, taken together, can impede 
development of and investment in small-scale facilities at the local level; and 

4) there is a need for a “one-stop” shopping source of regulatory, educational, and technical assistance at the 
state level for farmers, food entrepreneurs, and food system businesses. 
 

Source: Processing & Food Systems Infrastructure, CTR. FOR ENVTL. FARMING SYS., http://ncsustainablefood.wordpress.com/working-issue-
groups/processing-food-systems-infrastructure (last visited Dec. 16, 2011). 
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 encouraging local and state governments to provide funds that help to support food processing 
facilities, for example by footing the bill for needed processing (the Vermont legislature, for 
example, appropriated money to the State Department of Agriculture to purchase two mobile-
processing facilities, one for poultry slaughtering and one for flash-freezing fruits and berries, in order 
to provide the infrastructure needed for their growers to get their foods to market);5

 asking local governments to help support, through full funding or matching funds, the creation of 
community kitchens, shared processing facilities, and kitchen incubators. 

 and 

 
AGGREGATION AND DISTRIBUTION  Whether or not food items are processed, getting these 
products to market remains an issue. To meet this challenge, it is important to establish a strong food 
aggregation and distribution sector. As the demand for local food increases and small and mid-sized farmers 
respond by scaling up production, these farmers will need to move beyond direct sales of small quantities to 
larger transactions with restaurants, supermarkets, and other institutions. A local distribution sector that 
fosters these larger transactions and buys farmers’ products in bulk and at competitive prices can help 
farmers continue to provide food for low-income communities and price-sensitive institutions.6 In order for 
small producers to expand in an economically and logistically competitive way, their food must be 
transported in an effective and cost efficient manner. Since many food systems currently lack these needed 
regional aggregation and distribution systems, it is important for municipalities to think about implementing 
such systems.7

 
 

Aggregation and distribution services create a network that links small and mid-sized farmers and brings 
their food to wider markets. Aggregators source products from multiple farms in order to achieve volumes 
suitable for larger buyers. Various actors may fill the role of aggregator, including nonprofits, 
entrepreneurs, producer- or consumer-led cooperatives, or “food hubs.” By collectively accessing such a 
middleman, small producers may be able to sell to customers they might not otherwise reach, while 
continuing to prioritize the interests of environmental, economic, and social sustainability.8

 
  

Many nonprofit organizations are working to address the lack of small-scale aggregation and distribution. 
For example, in Boston, MA, the Organic Renaissance Food Exchange (FoodEx) has created an online 
food exchange which provides aggregating, warehousing, and regional distribution for local foods and other 
goods including dry, refrigerated, or frozen products to get them from small, local farmers to large buyers, 
like colleges and universities.9 Operating on the principle that no producer is too small, FoodEx works to 
strengthen and support the food system throughout the Northeast.10

 
 

Regional Food Hubs (RFHs) are also playing a role in streamlining local food system infrastructures. RFHs 
are centralized operations designed to bring together various actors from the supply chain, from processors 
to retailers, in order to strengthen the supply side of locally-produced food products. Through common 
management, technology, and shared facilities, RFHs are able to form networks of supply chain 

                                                      
5 VT. STAT. ANN. TIT. 6 § 3305(18) (West 2012).  
6 MAYOR’S OFFICE OF SUSTAINABILITY, Chapter 2. Food Production: Regional and Urban Agriculture, in OAKLAND FOOD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT 19 
(2006), available at http://oaklandfoodsystem.pbworks.com/f/OFSA_Production.pdf. 
7 Scaling Up: Meeting the Demand for Local Food, CTR. FOR INTEGRATED AGRIC. SYS., http://www.cias.wisc.edu/farm-to-fork/scaling-up-
meeting-the-demand-for-local-food (last visited May 2, 2012). 
8 Id. 
9 ORGANIC RENAISSANCE FOOD EXCHANGE, http://www.orfoodex.com/index.html (last visited Apr. 19, 2012). 
10 Id. 
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participants, creating economic efficiencies that would not be possible under a highly dispersed chain of 
actors.11

 
 

RFHs also facilitate the conversion of raw farm produce into a broad range of consumer products by 
providing farmers with storage space and equipment for light processing and packaging. Although fresh 
fruits and vegetables often make up the majority of RFH sales, value-added products such as jams, dried 
fruits, and meat and dairy products are also common. RFHs may sell products wholesale to local 
institutions, such as schools, universities, hospitals, and food service companies, as well as directly to 
consumers at farmers markets or other retail venues. Thus, RFHs make small-scale growers more viable 
and enhance the local economy through the creation of new agricultural businesses and jobs.12 For example, 
the Local Food Hub, in Charlottesville, VA, helps small farmers connect their food products to local 
markets and provides educational programs to promote stewardship of the land and train the next 
generation of farmers. The Local Food Hub purchases fresh produce from more than 70 family farms within 
100 miles of Charlottesville and distributes the food to more than 150 regional locations including public 
schools, institutions, restaurants, and markets.13

For more information regarding RFHs, visit the National Good Food Network’s “Food Hub Center,” which 
includes an extensive collection of resources and research related to food hubs.

 

14

 Promoting food wholesalers who distribute local farm products to retail, commercial, manufacturing, 
and other establishments; 

 Food policy councils can 
work in cooperation with these kinds of organizations RFHs to help ensure that aggregation and distribution 
services are available by:  

 helping to connect small and mid-size farmers with aggregation and distribution services; and 

                                                      
11 Regional Food Hub and Regional Food Hub Network, OCCIDENTAL COLL. URBAN & ENVTL. POLICY INST., 
http://departments.oxy.edu/uepi/cfj/rfh.htm (last visited December 7, 2011). 
12 Cyndie Sirekis, Food Hubs Build Jobs and Communities, RURAL COMMUNITY BUILDING (June 2011), 
http://ruralcommunitybuilding.fb.org/2011/06/13/food-hubs-build-jobs-and-communities. 
13 About Us, LOCAL FOOD HUB, http://localfoodhub.org (last visited Apr. 19, 2012). 
14Food Hub Center, NAT’L GOOD FOOD NETWORK, http://ngfn.org/resources/food-hubs (last visited December 7, 2011). 

Other Examples of Regional Food Hubs 
 
GROWN Locally is a community farming cooperative in northeast Iowa that sells meats, poultry, eggs, fruits, 
vegetables, honey, and baked goods wholesale to distributors, restaurants, schools, hospitals, and retail stores. It 
is the first cooperative of local producers to become a qualified vendor for Sodexo and the first group to work 
with Sysco of Iowa. 
 
Grasshoppers Distribution is a year-round, online local grocery service that provides a wide variety of fresh 
foods via delivery from over 60 Kentucky and southern Indiana family farms. Grasshoppers offers consumers 
a convenient, flexible, one-stop subscription service for local foods, and a trusted brand for sourcing healthy, 
sustainably produced foods. It also offers family farmers and food entrepreneurs a reliable market with 
guaranteed pricing.  
 
Source: Financing Food Hubs, NAT’L GOOD FOOD NETWORK (2011), available at http://ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-cluster-calls/financing-
food-hubs/Financing%20Food%20Hubs.pdf. 
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 endorsing laws that provide funding or otherwise make aggregation and distribution more affordable 
for small, regional networks. 

RETAIL   Fresh and local foods are growing in popularity, 
and direct marketing of these items brings food producers a 
high rate of return. There are many types of alternative retail 
outlets that are great hubs of local food sales, including 
farmers markets, mobile markets, community-supported 
agriculture (CSA) programs, and small, local grocery stores. 
Independent retailers with flexible food procurement 
protocols and restaurants interested in local sourcing, 
particularly those with seasonal menus, are also possible retail 
outlets.15

 

 Finally, government agencies, schools, universities, 
hospitals and other institutions are purchasing local food more 
than ever before. Food policy councils should encourage the 
growth of these local retail outlets in order to increase access 
to healthy foods and improve market entry for local food 
producers. 

1. Farmers Markets and Direct Marketing   
Farmers markets provide farmers with a direct market outlet 
for their products and are an excellent way to link local farms 
with community members. Selling at farmers markets 
continues to be an important retail outlet for agricultural 
producers nationwide. The direct economic benefits of 
farmers markets include higher profits to the 
farmers/vendors, local job creation, and increased sales 
revenue.16 According to a recent study, in Iowa, farmers 
markets generated 576 jobs and added roughly $38.4 million 

in sales to the state’s economy in 2009.17 Farmers markets also provide indirect economic benefits to the 
community, such as stimulating economic activity in business districts due to the influx of shoppers coming 
to the downtown area on market days. A 2002 survey of over 800 customers from a variety of indoor and 
open-air markets concluded that 60% of shoppers also visited nearby stores on the same day they came to 
the market.18

 
  

Food policy councils should work to ensure that local policies encourage the development and expansion of 
farmers markets, including:  

 Ensuring that zoning codes allow for farmers markets in all residential and commercial areas; and 

                                                      
15 JOSEPH NASR ET AL., METCALF FOOD SOLUTIONS, SCALING UP URBAN AGRICULTURE IN TORONTO: BUILDING THE INFRASTRUCTURE (2010), 
available at http://metcalffoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/scaling-urban-agriculture.pdf. 
16 Agriculture Marketing Services, Farmers’ Markets and Local Food Marketing, USDA., http://www.ams.usda.gov (last visited Dec. 16, 2011). 
17 IOWA DEP’T OF AGRIC. & LAND STEWARDSHIP, CONSUMERS, VENDORS, AND THE ECONOMIC IMPORTANCE OF IOWA FARMERS MARKETS: AN 

ECONOMIC IMPACT SURVEY ANALYSIS (Jan. 2010), available at 
http://www.agriculture.state.ia.us/Horticulture_and_FarmersMarkets/pdfs/FarmersMarketEIS2009.pdf. 
18 PROJECT FOR PUBLIC SPACES, MEASURING THE IMPACT OF PUBLIC MARKETS AND FARMERS MARKETS ON LOCAL ECONOMIES, 

http://www.pps.org/articles/measuring-the-impact-of-public-markets-and-farmers-markets-on-local-economies (last visited Jan. 5, 2012). 

Mobile Vending in Urban 
Communities 

National grocery chains often have 
difficulty finding large parcels of affordable 
urban land, and independent groceries 
generally cannot afford to gamble on 
unproven locations. In response to the 
unmet need for fresh produce in 
Chicago, IL, Food Desert Action secured 
a bus donated from the Chicago Transit 
Authority and, with the help of 
Architecture for Humanity, transformed it 
into a mobile produce market called “Fresh 
Moves.” Goodness Greeness, an organic 
food supplier, offers Fresh Moves a 
discount, enabling them to keep prices low 
across the board. The Fresh Moves bus 
began by running routes in Lawndale and 
Austin. Due to high demand, they have 
expanded into other areas as well.  

Source: Fresh Moves Mobile Grocery Store: An 
Innovative Solution To Food Deserts, HUFFINGTON 

POST, Aug. 16, 2011, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/06/16/fre
sh-moves-mobile-grocer_n_878414.html. 
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 verifying that farmers markets are allowed to operate without local permits; or, if permits are 
needed, that they are of an appropriate cost and level of sophistication for farmers markets (as 
opposed to grocery stores or large businesses). 

 
2. Mobile Vending  Mobile food vending encompasses everything from mobile farmers markets and 
mobile grocery stores to food trucks and produce carts. Mobile markets or groceries are trucks that bring 
food (e.g. fresh produce, household staples, and prepared foods) into underserved communities. Mobile 
vending not only makes fresh food accessible to people with few other options, but it can also increase 
revenue by providing an outlet for sales of locally-produced foods outside of the immediate community. 
More importantly, mobile markets and food trucks are often less costly to create than stationary restaurants 
or grocery stores, so they offer an avenue to business development for new entrepreneurs.  
 
The terms food truck and food cart refer to mobile businesses resembling restaurants-on-wheels. Recently, 
these have become very popular in cities from Boston to New York to Los Angeles, and have proven to be 
an inexpensive way to start up a restaurant business. Successful food truck businesses have the potential to 
become full-fledged restaurants after having accumulated enough capital and name recognition. For general 
knowledge on how to start a mobile food business read Entrepreneur magazine’s “Food Trucks 101: How to 
Start a Mobile Food Business.”19

 

 However, most cities and states have their own rules for starting a mobile 
food business, so venturing on your local government’s website for specific instructions is most helpful. 

There are various ways for food policy councils to encourage mobile vending, including:  

 Advocating for zoning rules that allow mobile vendors to sell fruits and vegetables (as well as other 
foods) in the city, particularly in areas where there is limited access to healthy foods; 

 promoting the creation of permits that include different types of mobile vending so that these vendors 
are authorized to operate;  

 connecting potential mobile market vendors with grant-giving organizations whose grants will help 
cover start up costs or operating costs that exceed their proceeds; and 

 encouraging partnerships with private consulting groups who may provide vendors with technical 
assistance, entrepreneurship training, and strategic advice regarding location and hours. 

 
3. Community-Supported Agriculture   Community-supported agriculture programs (CSAs) 
connect consumers and growers in a mutually beneficial relationship. Members, also called shareholders, 
pay a farmer in advance for portions of the harvest, which often come as periodic deliveries of fruits or 
vegetables, but can also include meat, eggs, milk, baked goods, flowers, or other farm products. 
Consumers benefit by receiving fresh, high-quality food products, and learning about new foods and 
sustainable agriculture. Farmers benefit from having a secure market for their crops and receiving advance 
payments. The advance payments allow farmers to cover the steep initial costs incurred early in the growing 
season and also provide some insurance against risks that are involved in agriculture (e.g., a bad season).20

                                                      
19 ENTREPRENEUR PRESS & RICH MINTZER, Food Trucks 101: How to Start a Mobile Food Business, in START YOUR OWN FOOD TRUCK BUSINESS: CART, 

TRAILER, KIOSK, STANDARD AND GOURMET TRUCKS, MOBILE CATERING AND BUSTAURANT (2011) available at 
http://www.entrepreneur.com/article/220060.  

 

 
20 CMTY. FOOD SEC. COALITION, COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY PROGRAMS: WHAT DO THEY LOOK LIKE?, available at 
http://www.foodsecurity.org/CFS_projects.pdf (last visited June 7, 2012). 
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Often, CSA farmers can support themselves entirely through the program, though some supplement their 
income by selling to local restaurants or at farmers markets.21

 

  

4. Small Grocery Stores   Many communities do not have an appropriate site or lack the market 
strength to support a large supermarket. In these areas, citizens often make the majority of their food 
purchases at small neighborhood stores, convenience stores, gas stations, and bodegas. Local farms can 
contract with these smaller stores, either independently or through RFHs, to provide raw and/or processed 
food products for retail. Because smaller stores require less inventory and selection than full-scale grocery 
stores, small farms are often able to produce enough food to supply these stores. Many urban 
neighborhoods also have small independent ethnic markets that specialize in the sale of fresh produce and 
target certain ethnic groups’ needs. Local farms may want to identify the specific produce requested by 
those markets, as they may be able to grow and supply the specific specialty items sought by these markets.   
 
5. Local Food Procurement by Institutions   In addition to the aforementioned retail outlets, 
local farmers may also sell their products to governmental agencies, schools, and other institutions. Many 
such agencies and institutions have started to implement local food preferences in their procurement 
policies, meaning that they try to purchase more local foods, even if they are slightly more expensive than 
foods sold by larger national or global distributors. Food policy councils should encourage local government 
agencies and institutions, such as hospitals, to update their procurement processes in order to require 
and/or encourage local food procurement. Local food preferences support local farmers, producers, and 
processors, and sustain the local economy by keeping institutional food purchasing dollars within the 
community.22

 
 

FOOD WASTE   In a well-constructed food system, every element of the food supply chain contributes 
to the improvement of the food system. Despite high rates of hunger and food insecurity, recent years have 
seen huge growth in the amount of food that goes to waste. Food policy councils can play a role in creating 
better local policies around food waste, including promoting both policies that allow for the gleaning, 
donation, and re-sale of unused food products and policies that support composting as a way to utilize food 
waste to help produce new food products.  
 

                                                      
21 LYDIA OBERHOLTZER, COMMUNITY SUPPORTED AGRICULTURE IN THE MID-ATLANTIC REGION: RESULTS OF A SHAREHOLDER SURVEY AND FARMER 

INTERVIEWS (July 2004), available at http://www.winrock.org/wallace/wallacecenter/documents/wc-CSAReport.pdf. 
22 FOOD SYS. INFRASTRUCTURE WORK GRP., INSTITUTIONAL FOOD PURCHASING: MICHIGAN GOOD FOOD WORK GROUP REPORT SERIES REPORT 

NO. 3 OF 5 (Nov. 2010), available at http://mlui.org/downloads/InstFoodPurchasingReport.pdf. 

Grub Box is a modified CSA operating under the partnership of non-profit organization People’s Grocery and Dig 
Deep Farms & Produce. Grub Box specifically aims to provide for low-income residents by offering four sizes of 
affordable boxes from Extra Small ($10/box) to Large ($25/box). Organizations can sponsor their own weekly 
pick-up location, and the CSA also offers some home deliveries to the disabled or elderly. Payments can be made 
with cash, money order, check, credit, or EBT, and customers can choose from various payment plans.  
 
Source:  Frequently Asked Questions, PEOPLE’S GROCERY, http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo (last visited June 
22, 2012). 

http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo�
http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo�
http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo�
http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo�
http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo�
http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo�
http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo�
http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo�
http://www.peoplesgrocery.org/article.php?story=ProgramInfo�
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First, food policy councils can support enterprising 
solutions to utilize surplus food by making it 
available to those in need. Many cities now have 
nonprofits or networks involved in gleaning, 
which means taking produce or crops that are left 
over after fields have been harvested or from food 
service programs and donating those food items to 
nonprofits, food pantries, and shelters. Other 
organizations have identified and piloted other 
innovative ways to use unused food. For example, 
rather than dispose of unused food, The Campus 
Kitchens Project, one of the DC Central Kitchen’s 
satellite programs in Washington, DC, has 
partnered with 31 high schools, colleges, and 
universities around the country to help turn 
leftover food from cafeterias and food service 
businesses into complete meals for the hungry and 
homeless.23 Similarly, in Boston, MA, Food for 
Free rescues food from wholesale distributors, 
grocery stores, farms, farmers markets, CSA 
distribution sites, bakeries, and other retailers, and 
distributes it to isolated seniors and people with 
disabilities.24

 
   

Federal tax credits are available for those who make charitable donations of food, and food policy councils 
can help to educate organizations and to ensure that they take advantage of these credits.25 In addition, state 
and local governments should be encouraged to create additional tax credits to encourage these beneficial 
uses of food that would otherwise go to waste. For example, Oregon has created a crop donation tax 
credit that gives a credit to a corporation or individual who donates crops to a gleaning cooperative, food 
bank, or other nonprofit organization.26

 

 Other states have recently passed or considered passing additional 
incentives for those who donate excess crops or food products to nonprofit organizations. Food policy 
councils can work with government agencies to encourage the passage of such policies.  

Further, food policy councils should help educate those who are interested in donating food products about 
the legal protections in place for food donors. At the federal level, the Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food 
Donation Act protects citizens, businesses, and nonprofit organizations that donate, recover, and distribute 
excess food.27 The Act provides refuge from civil and criminal liability for those who donate or distribute 
such food, absent gross negligence and/or intentional misconduct, so long as the food is wholesome and 
meets all federal, state, and local laws regarding quality and labeling standards.28

                                                      
23 THE CAMPUS KITCHENS PROJECT, http://www.campuskitchens.org/ (last visited April 19, 2012). 

 Some states have also gone 
further to increase the protections available or the classes of food donors protected. For example, 
Massachusetts provides additional protection from civil or criminal liability for a food donor or a 

24 FOOD FOR FREE, http://www.foodforfree.org/ (last visited April 19, 2012). 
25 26 U.S.C.A. § 170 (e)(3)(C) (2011).  
26 OR. REV. STAT. § 315.156 (2012). North Carolina, Colorado, and Arizona have similar tax incentive programs. 
27 42 U.S.C.A. § 1791 (2011). 
28 Id. 

New York Local Food Procurement 
Regulations 

Over the past 30 years, New York has passed several 
laws authorizing and encouraging governmental 
procurement that preferences NY products. The 
legislation was first directed at schools, then was 
expanded to include state agencies (as well as the State 
University system), and now encompasses local 
municipal governments as well. Federal rules were 
recently changed to make it easier to encourage local 
purchasing at K-12 schools as well, by saying that 
schools may exercise a preference for local foods when 
they are using federal dollars provided through the 
National School Lunch Program. 

Source: N.Y. State Council on Food Policy, Annual Summer 
Meeting Minutes (June 28, 2010), available at 
http://www.nyscfp.org/docs/activities/NYSCFP_PanelMins_6_
28 10.pdf. 
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nonprofit organization that distributes food either for no charge or “at cost,” so long as the food complies 
with state health department regulations.29

 

 Food policy councils should help to educate local organizations 
about these rules and work with local and state governments to expand protections for food donors. 

In sum, food policy councils can seek to decrease the amount of food that goes to waste in their 
communities and help those in need by: 

 Raising awareness among potential food donors and potential distributing organizations that the 
federal Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act (as well as various state “Good Samaritan” acts) 
protect against civil and criminal liability;  

 pushing for the passage of additional local and state tax credits for these organizations and 
disseminating information about existing tax credits or incentives for organizations that donate their 
unused foods; and  

 developing policies that encourage potential donors to connect with organizations that are actively 
repurposing food waste. 

 
In addition to unused food that can be collected and distributed, food waste that is no longer safe to eat can 
be used as compost. For more information on composting, see Section VII: Environmental Sustainability. 
 

USING THE FOOD SYSTEM TO FOSTER ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT  Improvements to 
the local food system can have a huge impact on economic development. By transitioning to a locally-
focused, self-sustaining food system, communities can create desirable jobs via new opportunities in food 
production, processing, distribution, marketing, and retail. These potential economic development 
outcomes could also serve as some of the strongest talking points to garner support for food system 
investment by local government actors. To create opportunities for improvements to the local food system, 
food policy councils can initiate economic development programs that encourage development in the local 
food system, offer assistance to individual food and processing businesses, and provide skills training around 
food system areas of need.  
 
In general, economic development programs consist of a variety of initiatives aimed at helping communities 
support businesses development or expansion.30

 Business Attraction strategies include tax abatements, infrastructure improvements, and 
marketing schemes designed to reinforce a positive image for an area, making the area more 
appealing to new businesses.

 When targeted towards the food system, these programs 
also have great potential to create new wealth and achieve a range of goals, including increasing food access 
and reducing environmental impacts. Generally, economic development initiatives fall into the following 
categories: 

31

 Business Assistance programs support existing businesses in their growth and expansion, for 
example by connecting small businesses with resources to aid in financial planning, marketing, 
product development, and accounting, and by coordinating business financing.

  

32

                                                      
29 MASS. GEN. LAWS ch. 94, § 328 (2011). 

 

30 LISA M. FELDSTEIN ET AL., Types of Community Economic Development Programs, in ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND REDEVELOPMENT: A TOOLKIT 

FOR BUILDING HEALTHY, VIBRANT COMMUNITIES (2007), available at www.phlpnet.org/system/files/EcDevToolkit.pdf. 
31 Id. 
32 Id. 
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 Business Development initiatives work to ease the entry of new businesses into a community by 
offering assistance in developing business and marketing plans or acquiring start-up financing.33

 Employment and Job Training Programs aim to give workers the skills they need in order to 
receive high-quality employment opportunities and can help to prepare a workforce for new 
businesses in the community.

 

34

 
  

Improving every step of the supply chain, including production, processing, distribution, retail sales, and 
the utilization of food waste creates a sustainable, robust, and healthy food system. As noted above, these 
improvements can stimulate economic growth and bring new wealth to the community. Marrying the 
concepts of food system development and economic development can help ensure that economic 
development tools are used to improve the food system and that food system investments are viewed as 
economic development investments by the local government. Viewing food system issues as economic 
development issues helps to guarantee that local government will prioritize these issues and devote 
resources to the food system.  

                                                      
33 Id. 
34 Id. 

The New Markets Tax Credit (NMTC) 

Run by the Treasury Department’s Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs) Fund, the NMTC 
program provides credits (totaling 39 percent of the original investment over a period of seven years) against 
federal income taxes for qualified investment in low-income community development.  

Under the Obama Administration’s Healthy Food Financing Initiative, the NMTC program has received $250 
million, $25 million of which will be used to provide financial assistance to CDFIs devoted to helping finance the 
creation of new healthy food options. 

Source: Community Development Financial Institution Fund, NEW MKT. TAX CREDIT PROGRAM, 
http://www.cdfifund.gov/what_we_do/programs_id.asp?programID=5 (last visited May 3, 2011). 
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SECTION IV: URBAN AGRICULTURE 
Cities throughout the United States are embracing urban agriculture not only as a means to combat urban challenges such as air 
pollution, abandoned lots and food insecurity, but as a tool for growing healthier, more sustainable communities. Urban agriculture 
encompasses a range of production activities, from backyard or rooftop gardens, to large scale farming operations, and can be as 
diverse in scope as the cities that engage in these practices. 
 
OVERVIEW  Generally regarded as a cost-effective means of increasing the volume of and access to fresh 
food and promoting economic opportunity in city environments, urban agriculture is associated with a host 
of public benefits, including: combating hunger and food insecurity; bolstering local economic 
development; building stronger communities; reducing blight and supporting neighborhood revitalization; 
creating green space; and improving public safety. Examples abound of successful urban agricultural 
initiatives and their impacts on the overall health and wellbeing of communities. Detroit, MI, for 
example, lost about half of its population between 1950 and 2004, leaving behind numerous vacant lots 
across the city. As crime and blight increased in its sparsely populated areas,1 Detroit looked for a way to 
redefine itself. Urban growers have since converted hundreds of vacant lots into gardens, thus creating 
green space and reducing both criminal activity and the amount of city funding needed to clean up blighted 
properties.2 In Milwaukee, WI, where urban gardens have been producing food since the 1970s, a total 
of $8.9 million worth of produce was grown from 1978–1989.3 In 1998, 75% of Milwaukee residents 
surveyed claimed that they saved between $50–200 on produce every year by purchasing produce from 
local urban farms.4

 
  

Over time, agricultural practices were pushed away from city limits with prohibitive zoning codes 
developed with the intention of protecting the health, safety, and welfare of urban dwellers. But many 
urban residents now wish to bring these opportunities back into their communities. Food policy councils 
can promote various strategies and policies that improve the ability of small farmers to grow and produce 
food, including allowing food production through all types of urban, rural, and suburban agriculture. 
Increased production in all of these locations should be encouraged to help feed the city. In this section, we 
describe specific strategies that food policy councils can implement to support agricultural activities in 
urban environments. This section describes in further detail the following key categories in which food 
policy councils can focus their work. 

1. Zoning for Urban Agriculture  Food policy councils should work to remove zoning barriers 
to urban farming and animal husbandry.  

 Urban Farming  Many communities have restrictive zoning ordinances that serve as barriers to 
urban farming operations. By helping to amend land use policies and zoning codes to clearly allow 
land in residential and commercial zones to be used for agricultural activities, food policy councils 
can foster permanency for urban farms and encourage further cultivation within urban areas. 

                                                        
1 See JONATHAN D. LACHANCE, UNIV. OF MICH., SUPPORTING URBAN AGRICULTURE: A PROPOSED SUPPLEMENT TO THE CITY OF DETROIT MASTER 

PLAN OF POLICIES 8 (2004), available at 
http://sitemaker.umich.edu/urpoutreachreports/housing___community_development__h_/da.data/0000000000000000000000000000000
00000000000088429/ReportFile/supportingurbanag.pdf.  
2 Id.  
3 ANDREW BREMER ET AL., DEP’T OF URB. PLAN., UNIV. OF WIS., COMMUNITY GARDENS IN MILWAUKEE: PROCEDURES FOR THEIR LONG-TERM 

STABILITY & THEIR IMPORTANCE TO THE CITY 22 (2003), available at http://www.neighbor-
space.org/documents/UrbanGardens_Milwauke_May03.pdf.  
4 Id.  
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 Residential Animal Husbandry  Food policy councils can work with local government to 
ensure the legality of activities such as raising animals, like chickens and goats, within city limits. 
These activities are often excluded from allowable uses in certain zones, especially residential ones.  

2. Allocating Resources for Urban Agriculture   To help promote urban agriculture, food 
policy councils should advocate for a range of policies that bring information and resources to urban 
farmers, including:   

 Tracking Land Inventory & Supporting Farm Tenure  Coordinate with city officials to 
inventory and make available public land that is suitable for urban farming and help farmers 
strengthen the permanency of establishing long-term leases.  

 Securing Fiscal & In-Kind Support  Food policy councils can be instrumental in identifying 
available sources of funding for crucial needs like water, labor, and training, and providing 
technical assistance to growers in grant application processes. 

 Training & Education  Foster the development of new urban growers and secure the future of 
urban farming through sponsorship and promotion of trainings on a range of farming skills. 

 Public Outreach  Serve as a forum for the discussion, negotiation, and evaluation of urban 
agriculture issues develop community consensus around supporting urban agriculture. 

3. Urban Agriculture & Ecological Health  Food policy councils should work to remediate 
former brownfields to both reduce potential health impacts and convert them into gardens that increase 
access to fresh, healthy food. 

 
ZONING FOR URBAN AGRICULTURE  Municipal zoning ordinances were originally created to 
protect the health, safety, and welfare of residents by regulating land use through dividing cities into various 
districts (e.g. residential, commercial, or industrial) and controlling the physical aspects of property (such 
as building height). Because these zoning codes often present barriers to agricultural activities, food policy 
councils can play a major role in working with municipalities to review and redesign codes in order permit 
various types of agricultural activities that may have previously been prohibited by the zoning code.  
  
There are multiple ways in which food policy councils and other stakeholders can work to amend local 
zoning policies in order to help support urban agriculture. Your council might choose to focus on 
residential zones, which tend to have the most restrictive rules. But no matter what approach you take, the 
successful adoption of more permissive zoning policies will make it easier to produce foods in urban areas, 
thus increasing access to healthy foods and bolstering local economies. For a general background on zoning 
and land use, you should review Section III: Land Use Regulation
 

.  

Urban Farming  Many cities, including Chicago, Kansas City, Madison, Milwaukee, San Francisco, 
and Seattle, have updated their zoning codes within the last two years to eliminate barriers to urban 
agriculture, particularly in residential districts. These changes have generally been in response to demands 
from consumers, who want increased access to affordable, healthy food, and growers who, because of 
zoning restrictions, take major risks by investing in farming operations that could be shut down if restrictive 
regulations are enforced. Amending the zoning code to encourage urban agriculture not only helps to 
increase consumer access to healthy food, it also incentivizes growers to expand their operations and pursue 
even more innovative agricultural projects in their communities. There are a few general approaches to 
shaping a community’s zoning code to promote urban agricultural activities.  
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 First, food policy councils can work to enable agricultural uses in as many zoning districts as possible; 
that is, authorize urban farming activities as an acceptable use category within a variety of existing 
districts. Agricultural uses may have been intentionally excluded from certain zones in the past, or 
they may not have been considered because agricultural uses were not traditionally included in urban 
zoning ordinances, since in the past many cities envisioned agricultural activities taking place outside 
the city. The benefit of specifically permitting agricultural uses in certain zones is that urban farmers 
will know that they are allowed to operate in those areas and will receive greater regulatory certainty 
that their investments in labor and materials will not be wasted.5

 Second, food policy councils may create exclusive urban agriculture districts in the zoning code. This 
approach would apply a zoning designation of “urban farm” or “community garden” to a specific plot 
of land, and would protect this land from future development. Such a zoning designation would 
permit a wide range of agricultural activities, including raising crops and animals, as are allowed rural 
agricultural zones.

 

6

 Finally, food policy councils may create urban agriculture overlay districts. Overlay zoning is a 
regulatory tool that creates a zoning district that is superimposed over a group of underlying zoning 
districts in order to allow for a certain new type of use, restrict against a certain type of use, or 
protect a specific natural resource, such as groundwater or agriculture. An agricultural overlay 
district could allow for a wide range of agricultural activities, including vegetable production and 
animal husbandry, on multiple existing zones in the city.  

 

 

Although their amendments vary widely, all of the aforementioned cities now allow small-scale farming and 
limited produce sales in residential zones, subject to varied restrictions on garden visibility, use of heavy 
mechanical equipment, compost operations, and produce-sales hours. In considering which district or mix 
of districts to advocate for in your community, it is important to consider the intensity of urban agricultural 
use that the food policy council is advocating for and the possible nuisances that such agricultural activities 
could cause to surrounding property owners. The most intensive urban agriculture uses are large urban 
farming initiatives, nonindustrial food processing, and large urban farmers markets. Municipalities may 
want to encourage these uses because they can create jobs, ameliorate food access problems, and provide 
green space. However, less-intensive agriculture may bring as many benefits to your city, with less 
controversy than intensive agriculture.7 Such uses include small backyard and rooftop gardens, community 
gardens, school and church gardens, street vendors, small markets, farm stands, community supported 
agriculture (CSAs) programs, and limited keeping of animals. Thus, you may want to push for more intense 
agricultural uses in some non-residential areas but keep uses more limited in residential areas. For more 
information, see Table IV-1
 

, below.  

By evaluating the achievements of other cities, as well as conducting assessments of your own cities’ needs 
and learning about the barriers facing urban farms in your area, your food policy council can take a 
proactive approach to improving zoning laws. For example, in 2010, Chicago, IL, changed its zoning code 
to define urban agriculture as a legitimate use of land in the city. However, this Urban Agriculture 
Amendment proved to be overly restrictive. It prohibited commercial urban agriculture in residential 
districts, restricted lot sizes and sales from community gardens, and prohibited the use of off-site compost 
materials. In response, the Chicago Food Policy Advisory Council (CFPAC), urban growers, and other food 

                                                        
5 Nina Mukherji & Alfonso Morales, Zoning for Urban Agriculture, 4 ZONING PRACTICE 3 (Mar. 2010). 
6 Id. 
7 Id. 
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advocacy organizations launched a campaign to improve the amendment in order to encourage viable (and 
legal) urban agriculture. The CFPAC recommended four key amendments: 

1. Commercial urban farms smaller than 21,780 square feet should be permitted by right in residential 
areas; 

2. commercial urban farms larger than 21,780 square feet should be permitted in residential areas by 
special-use permit;  

3. community gardens larger than 21,780 square should be permitted by special-use permit; and 
4. the permitting process should be streamlined, practical and affordable.  

 
As a result, in September 2011, the Chicago City Council, under Mayor Rahm Emanuel, passed a new 
amendment to the zoning ordinance that allows “community gardens” of up to 25,000 square feet in 
residential areas without a permit. Contrary to CFPAC’s proposal, however, it does not allow “urban 
farms” greater than 25,000 square feet in residential areas, but it does allow urban farms of all sizes to 
operate in non-residential zoning districts. In addition, the ordinance allows for limited on-site produce 
sales in residential districts, relaxed parking and fencing rules, and the use of aquaponics systems.8

 

 The 
following table has examples of other cities that have changed their land use laws to better enable farming in 
urban areas. 

Residential Animal Husbandry  Raising livestock is often a natural next step for well-established 
urban agriculture operations, as diversifying their offerings of food products can bolster food sales and take-
home pay. Locally-raised livestock also tends to be more sustainably produced. Despite these benefits, 
many cities impose numerous restrictions and bans on animal husbandry in order to prevent nuisances 
associated with animal waste and noise pollution, as well as possible harms to public health and safety. 
 
Like zoning laws regulating urban farms, zoning laws governing animal husbandry have shifted 
tremendously in recent years. More city-dwellers have demanded permission to raise animals for their own 
consumption within city limits. They also desire to purchase a more diverse array of locally-raised food 
products, such as eggs, cheese, meat, and milk. Food policy councils can advocate for laws that change the 
rules around raising a variety of different types of animals, as described below. 
  

                                                        
8 Urban Agriculture FAQ, CITY OF CHICAGO, 
http://www.cityofchicago.org/dam/city/depts/doe/general/NaturalResourcesAndWaterConservation_PDFs/Sustainable%20Backyards/Ur
banAgFAQ.pdf (last visited June 14, 2012); Chicago Urban Farming: City Council Approves New Ordinance, HUFFINGTON POST, Sept. 9, 2011, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/09/09/chicago-urban-farming-cit_n_956032.html; Natalie Moore, Urban Agriculture Recognized in 
Chicago, WBEZ91.5 , Sept. 8, 2011, http://www.wbez.org/story/urban-agriculture-recognized-chicago-91720. 
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9 See How U.S. Cities are Using Zoning to Support Urban Agriculture, LAND STEWARDSHIP PROJECT (Dec. 2010), available at 
http://www.landstewardshipproject.org/pdf/factsheets/21-Urban-Ag-Zoning.pdf.  
10 “Special-Use Permits” are issued by local government to allow for land-use projects in a specified zone that would not otherwise be 
permissible.  
11 See Overview of San Francisco’s Urban Agriculture Zoning Ordinance, S.F. URBAN AGRIC. ALLIANCE, http://www.sfuaa.org/urban-ag-zoning-
proposal.html (last visited Jan. 8, 2012).  
12 “Conditional-use permits” are permits that allow land-use activities that are not generally permissible in a specified zone, but fulfill a special 
purpose that will be beneficial to a community. See The Planner’s Training Series: The Conditional Use Permit, GOVERNOR’S OFF. OF PLAN. & RES. 
(Aug. 1997), available at http://ceres.ca.gov/planning/cup/condition.htm.  
13 See SEATTLE DEP’T OF PLAN. & DEV., URBAN AGRICULTURE IN SEATTLE  (May 10, 2010) 
http://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Planning/UrbanAgriculture/Overview/default.asp.  
14 CHATTANOOGA, TENN., ZONING ORDINANCE art. V, § 1600; Nina Mukherji & Alfonso Morales, Zoning for Urban Agriculture, 4 ZONING 

PRACTICE 5 (Mar. 2010). 

TABLE IV-1: EXAMPLES OF CHANGING LAND USE LAW TO ENABLE URBAN FARMING 

IN KANSAS CITY, MO,9

HOME GARDEN 

 urban agriculture is now allowed in certain residential zones, without size restrictions, so long as the activity 
falls within four categories.  

Growers live on-site and food is grown for home consumption, sale, or donation. 

COMMUNITY 
GARDEN 

Growers are part of a community group, and food is grown for consumption by the group and/or for 
sale and donation. Only whole, uncut, and unprocessed produce can be sold on-site if the property is 
an empty lot. 

CSAS 
Growers produce food for shareholder consumption and/or sale and donation, so long as a portion of 
the harvest is sold or exchanged for labor. Produce sales on-site may require a “special-use permit”10

CROP 
AGRICULTURE 

 
depending on the zone. 

Growers produce food for off-site retail sale. Produce sold on-site by special-use permit.  

IN SAN FRANCISCO, CA,11

NEIGHBORHOOD 
AGRICULTURE 

 the 2011 zoning ordinance divides urban agriculture activities into two categories. 

Gardens less than one acre are allowed in all zoning districts of the city. Zoning permits are only 
required if the garden is the primary use of the site. Thus, gardens located on the property of a family 
home or other types of residence are exempt. 

LARGE-SCALE 
AGRICULTURE 

Gardens larger than one acre are only allowed in the Commercial, Industrial, Production, 
Distribution, and Repair districts of the city, although they may be allowed in other zoning districts 
with a “conditional-use permit.”12

IN SEATTLE, WA,
 

13

COMMERCIAL 
DISTRICTS 

 the 2010 zoning amendments outline the agricultural activities allowed by zone. 

Urban farms are allowed as a principal or accessory use in neighborhood commercial zones, subject to 
sizing restrictions for some zones. Produce can be grown on a lot and sold either on-site or off-site. 
Other than value-added products made from produce grown on-site (e.g. jams, jellies, cut produce), 
no other items can be sold on-site.  

INDUSTRIAL 
DISTRICTS 

Urban farms are allowed on land outside of designated Manufacturing Industrial Centers (MICs), and 
on rooftops and sides of buildings in all industrial zones. 

RESIDENTIAL 
DISTRICTS 

Urban farms are allowed only as an accessory use without a permit for up to 4,000 square feet of 
planting area. Conditional-use permits are required for farms larger than 4,000 square feet. Other 
agricultural activities are strictly prohibited.  

OTHER Rooftop greenhouses are allowed in most districts except MICs and residential districts, but cannot 
exceed 15 feet in height, and must be used for food production. 

IN CHATTANOOGA, TN,14

URBAN 
AGRICULTURE 
DISTRICT 

 the zoning ordinances allow intensive agricultural uses in urban agriculture districts. 

The district can take form of a planned unit development that includes residential uses. Dairies, 
stables, crops, and a range of livestock are allowed. Further, the minimum area requirement is 20 
acres, which makes this zone more suitable for areas on the periphery of the city. 
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Chickens One of the most common amendments to urban livestock restrictions is the liberalization of 
chicken-keeping requirements. Such amendments are particularly popular for urban food producers because 
of the small size of chickens and the potential to use their products in a range of goods, such as eggs, meat, 
and fertilizer.15 Numerous cities have instituted so-called “backyard-chicken laws” to allow a limited 
number of chickens to be raised in residential areas, subject to varied restrictions on exactly where and how 
they may be kept.16 For instance, Madison, WI, allows up to four chickens on a lot with up to four 
dwelling units. It requires that the chickens be kept in a coop and forbids both roosters and slaughtering.17

 
 

A 2008 University of New Mexico study on backyard chicken laws in 25 cities revealed a range of 
approaches to balancing the interests of urban growers with those of neighbors concerned about nuisances 
associated with chicken-keeping. The study reveals:18

 Most cities evaluated allow 3-4 chickens per household; 

  

 permits are required for backyard chicken-keeping in many cities, though several require permits 
only if households want to keep more than a certain number of chickens; 

 other nuisance rules related to chicken-keeping target rodents, smells, public health considerations, 
and the overall cleanliness of chicken coops;  

 most cities require chickens to be enclosed in coops, though some cities allow chickens to roam freely 
on the owner’s property; 

 several nuisance regulations prohibit the keeping of roosters because of noise pollution, though some 
cities allow limited numbers subject to neighborhood consensus; and  

 regulations addressing the permissibility of chicken slaughtering have been passed in several cities, 
and some cities allow it subject to several restrictions on the process. 
 

Other Farm Animals  Several other farm animals are also becoming more common in urban areas, 
including goats, pigs, rabbits, turkeys, and ducks. These larger animals have become a source of highly 
contentious debates at city council meetings across the country, with many cities making limited allowances 
for such animals in residential areas. Seattle, WA, for example, allows up to three small goats on standard 
residential lots, and up to four goats or other animals on larger-size lots, depending upon the size of the 
animals.19 Charlottesville, VA, passed an ordinance allowing residents to keep up to three goats under 
100 pounds on their lots.20

                                                        
15 For a more detailed treatment of the law affecting chickens in urban agriculture, including applicable nuisance law; restrictive covenants; 
zoning; and other land-use controls, including permits, neighbor consent, personal-use restrictions, accessory uses, minimum lot sizes, setback 
requirements, chicken coop design requirements, special use permits, and slaughtering regulations, see Patricia Salkin, Feeding the Locavores, One 
Chicken at a Time: Regulating Backyard Chickens, 34 ZONING AND PLAN. LAW REP., no. 1, Mar. 2011, available at 
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1774023. 

 Residents of Cleveland, OH, may keep up to six chickens or rabbits on a 

16 For example, the Durham, NC, urban agriculture ordinance limits chickens to 10 per household. No roosters are allowed, and chickens must 
be kept in a coop with a minimum floor area of 3 square feet per chicken. There must also be one square foot of window area per 15 feet of 
floor area. Coops must be 15 feet from any property line or right of way. See DURHAM, N.C., DURHAM CITY-CNTY. UNIFIED DEV. ORDINANCE 
art. 5, §5.4.12(B) (2011), available at http://www.durhamnc.gov/departments/planning/udo. 
17 See MADISON, WIS., ZONING CODE sec. 28.08(9)(b)7c (1998), available at http://www.cityofmadison.com/bi/documents/Chapter28.pdf. 
18 See KT LABADIE, HIGH COUNTRY CONSERVATION CTR., RESIDENTIAL URBAN CHICKEN KEEPING: AN EXAMINATION OF 25 CITIES (May 7, 2008), 
available at http://www.highcountryconservation.org/pdf/Steamboat%20Ordinance%20research%20paper.pdf. 
19 See Arin Greenwood, New Zoning Laws Allow for New Neighbors—Meet the Goats Next Door, A.B.A. J., Jun. 1, 2011, available at 
http://www.abajournal.com/magazine/article/got_your_goat.  
20 See Charlottesville Council Passes Ordinances, NBC29 WVIR-TV, Sept. 21, 2010, available at 
http://www.nbc29.com/story/13115076/charlottesville-council-passes-ordinances?redirected=true.  
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standard urban lot, and may also keep goats, pigs, sheep, and “similar animals” subject to lot size restrictions 
in residential areas.21

 
 

Bee Keeping is another popular agricultural activity among city dwellers. Besides honey production, bee 
enthusiasm is also fostered by residents’ desires to have bees support urban gardens through pollination. As 
many cities, like New York, Chicago, Minneapolis, and Los Angeles, did with chicken keeping, they have 
also lifted bans on apiaries within city limits, even as they maintain prohibitions on larger farm animals.22 
Denver, CO, recently revised its zoning regulations to permit beekeeping on residential lots.23

 

 Public 
health and safety concerns often result in numerous restrictions on the activity, including permitting fees, 
distance requirements between hives and other residential structures, and even mandating neighborhood 
consensus. 

Food policy councils can advocate for appropriate and equitable animal husbandry rules in numerous ways. 
As is done with land use laws, councils can become an integral part of the policymaking process, 
particularly by working with specialized advocacy groups (e.g. the Goat Justice League)24

 

 to better 
understand and communicate to government the benefits of urban animal husbandry, as well as to assist in 
crafting rules that are fair and appropriate for their locality. 

Perhaps the most important role food policy councils can play, however, is in public outreach and 
education.25

 

 While many communities enjoy full support for urban gardening, urban animal husbandry can 
be contentious, and can strain relationships between neighbors. As advocates for equitable food access and 
sustainable local food economies, councils should work in their communities to build consensus and viable 
compromises on difficult food policy issues. 

The following table provides zoning challenges to urban agriculture as well as possible policy solutions that 
food policy councils may want to pursue. 

                                                        
21 See CLEVELAND, OH, CITY OF CLEVELAND ZONING CODE UPDATE §347.02(b)(1)A; §347.02(c)(1), available at 
http://planning.city.cleveland.oh.us/zoning/cpc.php.  
22 See Kristina Shevory, The Beekeeper Next Door, N.Y. TIMES, Dec. 8, 2010, available at 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/09/garden/09Bees.html?pagewanted=all.  
23Denver Council Bill No. 548 (2008), available at http://www.denvergov.org/web/ccbills/Bill_2008_0548.pdf.  
24 See THE GOAT JUST. LEAGUE, http://www.goatjusticeleague.org/Site/Introduction.html (last visited January 8, 2012). 
25 See CLEVELAND, OHIO, CITY OF CLEVELAND ZONING CODE UPDATE §347.02(b)(1)A; § 347.02(c)(1), at 21 available at 
http://planning.city.cleveland.oh.us/zoning/cpc.php. 
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 TABLE IV-2: ZONING CHALLENGES & POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS  
CHALLENGE EFFECTS POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 

 

PROHIBITION OF 
COMMUNITY 
FARMS AND 
LARGE-SCALE 
AGRICULTURE IN 
RESIDENTIAL 
ZONES 
 

 Decreases viable alternatives to 
grocery stores, farmers markets, and 
other venues to access healthy food, 
particularly in “food deserts” 

 Limits opportunities for rehabilitating 
vacant residential lots and reducing 
blight 

 Stifles local economic activity 
 Limits opportunities for building 

social capital in neighborhoods 

 Eliminate categorical restrictions on agriculture in 
residential areas and consider listing community 
gardens as a permitted use in almost all industrial, 
residential, and commercial districts. 

 Recognize community gardens as a permissible use of 
public land owned by the state and localities.26

 Where urban agriculture is not explicitly recognized, 
encourage local government to interpret general 
provisions (in state or local law) regarding parks and 
recreation to allow community garden activities.

 

27

 Include school gardens as a permissible use of land by 
explicitly allowing for gardening and related buildings 
on school property. 

 

28

 

  

UNNECESSARY 
RESTRICTIONS 
ON THE SIZES OF 
URBAN FARMS 

 

 Decreases local food production, thus 
requiring reliance on food produced at 
long distances 

 Stifles local economic activity 
 

 Eliminate size restrictions for farms in non-residential 
districts and increase size allowances for residential 
farms to at least one acre29

 Consider revising the code so that landscaping could 
include edible annuals, perennials, and other design 
elements “when integrated as part of the landscape,” as 
Sacramento, CA, recently did.

 to (1) substantially increase 
food production to meet critical food needs, and (2) 
contribute to blight reduction and land productivity.  

30

 

 

 

EXPENSIVE 
ZONING PERMITS 
 

 Imposes unnecessary barriers to small-
scale growers, who may not be able to 
afford permitting costs in addition to 
their other costs 

 Reduces incentives to rehabilitate 
land 

 Reduces access to healthy, local 
produce 

 Implement a reduced-cost zoning permit for urban 
farms meeting all zoning requirements, particularly in 
high-need communities because of the fresh, local food 
urban farms can provide to these communities.  

 

RESTRICTIONS 
ON 
COMMERCIAL 
FARM SALES IN 
URBAN AREAS 

 Creates financial barriers for growers 
needing the revenue to sustain or 
expand their farming operations 

 Limits community access to fresh foods 
 Stifles growth of local food economy 

 Advocate for exceptions to be made for local produce 
growers, by allowing limited sales hours during 
weekdays, and increased hours during weekends 

 Permit small farm stands in community gardens and 
ensure that regulations outlining permitted home 
businesses in residential areas do not preclude selling 
homegrown produce. 

 Remove restrictions on sale during normal business 
hours and weekends. 

                                                        
26 Jane E. Schukoske, Community Development Through Gardening: State and Local Policies Transforming Urban Open Space, 3 LEGIS. & PUB. POL’Y 351, 
372 (2000), available at http://communitygarden.org/docs/learn/schukoske.pdf. 
27 Id. 
28 HARRISON INST. FOR PUB. LAW, GEORGETOWN UNIV. LAW CTR., USING ZONING TO CREATE HEALTHY FOOD ENVIRONMENTS IN BALTIMORE CITY 

16 (Dec. 2009), available at 
http://141.161.16.100/Clinics/hi/documents/HarrisonInstitute\_UsingZoningtoCreateHealthyFoodEnvironmentsinBaltimoreCity.pdf. 
29 One acre is 43,560 square feet, though many cities limit urban agriculture to 25,000 square feet or less. In Chicago, for example, the 2011 
zoning ordinance allows “community gardens” in residential districts up to 25,000 square feet. See Urban Agriculture FAQ, CITY OF CHI. (2011), 
http://www.cityofchicago.org/content/dam/city/depts/doe/general/NaturalResourcesAndWaterConservation_PDFs/Sustainable%20Back
yards/UrbanAgFAQ.pdf.  
30 SACRAMENTO, CAL., ORDINANCE NO. 2007-025, amending SACRAMENTO CITY CODE § 17.68.010, available at 
http://qcode.us/codes/sacramento/view.php? topic=17-iii-17_68-17_68_010&frames=off. Note that this ordinance does not specifically 
enable edible landscaping, but does so implicitly by removing restrictive provisions.  
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LIMITS PLACED 
ON ACCESSORY 
BUILDINGS ON 
URBAN FARMS  

 Limits functionality of farming site 
 Requires growers to seek alternative 

locations to store needed supplies or 
abandon innovative uses of their 
farms 

 Ultimately restricts feasible farming 
activities, which limits the range of 
produce offered to communities 

 Place minimum restrictions on accessory buildings as 
they are often essential to a farm’s functionality, 
growth, and innovation.31

 Remove restrictions on structures that extend the 
growing season (e.g. hoop houses, greenhouses, and 
aquaculture structures).  

  

 Encourage the city to support the development of 
structures that improve upon old agricultural methods 
and utilize sustainable technologies, such as solar 
power. 

 In the absence of support for unusual accessory 
buildings, food policy councils should petition local 
governments to adopt a “wait and see” approach to 
approving accessory buildings.  

PROHIBITIVE 
URBAN 
LIVESTOCK AND 
BEEKEEPING 
LAWS 

 Places unnecessary limitations on 
residents’ right to produce their own 
food 

 Stifles growth of local food system 
 Limits access to local, healthy foods 

 Advocate for minimum restrictions on urban 
livestock/beekeeping. 

 Encourage local government to make general 
allowances for various kinds of livestock and apiaries, 
subject only to restrictions on the number per 
household or lot, and on the structures used to 
maintain them.  

 

RESTRICTIONS 
ON USE OF OFF-
SITE 
COMPOSTING 
MATERIALS32

 

 

 Prioritizes minor concerns over 
sanitation and health issues resulting 
from mismanagement of compost over 
benefits of a resource that can reduce 
or eliminate the need for harmful 
pesticides and fertilizers 

 Creates a disincentive for public or 
private entities to redirect food waste  

 Reduces potential for development of 
a new “green” business opportunity 

 Petition your city to allow urban farms to use off-site 
composting materials. 

 Help your city council obtain funding to start or 
expand composting programs, including streamlining 
the collection process and building or improving 
processing facilities. 

 Suggest nuisance control provisions to ensure that 
composting does not become a public health risk.33

 

 

ALLOCATING RESOURCES FOR URBAN AGRICULTURE  Urban growers often face 
difficulties identifying land suitable for urban agriculture and achieving ownership of, or at least long-term 
tenure rights to such land. Therefore, to ensure some permanence for urban farms, a city may need to go 
beyond amending zoning laws. Food policy councils can assist by advocating for completion of local land 
inventories and policies that facilitate long-term land tenure. Yet even after land is identified and procured, 
many growers still face challenges to securing both the finances and information necessary to support their 
farms and gardens. To help meet these challenges, food policy councils should consider identifying funding 
sources and sponsoring training and technical assistance programs. 
 

                                                        
31 CHICAGO, ILL., ZONING CODE § 17-2-0207 
32 Off-site composting materials are compostable items from various sources given to urban farms for the purpose of enhancing the soil on-site. 
Some cities, like Chicago, prohibit urban farmers from accepting certain compostable materials, particularly food scraps and food waste (i.e. 
compostable cups, cutlery, etc) as donations for building their soil. See id.  
33 See, e.g., CHICAGO, ILL.,  MUNICIPAL CODE §§ 7-28-710, 7-28-715. 
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Tracking Land Inventory & Supporting Farm Tenure  Tracking land inventory and 
supporting farm tenure are means to secure permanency for urban agriculture. Though many cities have 
vacant parcels of land, it is often difficult for potential urban gardeners to identify available lots and 
determine whether they are suitable for producing food. Food policy councils can help by advocating for 
local government to compile and make available a land inventory, or a list of potential lots that are available 
on public or city-owned land. The council can also work with 
other stakeholders to identify and inventory private land that 
may be suitable for urban agriculture.  
 

Sometimes, even after identifying property, certain plots of land 
are not available for sale or certain growers cannot afford to 
purchase the land outright. Because they do not own the land, 
these growers often have trouble maintaining long-term land 
tenure. Many cities and private landowners may be willing to 
offer land to these growers for urban agriculture during periods 
of economic duress or while other developments are pursued, 
but as plans change or property values rise, many growers see 
their hard-labored investments pulled from under them to be 
replaced by new developments. While “guerilla gardening” is 
certainly done, land insecurity generally discourages growers 
from making new investments. What follows are some ways in 
which food policy councils can help local government relieve 
uncertainty for urban growers. 
 

Local Land Inventories  Food policy councils can pursue numerous strategies to assist growers with 
finding suitable land, protecting their investments in growing on that land, and preserving more land for 
agriculture. As a first step, they might consider collaborating with city planning departments to conduct an 
inventory of public land with potential for future urban agricultural development. For example, in 2002, 
the Portland/Multnomah County Food Policy Council of Portland, OR, coordinated with the city to 
create a land inventory project called The Diggable City Project.34 The council, along with the City 
Commissioner, enlisted urban planning students to complete the inventory, which focused on four areas of 
the city, and utilized GIS technology to identify sites in those areas.35 Food policy councils may also look to 
determine if an inventory of suitable land has been conducted at the state level, or push for state legislation 
similar to the New York statute that created the Office of Community Gardens.36 Among other 
responsibilities, the Office of Community Gardens assists with the identification of vacant public land, 
agency jurisdiction of that land, and the suitability of the parcels for community gardening projects. 37

                                                        
34 See Wendy Mendes, et al., Using Land Inventories to Plan for Urban Agriculture: Experiences from Portland and Vancouver, 74 J. AMER. PLAN. ASS’N 
435, 439 (Sept. 2008), available at http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01944360802354923.  

   

35 Id. at 9, 10.  
36 N.Y. GEN. MUN. LAW § 96 (McKinney 2012) 
37 Id. 

In Oakland, CA, farmers selling produce 
must acquire a business license from the 
Oakland Finance and Management 
Agency, a seller’s permit from the 
California Board of Equalization, a health 
permit from Alameda County Department 
of Environmental Health, and farmers 
using pesticides must obtain a license from 
the California Department of Pesticides. 
  

Source: CalGOLD: Business Permits Made Simple, 
GOVERNOR’S OFF. OF ECON. DEV., 
http://www.calgold.ca.gov/ 
Results1.asp?TYPE=445230&CNTY=01&CITY=2
78 (last visited Jan. 8, 2012). 
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Similar strategies can be used for identifying and inventorying private land suitable for urban agriculture. 
Some councils have developed inventories by partnering with cities and local community members to 
identify abandoned or underused parcels of private land that could potentially be acquired or leased from 
owners for urban agriculture.38 For instance, the Sustainable Food Center in Austin, TX, collaborated 
with local government to identify parcels of public and private vacant land and to arrange lease agreements 
between the city and community members wishing to use the land for urban gardening.39

 

 Playing a role of 
coordinating information about vacant public and private land suitable for urban agriculture can also help 
food policy councils to facilitate strategic urban planning such that urban farms are more evenly distributed 
throughout a city, thereby providing more equitable access to healthy food for all members of the 
community. 

Preserving Farmland and Facilitating Land Tenure   After identifying appropriate land, food policy 
councils can take several steps to facilitate negotiations for the acquisition, transfer, or long-term lease of 
this land. The following list gives ideas for ways to preserve more farmland, help urban growers access 
suitable land, and enhance the security of urban growers’ investments in the land. Utilizing conservation 
easements, long-term leases, and land-swap programs give landowners and growers the legal assurance that 
their investment in urban agriculture will be fruitful. 

1. Collaborate with cities and community organizations to preserve inventoried land for 
urban agriculture. Once cities identify public or private land appropriate for urban agriculture, 
they can partner with land trusts or other community gardening organizations to arrange for 
acquisition, lease, or stewardship of conservation easements that will protect the land for agricultural 
purposes. For more information on land trusts and conservation easements, see Section III: Land Use 
Regulations. 

 New York explicitly empowers state agencies to make state lands available for community 
gardens.40

                                                        
38 See “Urban Agriculture and Community Gardens,” Equitable Development Toolkit, POLICYLINK, available at 
http://www.policylink.org/site/c.lkIXLbMNJrE/b.5136575/k.39A1/Equitable_Development_Toolkit.htm (last visited Jan. 8, 2012).  

 New York law provides that state agencies that have title to vacant public land can 
permit the use of that land for community gardening and requires agencies to respond to requests 
to use public land for community gardens within thirty days and to make a final determination 
within one hundred eighty-days. New York law also: designates the use of municipal lands for 
community gardens “a valid exercise of municipal powers”; allows municipalities to identify 
suitable lands by establishing programs in conjunction with cooperative extension associations; 
and permits assisting with development of gardens by providing, free or at cost, site preparation, 
water systems, fencing, sheds, equipment, fertilizer, compost, seeds, and tools. The state has also 
created an Office of Community Gardens, whose duties include: assisting with the identification 
of vacant public land; facilitating the use of such land as community gardens by receiving and 
forwarding to the appropriate state or local agencies completed applications from community 
members interested in putting particular plots to such use; supporting and encouraging contact 
between community garden programs already in existence and those programs in the initial stages 
of development; and providing financial assistance to help fulfill these statutory goals. 

39 Id.   
40 N.Y. AGRIC. & MKTS. art. 2-c, § 31-h (2004), available at http://public.leginfo.state.ny.us/LAWSSEAF.cgi?QUERYTYPE=LAWS+ 
&QUERYDATA=$$AGM31-H$$@TXAGM031-H+&LIST=SEA8+&BROWSER=BROWSER+&TOKEN=32126801+&TARGET=VIEW; 
N.Y. GEN. MUNIC. § 96 (2007), available at http://public.leginfo.state.ny.us/LAWSSEAF.cgi? QUERYTYPE=LAWS+&QUERYDATA 
=$$GMU96$$@TXGMU096+&LIST=SEA14+&BROWSER=BROWSER+&TOKEN=32126801+&TARGET=VIEW.  
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2. Work to secure vacant or underused private land for urban agriculture. Private land 
suitable for urban agriculture can be acquired or leased by private land trusts, which would preserve 
the land exclusively for urban agriculture. Alternatively, councils can attempt to negotiate 
conservation agreements between private landowners and local governments to ensure that the land 
is only used for agriculture. Although individuals and organizations often make agreements with 
private landowners to use land for urban agriculture, these two options are commonly used for 
conserving large amounts of private land.  

 In Baltimore, MD, an organization called Baltimore Green Space operates a private land trust 
specifically for community management, and welcomes flower gardens, open spaces, and food 
production.41 The organization typically considers properties that are already being used for 
urban agriculture or community gardens, and determines whether to purchase them from 
landowners based on their longevity, environmental quality, and, of course, the landowners’ 
willingness to sell the properties.42

 In Seattle, WA, the Department of Neighborhoods works with a non-profit community 
gardening organization, the P-Patch Trust, to secure vacant land (mostly public) for the purposes 
of community gardening and urban agriculture. Community members apply for a yearly lease of 
individual “P-Patches,” which they can farm individually or with other community members. 
Although the P-Patch Trust acknowledges that most of the P-Patches are not secured for 
permanent use, the organization is nonetheless able to keep vacant lands productive for several 
years and to continuously develop new P-Patches from the Seattle public land inventory and 
private lands.

 

43

3. Facilitate negotiations for long-term leases with public or private landowners to 
conserve land for urban agriculture. Individual growers or community groups may want to 
obtain land independent of land trusts or other intermediary organizations. If they are unable to 
purchase land outright, then an alternative option is to negotiate a long-term lease with the 
public/private landowner. Often, it is possible to negotiate longer leases for public lands than for 
private parcels. A classic type of long-term lease is the 99-year lease, which in many states is the 
longest lease term one can obtain.

  

44

                                                        
41 See BALTIMORE GREEN SPACE, http://www.baltimoregreenspace.org/index.html (last visited Jan. 8, 2012).  

 Aside from conserving land for agriculture, the major challenge 
is ensuring that growers do not end up with unfavorable terms that may require them to vacate their 
gardens in spite of these leases. Food policy councils can be critical players in advocating for policies 
that protect leases for urban agriculture from harmful provisions that discourage growers from 
investing in urban agriculture.  

42 See How to Preserve an Open Space, BALTIMORE GREEN SPACE, available at http://www.baltimoregreenspace.org/pages/how-to-preserve-an-
open-space.html (last visited Jan. 8, 2012).  
43 P-Patch Community Gardens-Growing Communities, SEATTLE DEP’T OF NEIGHBORHOODS, http://www.seattle.gov/neighborhoods/ppatch (last 
visited Jan. 8, 2012). 
44 See 99 Year Lease Law & Legal Definition, USLEGAL, http://definitions.uslegal.com/9/99-year-lease (last visited Mar. 22, 2012).  
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4. Advocate for cities to create “land-swap” programs in which they must replace urban 
gardens taken for development purposes with a substantially similar space for urban 
agricultural use. Food policy councils can induce cities to commit to maintaining a certain amount 
of public land for urban agriculture at all times through “land swap” programs. Thus, when cities 
terminate existing urban farms on public land for redevelopment reasons, they have to identify other 
parcels of land—similar in size, location, and productivity—to replace them. Such a mandate would 
create a disincentive to disrupting existing farms and would strengthen the security of urban farming 
enterprises while ensuring them a back-up location if something were to happen to their existing 
farm.  

5.  Where feasible, help create competitive grant programs for growers to have long-term 
access to land in inventory, or to individual parcels most suitable to their activities. 
Competitive grant programs can provide growers with both access to public land for agriculture and 
seed funding to assist with necessary start-up expenses, such as water infrastructure, soil, and tools. 
One of the challenges identified by the Portland/Multnomah Food Policy Council in Portland, OR, 
for instance, was that much of the public land inventoried through The Diggable City Project would 
require between $20-30,000 in infrastructure costs in order to support a viable farm.45

 

 Such expenses 
create a significant barrier to moving land out of inventory and into productive use. Coupling land 
leases with at least partial funding to cover start-up expenses would both increase the amount of 
vacant lots being farmed and reinforce the financial stability of gardening groups, particularly those 
operating in underserved communities. Food policy councils can advocate for local government to 
provide funding for such seed grants and also encourage local government to apply for federal 
government and private foundation grants to support urban agriculture, (see Securing Fiscal and In-
Kind Support, below). Food policy councils can also work with local government to build urban 
agriculture grant programs that help ensure urban farm development in all areas of the city. 

Securing Fiscal and In-Kind Support  After land is identified and secured, many growers still 
face substantial financial challenges to supporting their farms and gardens. Building an urban garden or farm 
can be an expensive process, particularly given the challenge of untangling the potential zoning and 
permitting barriers and the costs of land, soil, seeds, animals, and infrastructure. In addition to zoning 
regulations, urban agriculture is subject to a range of public health, business, and agricultural regulations, 
which may require additional permits for growers, especially those wanting to sell their produce. To 
alleviate these burdensome costs, food policy councils should encourage local governments to implement 
economic development initiatives that are targeted to help urban agriculture operations flourish, including: 

 Setting up loan or grant programs for urban growers and/or rural farmers providing access to start-
up capital, credit, financial advice, soil testing, tools, and inputs such as seeds and soil 
amendments;46

 providing support to new or existing businesses that provide farm-related services and materials;

 
47

 providing support for entrepreneurial infrastructure development for urban food production, 
processing, and marketing;

 

48

                                                        
45 Wendy Mendes, et al., Using Land Inventories to Plan for Urban Agriculture: Experiences from Portland and Vancouver, 74 J. AMER. PLAN. ASS’N 441 
(Sept. 2008), available at http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01944360802354923.  

 and 

46 ANNE CARTER & PETER MANN, N. AM. URBAN AGRIC. COMM. OF THE CMTY. FOOD SEC. COAL., FARMING FROM THE CITY CENTER TO THE 

URBAN FRINGE–URBAN PLANNING AND FOOD SECURITY (2002), http://www.foodsecurity.org/FarmingCitytoFringe.pdf. 
47 Id.  
48 Id. 
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 offering training and education programs for new farmers. 
 

Several technical and financial resources now exist to encourage urban agriculture, including government 
grants and private foundation funding. Food policy councils can be instrumental in identifying available 
sources of funding and providing technical assistance to growers in the application process. As many public 
funding sources are administered at the federal and state level, councils should also push their local 
government to apply for grants that they can use to provide funding for local agricultural projects. Agencies 
that currently administer grants supporting urban agriculture include the United States Department of 
Agriculture, the Environmental Protection Agency, and the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development.49 Private organizations, such as the Mott Foundation and the Captain Planet Foundation, also 
offer financial support for urban agriculture.50

 
  

Food policy councils can also support urban agriculture directly by providing seed funding or providing in-
kind resources to new growers such as seedlings, soil, gardening tools, building materials, and even 
volunteer manpower. Such resources can be used for any number of critical agricultural needs and projects. 
The following is a short list of common resource needs of urban agriculture initiatives. Food policy councils 
can keep these needs in mind when working to advocate for local government to provide resources that 
support these programs. 
 
Water is among the most critical resources for urban agriculture. In order to be viable, all farming and 
gardening initiatives must have reliable water access. This can be a challenge, particularly on lots where 
water inputs are neither established nor connected to a meter. Food policy councils can petition city 
councils and water or sanitation departments to reduce the costs of installing water inputs for urban 
agriculture projects. They should emphasize the benefits of increased healthy food access in communities 
and the environmental benefits of growing local produce. Another way to help secure water access for 
urban farms is to petition local utilities departments to provide water grants that cover the costs of water 
input installations. At the neighborhood level, farms located adjacent to viable water sources can work with 
their neighbors to craft agreements on water usage and shared costs. Food policy councils can help educate 
urban farmers and other organizations about the potential to utilize such cooperative arrangements.  
Labor needs are another major challenge for urban growers, particularly those operating non-profit 
community gardens or co-ops. Many such organizations are thinly staffed and rely heavily on volunteer 
work throughout the growing season. Food policy councils can network with local youth and volunteer 
organizations, like AmeriCorps, to organize service days in urban farms and gardens. Additionally, councils 
can forge partnerships between prison reentry programs or job training programs and urban farming 
organizations to establish initiatives designed to give disenfranchised individuals an opportunity to develop 
skills that will contribute to the public good while reducing recidivism and strengthening the local 
economy.    
                

Training & Education  Food policy councils can foster the development of new urban growers and 
secure the future of urban farming through sponsorship of “farmyard trainings” for local residents. Training 
is especially important to make urban agriculture a viable source of food because necessary knowledge has 
been lost over the past few generations. Community gardens can host workshops for novice growers to 

                                                        
49 See Urban Horticulture: Funding Opportunities and Awards, UNIV. OF ARIZ. COOP. EXTENSION, 
http://ag.arizona.edu/maricopa/garden/html/funding/fund.htm (last visited Jan. 8, 2012). Programs listed include Common Ground 
Garden Program (USDA), Community Development Block Grants (HUD), and Environmental Education Grants (EPA).  
50 See Fundraising, REBELTOMATO (2007), http://communitygarden.org/rebeltomato/roots/fundraising.php. 
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Growing Home, an organization in Chicago, IL, offers life and job skills training on three organic farms across 
the city to formerly incarcerated, homeless, and low-income individuals. At the completion of its job-readiness 
program, over 65% of participants find full-time work. Such training programs can provide essential labor for 
growers, build awareness of food security issues, teach basic farming skills, and foster stronger community ties.  
 
Source: Urban Farmers in Chicago, GREEN FOR ALL, http://www.greenforall.org/ resources/people-programs/urban-farmers-in-chicago 
(last visited Jan. 8, 2012).   

learn basic skills, like crop rotation, irrigation, and harvesting, and for long-term growers to learn new and 
innovative techniques, such as bioremediation, verma-composting, and storm water harvesting. Such 
initiatives require little time and resources, but serve three important functions: (1) introducing residents 
to their local food culture; (2) building community support for urban agriculture, local food systems, and 
local food economies; and (3) training new farmers that can increase the number of viable urban farms.  
 
Schools, churches, city councils, parks departments, anti-hunger groups, healthcare providers, and non-
profits across the country have come together to host programs that foster urban agriculture.51

1. Apprenticeships provide intensive urban agriculture training in areas such as various aspects of 
farming, farm-stand sales, community outreach, small-scale gardening, administrative work, and 
record-keeping. These programs are usually unpaid; in exchange for his/her work, the apprentice is 
provided with room, board, and, in some lengthier programs, a monthly living stipend. 

 Food policy 
councils can publicize these resources, connect budding urban farmers to existing programs, and advocate 
for funding to ensure the existence of these crucial knowledge reserves. Agriculture educational and 
training programs typically fall into one of the following four categories.  

2. Internships generally provide urban agriculture skills training over a shorter time frame than an 
apprenticeship (usually three months) for all levels of experience.  

3. Mentorships offer opportunities for ongoing education in the form of technical, planning, and 
marketing support from experienced farmers to new farmers.52

4. Volunteer Opportunities provide volunteers with information and experiences they could not 
have otherwise obtained. Many local farms host volunteers of all ages interested in learning about and 
supporting local food production.  

 Agricultural mentorship programs 
sometimes have also been used to link retiring farmers to new farmers who can take over their farms 
and keep them operating to support the local food system. 

5. School- and Community-Based Workshops allow school and community groups to learn about 
farming techniques and other relevant topics around nutrition, environmental, and social issues 
related to a healthy food supply.53

 

 Local farms or farm-training organizations provide these tours and 
training workshops. 

                                                        
51 Urban and Community Agriculture, NAT’L CENTER FOR APPROPRIATE TECH. (NCAT) SUSTAINABLE AGRIC. PROJECT (Apr. 19, 2011), 
https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/local_food/urban_ag.html. 
52 Growing Sustainable Growers, GA. ORGANICS, http://www.georgiaorganics.org/aboutus/programs.aspx (last visited Mar. 22, 2011). 
53 See Urban Farming Education Program, CITY SLICKER FARMS, http://www.cityslickerfarms.org/urban-farming-education-program (last visited 
January 1, 2012); Educating Our Youth, GROWING POWER, http://www.growingpower.org/youth_education.htm) (last visited January 1, 
2012). 
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There are several established farm training programs that provide good models of how to integrate these 
apprenticeship, mentorship, volunteer, and educational opportunities.  

 Beginning Urban Farming Apprenticeship is a partnership between Oregon State University 
Extension Service and Multnomah County that provides in-depth and comprehensive training in 
sustainable urban farming methods. The program offers formal classes, hands-on training, field-trips, 
online learning, and supervised apprenticeships. Participants also learn how to design, install, and 
manage farm and community infrastructure in urban settings. For hands-on training, participants 
must commit to 550 hours over the course of 8 months.54

 City Slickers Farms enables community members to meet the immediate and basic need for 
healthy organic food for themselves and their families by creating high-yield urban farms and backyard 
gardens. Its urban agriculture educational and training programs consist of yearlong apprenticeships, 
paid three-month internships, tours and service learning for schools and communities, community-
based workshops, and volunteer opportunities.
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 World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms (WWOOF) offers members access to a “Host 
Farm Directory,” which lists more than thirteen hundred organic farms and gardens around the 
world. Members provide one-half day of volunteer help in exchange for food and one night’s 
accommodation. WWOOF farms offer various educational opportunities, including growing 
vegetables, keeping bees, building straw bale houses, working with animals, and making wine. The 
program is open to anyone 18 or older, regardless of experience.
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Public Outreach  Public outreach is also critical for the advancement of urban agriculture, as it can 
build the social capital and community consensus necessary to make major changes in food policy that are 
needed to allow more types of urban agriculture. Food policy councils can serve as forums for the 
discussion, negotiation, and evaluation of urban agriculture issues. Contentious debates over issues such as 
bee keeping or goat raising can be aired in a central space with the goal of reaching a viable middle ground 
that can be proposed to local government. If successful, councils can become fertile ground for the growth 
of broad-based and highly influential food movements. Councils can serve this function in many ways, 
including: 

 Creating an “urban agriculture campaign” that combines open community meetings with widespread 
publicity and site visits to urban farms in order to increase awareness of the purpose and benefits of 
urban agriculture and give residents the opportunity to engage directly with growers; 

 organizing local farming festivals where growers from the area set up farm stands with information 
about their operations and samples of their produce;  

 partnering with local government to host workshops on pertinent legal issues/processes for urban 
agriculture, such as land permitting and rules on animal husbandry.  

 
URBAN AGRICULTURE & ECOLOGICAL HEALTH  A large amount of city land can go 
unused as a result of its historical usage for industrial purposes, which often leaves behind high levels of soil 
contamination with elements like lead. If not properly addressed, such sites can be dangerous for urban 

                                                        
54 BUFA Program Description, MULTNOMAH COUNTY, OR, http://web.multco.us/sustainability/bufa-program-description (last visited January 1, 
2012). 
55 See Urban Farming Education Program, CITY SLICKER FARMS, http://www.cityslickerfarms.org/urban-farming-education-program (last visited 
January 1, 2012); Educating Our Youth, GROWING POWER, http://www.growingpower.org/youth_education.htm) (last visited January 1, 
2012). 
56 About WWOOF-USA, WWOOF-USA, available at http://www.wwoofusa.org/About_WWOOFUSA (last visited Jan. 1, 2012). 
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growers due to the tainted soil. The conversion of under-utilized or abandoned vacant spaces into bountiful 
gardens can be an important tool in increasing community access to fresh, healthy food.  
 
The process of cleaning up land previously used for industrial or commercial purposes that may pose 
environmental hazards for new uses is referred to as brownfield remediation. Unlike most urban development 
projects, which easily seal contaminants with concrete and buildings, urban farms require clean land on 
which to plant. To encourage brownfield remediation, food policy councils can support various programs 
and policies like those below.  

 Petition local government to undertake comprehensive site cleanups prior to their conversion 
into farms in response to increased demand for urban agriculture. 

 Seek opportunities to partner with local environmental and agricultural organizations to educate 
growers about measures needed to protect their produce and themselves. Co-sponsor urban 
“farmyard trainings” on proper soil testing, remediation techniques, and other environmentally 
sustainable agricultural practices. 

 Encourage local governments to apply for brownfield remediation grants and advocate for the 
allocation of budget funds towards remediation of unused urban land in preparation for agriculture. 

 Identify local partners, such as agricultural extension programs at local universities or 
laboratories, to negotiate for reduced-cost soil testing for urban growers and help inform urban 
growers about the need to test their soil. 

 
Although there is no official regulatory scheme to support efforts to remediate brownfields, a set of safe 
gardening practices developed by the federal government can guide the process of preparing land for urban 
agriculture. Region 5 of the EPA along with experts from state and local governments and academia, 
produced a set of interim guidelines for converting urban brownfields to safe gardens.57 Food policy 
councils can play a major role in implementing these guidelines and formalizing them into local and state 
policy.58

 Identifying the previous use of the land to determine the risk of soil contamination; 

 The guidelines address a number of specific environmental considerations that growers should be 
prepared to address as they select their sites, as well as a protocol for soil testing and remediation processes, 
including: 

 collecting soil samples for chemical analysis at a local lab or by agricultural extension agents; and 

 managing risks by having the land cleaned up using bioremediation methods (suitable in cases of low 
levels of contamination) or more invasive methods (e.g. replacing soil) where necessary.59

 
  

For more ideas on how food policy councils can encourage environmentally sustainable food production, 
see Section VII: Environmental Sustainability. 

 
 
 
 

                                                        
57 The EPA is developing more formal cleanup standards. See Brownfields and Urban Agriculture: Interim Guidelines for Safe Gardening Practices, EPA 
(Summer 2011), http://www.epa.gov/swerosps/bf/urbanag/pdf/bf_urban_ag.pdf.  
58 See id. at 1.  
59 See id. at 7–12. 













































































 
 

THE HARVARD LAW SCHOOL FOOD LAW AND POLICY CLINIC  
was established in 2010 to connect Harvard Law students with opportunities to provide 
pro bono legal assistance to individuals and communities on various food policy issues. 
The Clinic aims to increase access to healthy foods, prevent diet-related diseases such as 
obesity and type 2 diabetes, and assist small farmers and producers in participating in 
local food markets.  

 

The primary author of this toolkit  
is Emily Broad Leib, Director of the Harvard Food Law and Policy Clinic. 

 
 
 

________________________________ 
 
 
 

THE COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY COALITION  

(“CFSC”) is a national nonprofit organization that works to allocate federal resources to 
foster community-based alternatives to the global food system. CFSC’s Food Policy 
Council Program provides technical and capacity building assistance to communities 
around the country that are developing or improving existing local and state food policy 
councils.  

 

The key leadership of the CFSC Food Policy Council Program  
is Mark Winne, co-founder of  the CFSC. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This report was written  
over the 2011-2012 academic year  

and published in June 2012 
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