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BY LAURA PEARSON
At Green Youth Farm, a crop of Illinois high school students
spend their summer afield. Turn off Green Bay Road and
enter the Greenbelt Forest Preserve, and the first thing you'll
likely notice is all the green. The Preserve is...
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Whether framed by trees, the 'L,' or
Chicago streets, the mission of all three
GYF locations is to educate high school
students about organic farming in order
to grow leadership skills, relationships,
and civic pride. The student crew
members are selected via an application
process and receive a stipend for
working approximately 20 hours per
week from mid-May through mid-
October. Modeled after The Food
Project--a community initiative to affect
social change through sustainable
agriculture in eastern Massachusetts--
GYF offers a multifaceted curriculum
emphasizing hands-on learning. In
addition to maintaining the farm, students participate in team-building exercises and
art workshops, create business and marketing plans, and take field trips to places like
Green City Market and Pembroke Farms.

The seeds of the farm were sown in spring of 2003 when the Chicago Botanic Garden,
in partnership with the Lake County Forest Preserve District and Growing Power, Inc.,
established the North Chicago Farm. The focus was to reach out to students in the
underserved communities of North Chicago and Waukegan. Now the North Chicago
site employs approximately 20-25 students per season who come to the farm to learn
green practices and hone green thumbs. This year, almost 100 high schoolers applied to
work at this location, and around 60 were interviewed. The youth work in erews of
about six people, each led by a student crew leader who helps communicate and
coordinate the tasks for each day. Joynt says that the staff (the Coordinator, the
Grower, and one or two college-age interns) then steps back to allow students to take
charge. "Our goal is to act as support staff and try to give the crew as much
responsibility and ownership over the tasks as possible," she says.

Waukegan High School student Julio Guzman, a erew leader this season at the North
Chicago Farm, embraces the challenges of his leadership role: "To be a leader, you have
to be open-minded to other ideas and understand that there's no set way of doing a
specific task," he says. "So although you may have something in your head--like 'We're
going to weed in this way,'--you've got to understand that other people might have a
better idea for how to get the weeding done faster."
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According to the crew leaders, a difficult
part of the job is erratic weather. "It's
the most challenging aspect," says
Katherine Williams, a Waukegan grad
who's attending College of Lake County.
"You don't know when it's going to rain,
when it's going to be cold, or when it's
going to be blazing hot."

Rain or shine, however, a highlight of
the week is community lunch day, in
which erew members use their
sustainably grown produce--plus a few
supplemental ingredients--to prepare a
meal for 50 people in the Botanic
Garden Kitchen. Crews from the North
Lawndale and Washington Park GYFs come up to share in the meals, too. The North
Chicago students recall trving out a particularly popular recipe last year: strawberry
shorteake featuring fresh strawberries from the farm.

By cooking with the produce they've grown, GYF members are inspired to try new tastes
and experiment culinarily. "Alot of people don't know what to do with turnips or beets,
or a delicious thing to do with radishes," Joynt says. "We're trying to get students
familiar. They don't have to like everything, but we really encourage being open to new
experiences." Students also get a taste of nutritional education, such as learning the
difference between processed foods and fresh, whole foods.

"We're huge advocates of eating food that's food, and we try to shed light on why it's
important that we're eating the real thing," Joynt says.

Since it took root in North Chicago in 2003--and subsequently expanded to two other
sites--the GYF program has enriched the lives of hundreds of Mlinois youth and their
communities. In autumn of 2008, the North Lawndale GYF received first place in
Mayor Daley's Landscape Awards, a program recognizing environmental beautification
efforts. In spring of 2009, the Washington Park Farm at Dyett High School was
established, and in the process of expanding, it plans to offer community growing space
for area residents, to be managed by GYF students.

Not all the growth in the GYF program is in the form of herbs, flowers, and fresh
produce. In honing their farming skills, some students cultivate new career goals and
decide to pursue studies in horticulture, agriculture, or environmental science. Julio
Guzman is one such student: He intends to major in Environmental Studies as an

undergraduate.
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In autumn, when the
farming season winds
down and the forest
preserve is drained of its
greenness, the students
at Green Youth Farm will

pause and reflect on their

accomplishments.

"You look back at the end
of the year and see all
that you've done, all that

you've grown, and think,
"Wow. We really came together. Most of us started out not knowing each other and now

m

we're this huge family,"' Guzman says.

Echoes crew leader Jesus Cuezzi: "You grow a bond with a lot of people here."

Green Youth Farm students sell sustainably grown produce at the Chicago Botanic

Garden Farmers' Market. Two of the three sites also host onsite farm stands.

The North Chicago Green Youth Farm hosts onsite U-Picks/farm stands on Wednesday
and Saturday, July 14 - Oct. g, from gam-1pm.

The North Lavndale Green Youth Farm hosts a farmers' market onsite every
Wednesday, July 7 - Oct. 13, from 3-7pm.

The Washington Park/Dvett Green Youth Farm participates in the Bronzeville Farmers'
Market at 4400 S. Cottage Grove Ave. every Saturday, beginning July 10, from gam-
1pm.

Green Youth Farm hosts open houses. The next one is July 28 in North Lawndale.

This feature is supported in part by a Community News Matters grant from The
Chicago Community Trust and the John 8. and James L. Knight Foundation. More

information here.

Copyright ©2003-2010 Gapers Block & respective authors. All rights reserved. No content may be reproduced without the express permission of Gapers Block. This
site is made shiny with Movable Type and housed with Media Temple. Thank you, dear reader, for supporting the site and reading.
Home | About Us | Advertise | Submissions | Contact | Top of Page




