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Preface
Public gardens have incredible potential to connect 
people to plants in creative ways through urban agricul-
ture. In response to growing interest in urban agricul-
ture within the public gardens community¹, the Chicago 
Botanic Garden’s Windy City Harvest department and 
the U.S. Botanic Garden partnered to provide hands-on, 
practical support for public gardens interested in devel-
oping or expanding urban agriculture programming. 

The partnership began by surveying American Public 
Gardens Association member gardens about their ur-
ban agriculture programming and training interests. The 
U.S. Botanic Garden and the Chicago Botanic Garden 
used this feedback to design and offer three-day inten-
sive urban agriculture workshops for public gardens 
and their partners. The workshops incorporated topics 
such as designing urban agriculture programs, develop-
ing community partnerships, selecting and establish-
ing urban farm sites, cultivating donors and identifying 
funding opportunities, and evaluating and communicat-
ing program successes. During the workshops, partic-
ipants engaged with these topics by sharing firsthand 
experiences, lessons learned, and tools and resources 
developed over nearly two decades of the Chicago Bo-
tanic Garden’s work in urban agriculture. 

Together, the U.S. Botanic Garden and the Chicago Bo-
tanic Garden created this toolkit to reach a broader au-
dience with the ideas and resources presented in the 
workshops. Written from the perspective of the Chicago 
Botanic Garden’s Windy City Harvest staff, this toolkit is 
a resource for public gardens and partnering organiza-
tions to use in developing, adapting, or expanding their 
urban agriculture programming. It provides tools for or-
ganizations working to engage with their communities 
through urban agriculture, and is intended to spark new 
growth and collaboration in urban agriculture within and 
beyond the public gardens community.
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Introduction
The U.S. Botanic Garden and the Chicago Botanic Gar-
den recognize that urban agriculture can play a unique 
role in helping public gardens meet their missions to 
connect people to plants.  Urban agriculture programs 
offer opportunities for public gardens to expand their 
existing programmatic range and geographic reach. 
They can provide avenues for public gardens to address 
aims such as food justice, health education, and job 
skills training. This work is often made possible through 
partnerships with community-based organizations, 
enabling the garden to accomplish much more than it 
could on its own, and demonstrating the relevance of 
the garden in the wider community.  

Another important dimension of urban agriculture pro-
gramming at public gardens is its potential to contrib-
ute to environmental justice and a more equitable food 
system. Investing in individuals and communities who 
have historically been excluded from leadership roles 
in public gardens and environmental and food systems 
work can cultivate a more diverse generation of lead-
ers in these fields. By offering a continuum of training 
opportunities from entry-level roles to advanced certifi-
cates and leadership development, public gardens can 
create pathways for participants who have been mar-
ginalized by structural inequities. 

The Purpose of this Toolkit
The purpose of this toolkit is to provide an overview of 
institutional, physical, and programmatic considerations 
for public gardens and their partners interested in urban 
agriculture, using the Chicago Botanic Garden’s Windy 
City Harvest as a case example. It is not a comprehen-
sive guide to the design and implementation of all types 
of food programs at public gardens, nor a survey of all 
successful urban agriculture programs implemented 
by public gardens nationwide. Further, its intent is not 
for public gardens to replicate the Windy City Harvest 
programs described. Urban agriculture programming 
defies a one-size-fits-all approach, emerging within lo-
cal contexts and evolving in response to the needs of 
participants and changing organizational and communi-
ty priorities. 

Public gardens may focus their urban agriculture pro-
gramming in a variety of areas. For example, Windy 
City Harvest provides paid training experiences for 
participants as they learn to grow food plants for sale 
and consumption in urban areas. Given this focus, the 
Windy City Harvest program examples included in this 
toolkit do not specifically address areas such as school 
gardening, vegetable display gardens at public garden 
campuses, or home gardening education programs. 
However, other public gardens can and do include such 
activities within their urban agriculture programming 
portfolios. 

This toolkit describes key components of urban agri-
culture program development from a public gardens 
perspective. It includes a collection of resources and 
experiences that have the potential to be education-
al and useful for public gardens and their partners as 
they seek to create or expand their urban agriculture 
programming. The U.S. Botanic Garden and the Chica-
go Botanic Garden  hope that this toolkit will serve to 
generate new programmatic possibilities in urban agri-
culture that fit the unique needs and interests of public 
gardens, their partners, and their local communities.  

Windy City Harvest Origin Story 
Windy City Harvest grew out of the Chicago Botan-
ic Garden’s long-standing community gardening ini-
tiatives that began shortly after its founding in the 
1970s.  These community gardening efforts evolved 
to inform the School Garden Initiative (SGI), in part-
nership with Chicago Public Schools, the Chicago 
Park District, Openlands Project, and the Garfield Park 
Conservatory Alliance. SGI helped transform concrete 
campuses into school gardens and integrate garden-
ing into the school day. In the early 2000s, the com-
munity gardening department transformed into its 
next iteration, which reflected the Garden’s interest in 
engaging youth, their need for summer jobs, and the 
natural appeal of edible plants. Quickly, healthy eating 
and improved access to affordable, fresh produce in 
low-income communities emerged as additional con-
siderations.

Today, Windy City Harvest’s urban agriculture train-
ing programs encompass four program areas: youth 
development through urban agriculture, a transitional 
jobs program for justice-involved individuals, an urban 
agriculture apprenticeship certificate program, and 
a farmer incubator program for participants interest-
ed in starting their own farm business. All programs 
contribute to VeggieRx, Windy City Harvest’s Food as 

Medicine initiative, a partnership with federally-quali-
fied health centers serving SNAP (Supplemental Nu-
trition Assistance Program)-eligible participants. In 
keeping with the Chicago Botanic Garden’s history of 
providing access to community garden plots, Windy 
City Harvest also works with partner organizations to 
support more than 100 families engaged in commu-
nity gardening.

At each step in its evolution, Windy City Harvest has 
adapted in response to identified needs, demands, 
and opportunities in the communities it serves. In the 
process, program and fundraising staff have sought 
to consider the best interests of organizations, com-
munities, partners, and participants. Initially depen-
dent on public and private sector funding, Windy City 
Harvest increased its emphasis on earned income 
and developed an entrepreneurial spirit that inspired 
new approaches to solving problems. As a social en-
terprise within a nonprofit organization, Windy City 
Harvest does not have to rely on one revenue stream, 
operating instead through a balance of in-kind, con-
tributed, and earned income. This approach provides 
Windy City Harvest with improved financial sustain-
ability and greater flexibility in decision-making.

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/veggieRx
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Urban Agriculture  
Programs
Objectives
•  Describe how urban agriculture programs can connect 

with and advance the missions of public gardens.

•  After reviewing examples of urban agriculture pro-
grams, identify a variety of audiences that urban agri-
culture programs have the potential to serve.

•  Provide examples of community needs and interests 
that urban agriculture programs have the potential to 
address.

•  List factors that may prompt adjustments to urban 
agriculture programs once they are underway.

Introduction
Public gardens are uniquely positioned to attract a broad 
range of audiences through urban agriculture programs. 
Through examples from Chicago Botanic Garden’s 
Windy City Harvest, this section describes a variety of 
urban agriculture program areas including community 
gardening, youth development, transitional job training, 
technical training in urban agriculture, business devel-
opment, and community health and nutrition programs. 
Programs may develop curricula specific to the needs 
and interests of their participants, and also may incor-
porate curricular resources from other organizations. 
For example, Windy City Harvest incorporates resourc-
es and models from the nationally-recognized National 
Incubator Farm Training Initiative (NIFTI); The Food Proj-
ect, a well-established Boston-area youth farming or-
ganization, and Roots of Success, a career-preparation 
curriculum focused on environmental literacy.

Community Gardening
Community garden establishment, enhancement, and 
administration can be an effective gateway to establish-
ing the kind of community trust and partnerships need-
ed to grow an urban agriculture program.

PROGRAM EXAMPLE:  
WINDY CITY HARVEST’S ALLOTMENT  
GARDENS

The Chicago Botanic Garden has a longstanding history 
of supporting home growers. This began with the Chi-
cago Horticulture Society, the organization that started 
the Chicago Botanic Garden, supporting Victory Gar-
dens throughout the city of Chicago during World War 
II. Currently, Windy City Harvest supports more than 100 
families on five of its urban farms through its Allotment 
Garden program. Through this program, Windy City 
Harvest staff support community residents in planting, 
maintaining, and harvesting in allotment plots. Grow-
ers also participate in on-site social events throughout 
the season. Allotment plot growers build trusting rela-
tionships with Windy City Harvest staff, and are intro-
duced to other programs within Windy City Harvest that 
they can access. Thus, the Allotment Garden program 
often serves as an entry point for many Windy City Har-
vest program participants.

Youth Development
Youth development is one of the top focus areas for urban agriculture programming at public gardens. Their capacity 
to empower youth through training and experience can be meaningful for participants and their communities, as 
well as for funders and friends of the program.

PROGRAM EXAMPLE:  
WINDY CITY HARVEST’S YOUTH FARM

Windy City Harvest began its youth program in 2003, as 
a one-acre pilot program in Lake County, just south of 
the Wisconsin border. Its program design was based on 
The Food Project, a Boston-area organization that em-
ploys teenagers for agricultural production, harvesting, 
and outreach to hunger-relief organizations during the 
summer season. Today, the Windy City Harvest Youth 
Farm educates and employs 80 to 90 teens each year.

Youth Farm has four farm locations. Three of the sites 
prioritize recruiting students who live near the farms, 
while the fourth site in downtown Chicago recruits 
youth from all over the city. In a typical year, each site 
seeks to hire a balanced number of students in each 
high school grade level and an even mix of male- and 
female-identified students. In 2019, Youth Farm stu-
dents self-identified as 65% African American, 30% 
Latinx, and 5% white. Seventy-five percent of students 
self-reported that their families received some form of 
federal benefits, like SNAP or WIC. Each Youth Farm site 
offers a spring, summer and fall program; sites with in-
door teaching space offer programming March through 
December. 

Youth Farm’s youth development approach combines 
a focus on social emotional learning (SEL) principles²  
with a training program focused on sustainable ur-
ban agriculture practices. Program coordinators work 
with youth participants to complete social emotional 
learning assessments at the beginning and end of the 
program to gain insight into participant growth and 
program impact. Tools such as Straight Talk³, a perfor-
mance feedback approach; a co-created and signed 
Community Standards work contract; and a Violations 
Chart Tracking Form help establish and maintain open 
communication, accountability, and respect within the 
group. The Community Standards and Violations Chart 
are used together to set clear expectations for students. 
The Community Standards are written by students and 
set the tone for how we work together as a team, how 
to handle conflict, and what students expect from one 
another. The Violations Chart gives clear consequences 
for typical workplace expectations, which helps stu-
dents weigh the potential impact of a decision. The Vi-
olations are designed to be forgiving and create space 
for students to learn from mistakes, but still hold stu-
dents to high expectations. For example, students re-
ceive a violation for Inappropriate Language for swear-
ing. Their site supervisor will give clear, direct feedback 
about the incident during Straight Talk and document 
the violation with the student. The student then knows 
that they will receive two more warnings for language 
before being dropped from the program. The violations 
chart helps prepare students for the workplace after 
Youth Farm.

While youth development is the primary goal of the 
program, the urban agriculture context also teaches 
students to work as a team, advocate for food justice, 
eat in a healthy way, and become accountable—to 
themselves, their fellow farmers, and their employers. 
Youth farmers also serve their communities by running 
a weekly farm stand that sells affordable produce and 
accepts all federal benefits, and by leading weekly gar-
dening workshops for community members.

https://nesfp.org/NIFTI
https://nesfp.org/NIFTI
https://thefoodproject.org/
https://thefoodproject.org/
https://rootsofsuccess.org/
https://thefoodproject.org/
https://thefoodproject.org/
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/youthfarm
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/youthfarm
https://www.dropbox.com/s/dsck6ojcliztqnx/9monthsayear.doc?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/9m92wg51mubh2ui/2019%20Workshop%20Schedule.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/9m92wg51mubh2ui/2019%20Workshop%20Schedule.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/e7j48myaszhpp2j/2019%20Skill%20Assessment%20Pre%20and%20Post.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/e7j48myaszhpp2j/2019%20Skill%20Assessment%20Pre%20and%20Post.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/i4dtz4tup7hwhoy/Community%20Standards%202019.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/i4dtz4tup7hwhoy/Community%20Standards%202019.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/cvnhjs2gmz5f6cw/Violations%20chart%202019.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/cvnhjs2gmz5f6cw/Violations%20chart%202019.docx?dl=0


9| 8 |   Building Capacity for Urban Agriculture Programs: Tools from the Windy City Harvest Model

Transitional job training
Transitional job training programs provide paid work, job skills training, and supportive services to help individuals fac-
ing barriers to employment succeed in the workforce. In operating such programs, public gardens can benefit from 
partnerships with organizations that can help facilitate activities such as participant recruitment and job placement.

PROGRAM EXAMPLE:  
WINDY CITY HARVEST CORPS

The Windy City Harvest Corps program employs 30 to 
40 justice-involved individuals for 14 weeks each year 
in closely mentored, full-time, paid transitional jobs, 
and supports them in finding full-time, long-term em-
ployment. About one third of Windy City Harvest Corps 
participants have not attained a diploma or GED, one 
third have a diploma or GED, and one third have col-
lege experience. More than 90% of Corps participants 
since 2010 identified as male. Eighty-five percent (85%) 
identified as African American, 8% identified as Latinx, 
and 6% identified as white. 

The Corps program follows a six-step recruitment pro-
cess. The first step is a kickoff event with partner organi-
zations, followed by application information sessions, 
applicant deadlines, work shadow days, interviews, 
and background checks. Once applicants are accepted 
into the program, they join one of three 15-member co-
horts working through the spring and summer. To stay 
in the program, crew members must adhere to perfor-
mance, attitude, and attendance standards, which are 
used to give clear feedback.

Crew members work on Windy City Harvest farm sites 
Monday through Thursday, gaining hands-on technical 

training. On Fridays, they participate in job development 
workshops that integrate the Roots of Success curric-
ulum4—a multimedia, activity-based, environmental 
literacy and work readiness curriculum. The job-devel-
opment workshops provide an opportunity for staff to 
support crew members in developing resumes, prepar-
ing for interviews, and searching for jobs. Workshops 
also include OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health Ad-
ministration) certification, ServSafe food handling cer-
tification, resume development, mock interviews, and 
legal aid connections and assistance. Crew members 
also receive weekly feedback from crew leaders to help 
develop workplace readiness skills.

Graduates of the program work in many fields, includ-
ing food service, commercial food handling, and urban 
agriculture. Corps graduates who wish to continue their 
education in sustainable urban agriculture and begin 
careers as beginning farmers can apply for the WCH 
Apprenticeship Program. Corps graduates who are ac-
cepted into the Apprenticeship program can continue 
working at Windy City Harvest as production assistants. 
This work-study program allows participants to main-
tain their income while they earn their Sustainable Ur-
ban Agriculture certificate through City Colleges of Chi-
cago and the Chicago Botanic Garden’s Apprenticeship 
program.

PARTICIPANT PROFILE:  
DANTRELL DEHART,  
WINDY CITY HARVEST CORPS

Dantrell Dehart (above right, with Artema Plunkett on 
the left) listened closely at a local job fair as Stacey 
Kimmons shared his story of working through the pro-
grams at Windy City Harvest: from Windy City Harvest 
Corps, to Windy City Harvest’s Apprenticeship Program, 
to being accepted into Windy City Harvest’s Incubator 
Program where he started his own business, Return to 
Life Farming. Dehart had just completed a composting 
program at Growing Power, a local urban agriculture 
organization, and was interested in learning more about 
agricultural training opportunities. He applied and was 
accepted into the Corps program and assigned to work 
from 6 a.m. to 2 p.m. with the Kraft foods crew, which 
maintained a vegetable garden at the Kraft corporate 
office in Northbrook, Illinois. In addition to maintaining 
a corporate campus vegetable farm, Dehart engaged 
with staff and donated produce to WIC (Special Sup-
plemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and 
Children). The experience was transformational. “As 
I learned more,” says Dehart, “and got more involved 
with the tasks and was accepted to work study, I built a 
passion and my mind was made up to pursue the ap-
prenticeship as a career.” The apprenticeship offered 

hands-on learning in a variety of farming operations  
including a greenhouse, an aquaponics operation, and 
a hoophouse, which enabled Dehart to develop in-de-
mand skills. “My internship [at Arturo Velasquez Insti-
tute] gave me the skills and ability to work with [urban 
agriculture enterprises] Herban Produce & Gotham 
Greens after completing the apprenticeship. I was even 
hired by Herban Produce in my neighborhood before I 
left the apprenticeship.”

Today, Dehart works on Windy City Harvest’s full-time 
staff as a grower for a farm on Chicago’s West Side that 
is run by the health clinic network PCC Wellness. He 
also runs a weekly farm stand and a VeggieRx program 
for clinic patients, where they learn healthy eating hab-
its, attend weekly cooking and nutrition lessons, and re-
ceive farm fresh produce and coupons to come back to 
the farm stand. Dehart enjoys the work with community 
gardeners and is proud to support their activity. “I am 
setting the future for myself and my daughter,” he says, 
“by growing the field and awareness of sustainable ur-
ban agriculture.”

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/corps
https://www.dropbox.com/s/mb2y6ax9r1edpj2/2019%20Corps%20Recruitment%20Steps.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/mb2y6ax9r1edpj2/2019%20Corps%20Recruitment%20Steps.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/6c4tvakmzret3mu/2019%20Work%20Shift%20Standards.xls?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/6c4tvakmzret3mu/2019%20Work%20Shift%20Standards.xls?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/7z0w2871ic2zk01/jobdevelopmentworkshops.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/7z0w2871ic2zk01/jobdevelopmentworkshops.xlsx?dl=0
https://rootsofsuccess.org/
https://www.osha.gov/otiec/
https://www.servsafe.com/ServSafe-Food-Handler
https://www.servsafe.com/ServSafe-Food-Handler
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/apprenticeship
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/apprenticeship
https://catalog.ccc.edu/academic-program-requirements/sustainable-urban-horticulture-advanced-certificate/
https://catalog.ccc.edu/academic-program-requirements/sustainable-urban-horticulture-advanced-certificate/
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Technical training
The key to establishing and maintaining a sustainable urban agriculture program is to ensure that program partici-
pants are trained in best practices for growing, harvesting, and distributing their crops. This ensures that the pro-
gram is an asset not only to trainees, but also to the surrounding communities.

PROGRAM EXAMPLE:  
WINDY CITY HARVEST’S APPRENTICESHIP  
PROGRAM

The Windy City Harvest Apprenticeship Program is a 
hands-on, technical training program in sustainable ur-
ban agriculture offered through a partnership between 
the Chicago Botanic Garden and the City Colleges of 
Chicago. It runs for nine months, from February through 
October, and requires dual enrollment and tuition pay-
ments to both institutions. Graduates of the Apprentice-
ship program receive three certificates: a Certificate in 
Sustainable Urban Agriculture from the Chicago Botan-
ic Garden, a Certificate in Sustainable Urban Horticul-
ture from Richard J. Daley College, and a Certificate in 
Environmental Literacy from Roots of Success.

Windy City Harvest intentionally recruits students from 
a variety of backgrounds into the program, with a broad 
range of educational attainment, work experience, and 
life experience. Over this history of the program, stu-
dents have ranged from ages 18 to 65. Some students 
come to the program with no college experience, and 
some have advanced degrees. About one third of alum-
ni identify as African American, one-third identify as 

Latinx, and one-third identify as white. A small number 
of students self-identified as Asian. Thirty-five (35%) of 
Apprenticeship program participants self-report that 
they have received some type of federal benefit (like 
SNAP, WIC, or Medicaid) within six months of enrolling 
in the program.

Participants spend the first two-thirds of the Appren-
ticeship Program learning components of annual vege-
table production in classrooms and greenhouses at the 
Arturo Velasquez Institute (AVI) and Windy City Harvest 
farm sites. The spring and summer semesters are 75% 
hands-on learning during fieldwork days at Windy City 
Harvest sites and 25% classroom-based learning. The 
core curriculum of this program is based on the Univer-
sity of California Santa Cruz Center for Agroecology & 
Sustainable Food Systems (Teaching Organic Farming 
and Gardening, and Teaching Direct Marketing & Small 
Farm Viability); The Market Gardener by Jean-Martin 
Fortier; and Growing for Market, which offers best prac-
tice recommendations on food and human safety pre-
cautions and record keeping. An updated Apprentice-
ship Program syllabus is offered each year and includes 
expected apprenticeship outcomes, a list of texts and 
materials required and provided, the grading system 
explanation, classroom policies, and a weekly schedule 
of learning components. During this period, Apprentic-
es also engage with the Roots of Success environmen-
tal literacy curriculum to develop work-readiness skills 
and learn about green career pathways.

After completing classroom and growing instruction, 
Apprentices are assigned to a three-month paid in-
ternship starting the first week of August at a farm site, 
where they get relevant experience and close supervi-
sion. Apprentices are paid hourly for 30 hours per week 
and participate in regular check-ins from Windy City 
Harvest staff. The paid work experience is a critical part 
of the program model and allows Windy City Harvest 
to develop and strengthen working relationships with 
many local commercial and nonprofit operations that 
are part of the Chicago-area food hub.

Prior to the start date of the internship, Apprentices work 
with their instructors to determine two S.M.A.R.T. Goals 
for their internship. These goals focus on production 
or farm management skills they would like to develop 
during their internship. Apprentices also work with their 
internship supervisor to set a third goal that focuses on 
long-term professional growth. The instructor will touch 
base with an Apprentice on their S.M.A.R.T. Goal prog-
ress at each internship check-in. Apprentices complete 
a Sustainable Urban Agriculture Skills and Knowledge 
Self-Evaluation four times during the course of their 

program. This evaluation helps Apprentices track their 
experience levels for discrete skills, identify a resource 
for learning more about these skills, and plot next steps 
for gaining further experience. This practice of defining 
and measuring both goals and skills development help 
Apprentices keep track of what they are learning and 
its contribution to their professional and personal out-
comes. Instructor check-ins help Apprentices negotiate 
problems that may arise during the internship and reaf-
firm the program’s commitment to individual learning 
and growth.  

PARTICIPANT PROFILE:  
CHEF MEL, WINDY CITY HARVEST ALLOTMENT 
GARDENS AND APPRENTICESHIP PROGRAM

Chef Mel Carter began her relationship with Windy City 
Harvest in 2013 as a curious onlooker to the building 
of the Windy City Harvest’s Legends South farm on the 
site of the former Robert Taylor Homes, a public hous-
ing project. Attracted by the security of the location 

and the community of other gardeners, Chef Mel was 
soon working her own allotment. In 2018, after helping 
an apprentice with her harvest and learning about the 
program, Chef Mel entered the Apprenticeship Program 
with a fellowship from the Chicago Housing Authority 
Partners in Education program. The program helped 
Chef Mel identify her professional passion:

“I realized that my role in agriculture was to combine 
my chef and urban agriculture training with horticulture 
therapy to bring my skills full circle to support kids eat-
ing what they grow. It becomes therapeutic for them, 
the sensation of growing, smelling, touching the food 
– a calming soothing, new environment – an amazing 
process for them.”

Toward this goal, Chef Mel completed the Chicago Bo-
tanic Garden’s horticulture therapy certificate program 
in 2019 with scholarship support from the Michaels Or-
ganization, Windy City Harvest’s partner for Legends 
South farm. Now that her training is complete, Chef Mel 
wants to use her agricultural knowledge and therapeu-
tic skills by working with youth:

“I hope to install sensory gardens at farms in under-
served areas to serve kids that have been traumatized 
here in Chicago communities… I enjoy listening to the 
kids, explaining how I put meals together, what the 
meal is, where the produce and ingredients are from – I 
want the kids to feel important, I want their input, I want 
them to feel heard and to know how their day is going.”

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/apprenticeship
http://www.ccc.edu/colleges/daley/departments/Pages/Arturo-Velasquez-Institute.aspx
http://www.ccc.edu/colleges/daley/departments/Pages/Arturo-Velasquez-Institute.aspx
https://casfs.ucsc.edu/about/publications/index.html
https://casfs.ucsc.edu/about/publications/index.html
http://www.themarketgardener.com/
https://www.growingformarket.com/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/u4ig30qeqgm8y6v/Syllabus%202019%20WCH%20Apprenticeship.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/u4ig30qeqgm8y6v/Syllabus%202019%20WCH%20Apprenticeship.pdf?dl=0
https://rootsofsuccess.org/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/inxmts3482jaqkc/Updated%20SMART%20Goals%20WS%20WCH%20Apprenticeship.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/rum7thwrwqwgy6x/2017%20Skills%20%26%20Knowledge%20Self%20Evaluation.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/rum7thwrwqwgy6x/2017%20Skills%20%26%20Knowledge%20Self%20Evaluation.pdf?dl=0
https://www.thecha.org/residents/partners-in-education-program
https://www.thecha.org/residents/partners-in-education-program
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PARTICIPANT PROFILES: 
JUAN CEDILLO AND DULCE MORALES,  
WINDY CITY HARVEST’S INCUBATOR  
PROGRAM

In 2009, Juan Cedillo walked into the Arturo Velazquez 
Institute looking to continue his education and found 
the Windy City Harvest Apprenticeship program. Since 
graduating from this program, he has taken several 
short courses at the Chicago Botanic Garden and Windy 
City Harvest including edible landscaping, tree trim-
ming, and season extension. Dulce Morales participat-
ed in the business and entrepreneurship course, now 
offered in partnership with the YWCA and a required 
course for all incubator farmers, to refine the business 
model for Cedillo’s Family Farm. Juan and Dulce began 
their farm business, Cedillo’s Fresh Produce, at the in-
cubator farm at the Legends South urban farm site, and 
after one season, graduated to a partner organization’s 
site nearby to grow their business.

Although Juan’s family had been in the farming busi-
ness for generations, his education at Windy City Har-
vest helped him and Dulce succeed as growers for 

farmers’ markets. Learning to crop plan and learning 
alongside other incubating farms provided them with 
a community of practice and a network for accessing 
support that has helped them grow. In addition, their 
daughter Alex participated in the Windy City Harvest 
Youth Farm program for several seasons. Alex currently 
works as part of Cedillo’s Fresh Produce part-time.

“It has been hard to be successful, even if we are  
going into our fifth year,” said Dulce. “It's hard to have a 
successful business, but we have found lots of support.  
Having that support has allowed us to commit.”

A big part of the incubating experience is about sharing 
knowledge, resources, and even helping hands when 
necessary. Cedillo’s Fresh Produce has benefited from 
what others have shared, and is now at the point of pay-
ing it forward: “We’ve received help, and now we want 
to help others who are incubating. We want to share 
tips, lend a hand, and attend meetings of new growers 
so that we can share our knowledge on how to navigate 
hiccups. We are the humans doing the work now, so we 
get to share our experience and help.”

Urban agriculture business  
development

The USDA describes a “beginning farmer” as anyone with less than ten years of farming experience5.  As farmers 
become more confident in their growing skills and strike out to start their own farm businesses, there are still 
many challenges, particularly in urban areas.  Botanic gardens have the opportunity to continue to support small 
businesses with access to land, water, and markets that they might not otherwise be able to secure.  

PROGRAM EXAMPLE: 
WINDY CITY HARVEST’S INCUBATOR  
PROGRAM

Graduates of Windy City Harvest’s Apprenticeship 
Program who wish to take the next step as beginning 
farmers can apply to the Windy City Harvest’s Incuba-
tor Program at Legends South, a three-acre farm site 
located on Chicago’s South Side next to a mixed-in-
come housing development. The program reduces the 
risks of starting one’s own farming-related enterprise 
by providing land, mentorship, and shared tools for 
farmers launching a farm business. Incubator farmers 
are carefully selected each year from student applicants 
who have completed the Apprenticeship Program and a 
10-week Business and Entrepreneurship course offered 
through a partnership between the Small Business De-

velopment Corporation (SBDC) of Illinois and the Young 
Women’s Christian Association (YWCA). Fifty percent of 
farm businesses accepted into the Incubator Program 
and 100% of the businesses that have stayed on the 
land for more than two years are minority-owned.

Farm businesses that are accepted into the program 
receive a two-year maximum low-cost lease, a 1/8- to 
1/4 -acre of ready-to-farm land, access to tools and 
equipment, access to a GAP (Good Agricultural Prac-
tices)-compliant processing facility and irrigation, and 
shared access to Windy City Harvest’s markets. In ad-
dition, farm businesses receive mentoring support and 
technical assistance from a small farm business consul-
tant who partners with Farm Commons, a national legal 
aid group for small farmers.  

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/careers/incubator
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/careers/incubator
https://www.dropbox.com/s/d0koscpnji7q75i/Business%20entrepreneurship%20course.pdf?dl=0
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/auditing/gap-ghp
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/auditing/gap-ghp
https://farmcommons.org/
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Evaluation and Program Growth
Urban agriculture programs at public gardens may grow 
and evolve in response to the interests of current par-
ticipants, new partnership opportunities, and commu-
nity priorities. This push and pull from both inside and 
outside the program is characteristic of site-specific 
urban agriculture programming. For example, an influ-
ence from inside a program would be participants in a 
transitional jobs training program expressing interest in 
learning to start their own farm businesses, leading to 
the development of a new program with a business-de-
velopment focus. Influences from outside the program 
could include changing priorities of partners and com-
munity groups. Urban agriculture program staff at pub-
lic gardens should pay close attention to existing stra-
tegic plans from local community groups. These plans 
typically outline community priorities and can shine a 
light on how resourced organizations can wrap those 
resources around community priority areas. Finally, 
funders and sponsors often challenge the program to 
grow in a specific way. Determining how funders’ inter-
ests align with community priorities requires finesse, 
but the vision for growth should be based on the feed-
back provided by partners and participants.

Windy City Harvest created a values statement in 
2015 as a way to guide the program’s expansion 
before the construction of the Farm on Ogden. This 
values statement is more specific than the mission 
of the botanic garden, and gives employees an ex-
pectation of the organization’s culture. Windy City 
Harvest’s original values statement was drafted 
with input from staff and participants and is revis-
ited annually.

Key Takeaways
•  Urban agriculture programs have the potential to sup-

port public gardens’ missions of connecting people 
and plants, by improving community access to nutri-
tious food and by building skills for new audiences to 
enter a range of plant-related careers.

•  Urban agriculture programs may serve a wide range 
of audiences, and offer opportunities for public gar-
dens to connect with new audiences. Urban agricul-
ture program audiences may include—but are not 
limited to—community gardeners, youth, individuals 
facing barriers to employment, prospective urban 
farmers and farm business owners, and individuals 
experiencing food insecurity or diet-related disease.

•  Urban agriculture programs may address a wide range 
of community needs, including building job skills and 
addressing community health and food access chal-
lenges.

•  Urban agriculture programs evolve over time in re-
sponse to a variety of factors, including participant 
feedback about how well the program is meeting ex-
pressed needs and interests, changes in community 
and funder priorities, and new opportunities for part-
nership.

Reflection Questions
•  How do you see current or future urban agriculture 

programs supporting your public garden’s mission?

•  What new audiences could urban agriculture pro-
gramming help your public garden engage?

•  What needs in your community might be addressed 
through urban agriculture programming? Who are po-
tential partners that could help you understand com-
munity needs and interests?

•  What resources and partners may be available to help 
you initiate or expand urban agriculture programming?

Nutrition Programs
Teaching people how to grow and prepare fresh fruits and vegetables, and increasing access to healthy foods can 
be important goals of food programs at public gardens2. Windy City Harvest frames food access in terms of five 
separate tenets, each of which is vital to all successful urban agriculture initiatives. These tenets are: economic 
accessibility, physical accessibility, cultural relevance, quality food preparation skills, and understood health value to 
the population served. All collaborative projects are designed with these five points in mind.

PROGRAM EXAMPLE: WINDY CITY HARVEST’S 
VEGGIERx PROGRAM
Windy City Harvest’s VeggieRx: Food as Medicine Pro-
gram works to increase food access in urban neighbor-
hoods, and improve health outcomes for SNAP-enrolled 
individuals and patients at local community health cen-
ters. VeggieRx began in 2016 through a partnership with 
the Lawndale Christian Health Center (LCHC), a network 
of community health centers located on Chicago’s West 
Side. Patients at the Center are referred by medical pro-
viders and VeggieRx prescriptions are integrated into 
their electronic medical records. Patients are referred if 
they have a diet-related disease, currently receive SNAP 
benefits, or are experiencing food insecurity. Participants 
receive a bag of seasonal produce that includes six to 
eight different varieties of produce, and coupons to shop 
at a nearby farmers’ market. In addition, VeggieRx Pro-
gram participants are invited to attend weekly commu-
nity classes that include cooking demonstrations and 
nutrition education.

VeggieRx is made possible through its health provider 
partnerships, which have expanded with the success 
of the program to include an additional two communi-
ty health networks, PCC Wellness and Loyola Center for 

Health. Funding for the program comes from the US-
DA’s Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program (for-
merly known as the Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive 
(FINI) Program), which aims to: increase the purchase of 
fruits and vegetables by SNAP recipients by providing 
incentives, encourage local stakeholders to collaborate 
around improved health and nutrition, and develop ef-
fective and replicable processes for benefit redemption.

Like any new program, VeggieRx has evolved over time 
to better meet the needs of participants. Early on, Windy 
City Harvest found that the program had a few champi-
ons at Lawndale Christian Health Center, but that most 
healthcare providers were confused by the program and 
reported that they often did not feel they had time during 
appointments to talk about nutrition. Windy City Harvest 
staff hosted information sessions over breakfast for pro-
viders, attended all-staff meetings at LCHC, and spent 
time at the clinics, informally meeting with LCHC staff 
to help familiarize them with the program. Windy City 
Harvest and LCHC were also able to work together to in-
corporate VeggieRx into their Electronic Medical Records 
system. The provider education plus an easy referral pro-
cess were critical to increasing the number of providers 
who referred patients.

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/veggieRx
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/veggieRx
https://www.lawndale.org/
https://www.pccwellness.org/
https://www.loyolamedicine.org/
https://www.loyolamedicine.org/
https://nifa.usda.gov/funding-opportunity/food-insecurity-nutrition-incentive-fini-grant-program
https://nifa.usda.gov/funding-opportunity/food-insecurity-nutrition-incentive-fini-grant-program
https://nifa.usda.gov/funding-opportunity/food-insecurity-nutrition-incentive-fini-grant-program
https://nifa.usda.gov/funding-opportunity/food-insecurity-nutrition-incentive-fini-grant-program
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Building Effective  
Partnerships
Objectives
•  Provide examples of various types of partners and 

their potential roles in supporting urban agriculture 
programs.

•  Identify three key principles for effective partnership 
development.

•  Describe strategies for building informal networks 
that lay the groundwork for potential collaborations.

•  Describe factors to consider when deciding to enter 
into a new urban agriculture partnership.

Introduction
Successful urban agriculture programs often include 
partnerships that increase access to public gardens 
and opportunities for programming in local communi-
ties. They can facilitate relationship building between 
public garden staff, local residents, and members of 
community-based organizations. They can also function 
in more measurable ways by improving access to land 
and agricultural infrastructure, connecting a public gar-
den with a program audience, and engaging commu-
nities in nutrition, health, and job skills programming. 
Partnerships, especially with community-based organi-
zations, typically require a sizable investment of time 
and energy, but the payoff of increased program impact 
and community support is often well worth the effort. 
This section provides general principles on partnership 
development and outlines a set of practices for engag-
ing potential partners.  

Urban agriculture programs may have multiple kinds 
of working relationships: with community-based social 
service organizations, city or municipal agencies, advo-
cacy organizations, community health centers, corpo-
rations, and school systems. Successful and enduring 
partner relationships depend on identifying who will be 
using the program, where the program is located, and 
developing relationships with community leaders who 

help make appropriate connections among partners 
and between organizations and community residents.

Windy City Harvest relies on partnerships for all sites 
and programs. Windy City Harvest’s Site and Program-
ming Partners Chart provides detailed information 
about partnerships across Windy City Harvest’s pro-
grams. Windy City Harvest’s partnerships are grounded 
in three key principles: meet the community where it 
lives, allow partnerships  to grow organically, and build 
trust with smaller projects first, which will lead to deep-
er connections over time.

Community Relationships
Neighborhood outreach and relationship building prior 
to initiating an urban agriculture program are essential 
to program success. An outside institution that enters 
a community without building bridges is not accessible 
and may be perceived as isolated and insular by valuable 
potential partners. Funders and foundation staff are crit-
ical networkers in this regard, and are often connected 
with organizations that might be interested in partner-
ing with urban agriculture programs. Staff should strive 
to attend meetings that already exist rather than create 
a new set of meetings. This shows respect for the time 
and efforts that have already been taken, and an ac-
knowledgment that you are a guest in the community.

Partnership Growth and  
Evolution
It takes time for organizations to build trust and evalu-
ate the benefits of a partnership. Understanding “what I 
get out of it” is a process that requires partners to iden-
tify goals with tangible, measurable impacts as they ne-
gotiate different values and priorities, all of which takes 
time. Programs that emerge from partnerships will be 
unique, reflecting the assets, opportunities, and values 
of the partners involved. It is almost impossible to rec-
reate a specific program’s success in one context just 
because it worked in another. Successful urban agricul-
ture programming is not a formula, but taking the time 
and care to nurture partnerships and allowing them to 
grow organically is almost always an essential part of 
the equation.

Building Trust Over Time
The third principle of effective partnerships is that trust 
builds over time. Partnerships may start out relatively 
simple, but over time and with initial program success, 
the roles of partners may expand. It is not uncommon 
for expansive partnerships to start out on a trial basis 
and grow from there. Similarly, institutions can leverage 
initial successes of partnerships to expand their audi-
ences and increase their fundraising asks, as well as 
to grow programs and add program sites. Partnerships 
offer many opportunities for learning and for discov-
ering the benefits and limitations of an organizational 
relationship. They can also be invaluable resources for 
achieving program goals. Discerning approaches that 
work well (and not as well) in relationship with pro-
gram partners is essential to the evolution and growth 
of urban agriculture programs, and critical to how in-
stitutions should consider program expansion. Finally, 
successful partnerships can help programs expand 
their reach to new communities, serving as a reference 
point that helps gain support for an institution’s pres-
ence elsewhere. 

CASE EXAMPLE: LEVERAGING PARTNERSHIPS 
FOR PROGRAM EXPANSION AT WINDY CITY 
HARVEST’S YOUTH FARM

Windy City Harvest’s first Youth Farm in Chicago was 
constructed in the North Lawndale neighborhood on 
the city’s West Side in 2005. Program staff had an in-
terest in serving more communities, but it wasn’t until 
another community organization reached out to invite 
them to partner that they seriously considered expan-
sion. They found that the Youth Farm program in North 
Lawndale had generated social capital, and were able 
to parlay the success of that location to the South Side 
Washington Park community. A manager at the Chi-
cago Park District helped Windy City Harvest acquire 
space next to a high school located on park land, then 
successfully petitioned the local alderman for money 
to fence the site. Everywhere Windy City Harvest has 
expanded has been strategically aligned, and has only 
happened with community invitation.   

https://www.dropbox.com/s/e53rxucib5jlef1/Partners%20Sites%20Programming%20Chart.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/e53rxucib5jlef1/Partners%20Sites%20Programming%20Chart.xlsx?dl=0
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Key Takeaways
•  There are a wide range of potential urban agriculture 

partners (e.g., community-based organizations, city 
or municipal agencies, advocacy organizations, health 
centers, corporations, school systems) that can con-
nect urban agriculture programs with new audiences 
and resources.

•  Effective partnership development takes time and 
attention. Cultivate strong community relationships, 
allow partnerships to grow organically, and recognize 
that relationships with partners grow stronger through 
shared experiences and successes over time.  

•  Building networks, by attending existing community 
meetings and engaging in neighborhood relationship 
building, can improve collaboration potential with pro-
spective community partners.

•  Shared values and mutual incentive for collaboration 
are essential for successful partnerships.

Reflection Questions
•  Considering your public garden’s vision for its urban 

agriculture programming, who are potential partners 
from various sectors (e.g., community-based organi-
zations, city or municipal agencies, advocacy organi-
zations, health centers, corporations, school systems) 
with complementary assets and expertise?

•  How could you envision partnership choices influenc-
ing your urban agriculture program’s participants, lo-
cation, and goals?

•  What do you see as the key “dos and don’ts” for 
building collaborative relationships in support of your 
urban agriculture programming?

•  What would a successful urban agriculture partner-
ship look like to you?

Partnership Management
Managing partnerships takes time and consistent at-
tention by program staff and public garden leadership. 
Potential partners may take the initiative in contacting 
public gardens with established urban agriculture pro-
grams, but that is not always the case, especially with 
smaller gardens. Public garden staff should carefully 
consider what a program needs to meet its goals, and 
how that aligns with the interests and goals of a po-
tential partner. This type of strategic planning strength-
ens the foundation of a partnership. The next step is to 
broach the idea with the potential partner. The key, of 
course, is cultivating a contact within the community 
partner organization who can advocate for opening that 
door. Shared values and a mutual incentive in working 
together are the operating conditions for making the 
partnership work. CASE EXAMPLE: INITIATING A PARTNERSHIP 

BETWEEN WINDY CITY HARVEST AND CITY 
COLLEGES OF CHICAGO

Building informal networks and participating in com-
munity-wide conversations is an ongoing process that 
improves collaboration potential. Significant program-
matic opportunities emerge from these conversations, 
involving partnerships that would not have otherwise 
been realized. Windy City Harvest’s partnership with 
the City Colleges of Chicago (CCC) at the Arturo Velas-
quez campus is one such example. The Chicago Botanic 
Garden’s partnership with a local social service agency 
opened the door to a permanent location and partner-
ship for Windy City Harvest’s in-city operations at the 
Arturo Velasquez greenhouse. At the time, the CCC rec-
ognized this as an opportunity to use a currently un-
derutilized asset. The collaboration has been of lasting, 
mutual benefit to both the City Colleges and the Chica-
go Botanic Garden. 
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Soil management. Soil health is the heart of organic 
growing practices. The Chicago Botanic Garden’s recipe 
for growing in raised beds is 1/3 topsoil and 2/3 organic 
compost. At sites where soil is mounded on geotex-
tile fabric and edged with a wood retaining barrier—a 
technique sometimes called “windrow growing”—the 
mixture is roughly the same. Green manure and proper 
crop rotation are also important when growing inten-
sively. Cover cropping provides organic matter and aids 
with soil structure, nitrogen production, soil microbial 
activity, nutrient enhancement, and weed suppression.

Compost site. Composting is essential to healthy soils, 
and creating your own compost increases a garden’s 
self-sufficiency. Some municipalities have strict guide-
lines on composting, so be sure to check your local 
regulations. Reference books such as The Rodale Book 
of Composting6 can be helpful resources. Grass clip-
pings, leaves, garden waste, and food scraps can all be 
used to make compost for your garden. A small-scale 
compost system can be easily constructed. The typical 
three-bin system works for small-scale sites, whereas 
a windrow system is more amenable to larger-scale op-
erations.

Farm Design and  
Operation
Objectives
•  Describe unique considerations for establishing a 

new urban farm site, including factors related to the 
site’s physical and social context.

•  Provide a rationale for good record keeping in urban 
agriculture programs, and give examples of data that 
urban agriculture programs may track.

•  Become familiar with guidelines and food safety re-
sources that can facilitate the safe production, han-
dling, and distribution of produce from urban farm 
sites.

•  List factors that can inform the crop varieties and 
quantities that urban farms plan to grow and sell.

•  Describe typical staff roles in urban agriculture pro-
grams and potential benefits of recruiting program 
participants for staff positions.

Farm Production Overview
Windy City Harvest sites have two primary functions: 
achieving program-specific goals related to participant 
growth and producing large quantities of high-quali-
ty produce. Windy City Harvest staff have found that 
maintaining high expectations for farm production and 
site aesthetics leads to better training for participants 
working at Windy City Harvest farms, and enables in-
creased food production. Each site has a sales goal 
that is determined by reviewing the size of the growing 
space, the site’s primary market, and the intensity of 
educational programming on site. Site staff and partic-
ipants complete a monthly walk-through of the site to 
review any issues with aesthetics, including ornamen-
tal areas, weed pressure, and site organization. Windy 
City Harvest’s production standards have evolved over 
the years and staff  have found that setting production 
goals, like sales goals or pounds produced, is key to 
maximizing food production.

Windy City Harvest uses a wide variety of resources 
to inform growing, harvesting, and distribution of pro-
duce. For example, the Windy City Harvest program 
subscribes to Growing for Market, an online publication 
for local food producers. Program staff also reference 
The Market Gardener and other print publications on 
technical topics (see Additional Resources).

Location and Site  
Considerations
Urban agriculture sites require careful analysis prior 
to design. In addition, depending on municipal regula-
tions, urban agriculture sites may require additional zon-
ing permits for infrastructure such as fencing.

Shade, beyond what is required to keep program partic-
ipants from being overheated, is undesirable for urban 
agriculture sites. When selecting a site, be aware of 
structures and objects that cause shade like buildings, 
trees, solid fences, dense hedge rows, and low-lying 
areas. It is also important to identify the remains of a 
building foundation, cement slabs, and low-lying areas 
that may collect water. A good initial task is to sketch 
where traffic flow is most logical, where parking will be 
most efficient, and where deliveries can be offloaded 
most easily. A sketch of the site should include all of 
these elements, and should ideally be created by a pro-
fessional landscape designer. See image at right

Soil Considerations
Soil contamination. Heavy metals, like lead and other 
contaminants, are typical soil problems in urban areas. 
Program staff should know their site’s history and use a 
professional lab service to test the soil. Even if the plan 
is to grow only in raised beds, contamination of the ex-
isting soil must be properly mitigated. It is important to 
check with the municipality, as overall zoning varies city 
by city. The Advocates for Urban Agriculture Resource 
Guide offers an excellent overview of site selection 
considerations and soil contamination issues.

https://www.growingformarket.com
https://www.themarketgardener.com/book
https://www.themarketgardener.com/book
https://auachicago.org/resources/
https://auachicago.org/resources/
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 Fencing. Municipal codes may require a certain type or 
style of fencing, so check with the relevant city agency. 
A deer fence is necessary if deer are an issue. Besides 
keeping unwanted animals out, fencing helps create a 
sense of safety for the participants and a defined place 
where community and teamwork can flourish. Some 
community farming programs choose not to fence their 
sites if having an open, easily accessible site aligns 
with the mission and purpose of their programming.

 Raised beds. For raised bed construction, Windy City 
Harvest uses untreated cedar timbers, typically mea-
suring 6” x 6” x 8’. If beds are constructed at 4-foot 
widths, the timbers can be cut in half. Windy City Har-
vest uses this method without digging a trench or lining 
with rock.

 Geotextile barriers. If the garden site soil test comes 
back with contaminants above 400 ppm of lead, it is es-
sential to use a heavy-duty barrier between the existing 
soil and the soil in which vegetables will be grown, and 
as an underlayment on mulch-covered walking paths.

Greenhouse or hoophouse. These structures are 
typically considered permanent hardscape elements. 
Greenhouses are expensive because they require a 
poured foundation, water, and electricity hook-ups. 
Growers will often use a modified hoophouse as a 
greenhouse by adding propane heaters and fabric row 
covers.

Hardscape Requirements
Once a site is identified, there are a variety of hardscape components to consider when designing the space.

 Water source. Decide whether you will be watering 
from a municipal source such as a fire hydrant, a lawn 
hydrant, or a regular water spigot. The difference in wa-

ter pressure will 
vary depending 
on the source. The 
cost and availabili-
ty of water varies 
from city to city, 
and many cities 
do not have per-
mits designated 
for urban farms. 
It is important for 
programs to work 
closely with their 
water department 
to determine their 
options and the 
cost for water ac-
cess.

Washpack station. A covered station to wash produce 
in a food-safe manner is necessary. Windy City Har-
vest uses Produce Safety Alliance training resources 
from Cornell University. Food-grade surfaces, overhead 
plumbing. and draining water are key considerations. 
The washpack station is often attached to a storage 
shed.

 Storage shed. A simple, cost-effective way to store 
tools, equipment, and program participant supplies is 
a shipping container. These can be painted, and shade 
structures can be attached to make the units more at-
tractive.

 Irrigation. Drip-tape is recommended as a regular wa-
ter source because it conserves both time and water. 
However, investing in a drip-irrigation system is a large 
up-front cost and may not be necessary for smaller 
sites, or when budgets are tight. Program participants 
should water intermittently by hand, which allows them 
to learn how to water and to observe how plants re-
spond to different water levels.

https://producesafetyalliance.cornell.edu/
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Staffing
Organizationally, Windy City Harvest is situated in the 
Chicago Botanic Garden’s Learning and Engagement 
department. Individual staff responsibilities are in-
formed by departmental staff structure and determined 
by leadership based on what they think the enterprise 
needs to flourish and serve its stakeholders more fully. 
Volunteers can fill some of these positions. Many urban 
agriculture training programs rely heavily on volunteers 
to support both production and programming tasks. 
See staffing chart on the following page.

Initially, programs may hire for a primary need and then 
cross-train staff in other areas as needed. Some Windy 
City Harvest sites have the capacity to support both a 
grower and a program coordinator.  A good grower is 
the foundation of a successful production garden, so 
their responsibilities are usually 80% production and 
20% programming. The program coordinator’s job is 
more like 20% production and 80% programming. This 
model works well for sites that focus heavily on educa-
tional programming. Gaining experience outside a staff 
member’s main responsibility builds room for growth 
and promotes organizational sustainability. However, in 
a program’s early years, a full-time staff member may 
need to fulfill both of these roles. Windy City Harvest 

has been able to hire more full-time staff over the years 
by leveraging added contracts, increasing sales, and in-
creasing program capacity.

Windy City Harvest works to intentionally recruit pro-
gram graduates into year-round and seasonal positions. 
Internal recruitment provides a continuum of oppor-
tunity for program participants. Further, by hiring staff 
who come up through programs, they are already fa-
miliar with organizational culture, programs, and values. 
About half of the year-round staff have graduated from 
a Windy City Harvest program. When recruiting for 
new positions, staff advertise directly to graduates and 
non-hiring personnel on the Windy City Harvest team 
will encourage qualified graduates to apply.  Windy 
City Harvest advocated for changes to some position 
requirements to make them more accessible to gradu-
ates.  For example, manager-level positions at the Chi-
cago Botanic Garden used to require a master’s degree, 
which excluded most of the department’s most skilled 
supervisors. Public gardens must commit to evaluating 
their hiring practices at all levels to address any struc-
tural barriers that would prevent them from hiring grad-
uates of training programs into leadership roles.

Record keeping
Keeping accurate records of purchases, crop plans and 
rotations, seed and supply orders, permits, certificates, 
and staffing schedules is essential for a successful 
urban agricultural operation. Windy City Harvest uses 
both electronic and written record keeping tools, and 
teaches the basics of record keeping in its programs. 
Food growing requires intensive record keeping to 
maintain safety standards for traceability.

Good Agricultural Practices, 
Good Handling Practices, and 
food safety
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) and Good Handling 
Practices (GHP) are voluntary audits that verify that 
fruits and vegetables are produced, packed, handled, 
and stored as safely as possible to minimize risks of mi-
crobial food safety hazards. Local extension and USDA 
offices can provide information on GAPs and food safe-
ty.

Windy City Harvest has compiled a list of food safety 
facts and standards that cover food safety standards for 
personal hygiene, harvest and post-harvest handling, 
storage and transport, and in setting up farm stands. 
They also have established guidelines for harvesting 
and a set of standards for running a farm market stand. 
These protocols are comprehensive and reflect practic-
es developed over more than a decade of farm markets 
staffed by a variety of Windy City Harvest program par-
ticipants. 

Windy City Harvest staff receive extensive training in 
food safety annually. The team has two year-round team 
members who are highly trained in on-farm food safety.  
They train the year-round and seasonal staff annually 
in on-farm food safety best practices. Year-round staff 
then train each cohort of program participants. 

All year-round staff have Produce Safety Alliance Grower 
certificates. Many year-round staff hold ServSafe Man-
ager Certificates; this certificate is specific to commer-
cial kitchen work and is not necessary for farms with-
out a production kitchen. Windy City Harvest also offers 
ServSafe Food Handlers certificates for some program 
participants. This certificate trains in basic food safety 

for kitchens and is an affordable option for introductory 
food safety that also provides trainees with a certificate 
for future employment opportunities.

Sales targets and crop  
planning
Setting appropriate sales targets serves multiple pur-
poses; it is key to growing your market, it can be an ef-
fective and motivational training tool, and it helps begin-
ning farmers know how to project income from future 
farm sites. To set an appropriate sales target, establish 
a baseline in the first year, and aim to increase your 
sales by 10% in year two.

Knowing your audience is a key consideration when 
planning which crops to grow for sale. Storage and con-
tamination risks must also be considered. Creating a 
successful crop plan that also benefits the surround-
ing neighborhood requires growers to solicit commu-
nity feedback. By simply talking to customers, growers 
communicate what they’re selling and pay attention to 
the demand that’s out there. Casual conversations help 
reveal what crops shoppers can’t find (or can’t find at 
the price they want). The VeggieRx crop guidelines have 
been developed over several years with feedback from 
Windy City Harvest customers. This list includes crops 
that store well and are not considered high-risk from a 
food safety perspective. A handful of fruits and vege-
tables are not accepted into VeggieRx boxes because 
they are not considered desirable, don’t store well, or 
are high risk in terms of food safety.

https://www.dropbox.com/home/Resource%20Manual%20literature/Resource%20sections/Appendix%20docs/Designing_Working%20Farm?preview=PRODUCTION+LOGS+Updated+2019.xls
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/auditing/gap-ghp
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/auditing/gap-ghp
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ff55inn0nvfxdqm/Food%20Safety%20Standards_updated%20June%202019.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ff55inn0nvfxdqm/Food%20Safety%20Standards_updated%20June%202019.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/26twiffsggvbunx/WCH%20Market%20Standards%20FINAL.doc?dl=0
https://producesafetyalliance.cornell.edu/training/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/9tzp4gshvb2tyf4/Veggie%20Rx%20Guidelines.xlsx.pdf?dl=0
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Key Takeaways
•  Establishing a new urban farm site requires consid-

eration of physical factors such as soil health, water 
access, and shading, and sociopolitical factors such 
as zoning, support from elected officials, and relation-
ship-building with local community members. It also 
requires consideration of hardscape requirements, 
including proper fencing; growing spaces; a water 
source and irrigation; and storage and food handling 
areas.

•  Thorough record keeping is important for both pro-
gram management and food safety. Urban agricul-
ture programs may benefit from keeping records of 
purchases, crop plans and rotations, seed and supply 
orders, permits, certificates, and staffing schedules.

•  Safe food production, handling, and distribution can 
be supported through voluntary audits (e.g., Good Ag-
ricultural Practices [GAP] and Good Handling Practic-
es [GHP]); comprehensive staff training; and requiring 
staff to obtain relevant food safety and food handling 
certifications.

•  Decisions about crop varieties and quantities for ur-
ban farm sites can be informed by factors such as 
feedback from prospective consumers, food storage 
capabilities, and food safety considerations. After 
establishing a baseline for sales in the first season, 
programs can use the last season’s records to inform 
future sales targets and planning.

•  Staff positions for urban agriculture programs typi-
cally require an understanding of food production or 
program coordination, and often both. When urban 
agriculture programs have the ability to hire program 
graduates for staff positions, new staff come to their 
roles already familiar with organizational culture, val-
ues, and programs. The practice of hiring from within 
creates a continuum of opportunity for program par-
ticipants.

Reflection Questions
•  Do you have a prospective urban farm site in mind? 

What questions will you need to answer about the 
physical site and the community in which it is situated 
before deciding how and whether to move forward 
with establishing a farm there?

•  For your current or envisioned urban agriculture pro-
gram, what types of records will be most important 
for staff to keep?

•  Considering how you plan to use the food you pro-
duce in your urban agriculture program, what will you 
do to meet food safety requirements?

•  Considering your goals for your urban agriculture pro-
gram (e.g., sales to local community, training partic-
ipants as skilled growers, addressing nutritional is-
sues), what types of crops do you envision growing? 
What sources of information can help you with crop 
planning and with sales targets if you plan to grow 
food to sell?

•  What knowledge, skills, and responsibilities are need-
ed among your program staff?

•  What could a staffing structure for your urban agricul-
ture program look like? Are there opportunities to hire 
program participants for staff roles?A
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Where can we look for possible sources of support 
and examples? Sources of support for urban agricul-
ture programs might include government funding (local, 
state, and federal), in-kind contributions, private founda-
tions, businesses, small individual donations, and major 
individual gifts.

Importance of Teamwork
A team approach between program and fundraising staff 
generates the greatest probability of success. At the 
Chicago Botanic Garden, program staff implement pro-
gram activities, collect and document important data, 
and communicate goals and plans to fundraising staff. 
Program staff are also responsible for earned income 
and in-kind support. Fundraising staff focus on securing 
grants and contributions to support program activities 
and plans. This includes cultivating and sustaining rela-
tionships with funders and identifying the limitations of 
funding, aspects that may have to be achieved by other 
means such as earned income, in-kind support, other 
community partnerships, or volunteers.

Good communication and teamwork between develop-
ment and program staff can lead to opportunities that 
will benefit the program and participants even when 
monetary donation is not an option. For example, ac-
cess to land presented an initial challenge for Windy 
City Harvest. Since the Chicago Botanic Garden is not 
positioned to purchase land, WCH program staff culti-
vated a diverse set of partners willing to provide ac-
cess to vacant lots and suburban land, using various 

sustainable growing techniques to ensure food safety. 
The stability of the Chicago Botanic Garden plus an ap-
pealing program and shared goals made the partner-
ships attractive.

The success of program and fundraising staff working 
together requires open lines of communication and a 
collaborative culture. Communication and collaboration 
between fundraising teams will help ensure that pro-
grams meet community and fundraising objectives and 
that programs have the resources they need.

Special Requests
Occasionally, fundraising staff may have special re-
quests from potential funders. Together, the program 
and fundraising teams determine how much variation is 
appropriate to meet funder interests. Primary consider-
ations include:

•  Is the change manageable within regular program ac-
tivities?

•  Does the requested addition enhance the program?

•  Program staff and fundraisers should work together 
to determine how much flexibility is appropriate for 
a funder’s requests. Sometimes, a funder’s recom-
mendations to change programming are appropriate, 
while other times, they may be difficult to comply 
with or make it harder for the program to meet its 
mission.

Fundraising for Urban 
Agriculture Programs
Objectives
•  Describe roles and responsibilities for program staff 

and fundraising staff in collaborating to cultivate sup-
port for urban agriculture programs.

•  Give examples of program data that may be of inter-
est to funders, and explain how data can help demon-
strate alignment between program outcomes and 
funder expectations.

•  List potential sources of funding and income for urban 
agriculture programs.

•  Describe how strategic communications and market-
ing can build internal and external support for urban 
agriculture programs.

Urban agriculture program development depends both 
on priority issues in the community and the extent of 
available assets. Stakeholders and partners, public and 
private funders, and program and fundraising staff all 
play a role in developing an urban agriculture program 
that can thrive as a community resource.

Critical Questions for Urban Agriculture 
Programs
Organizations interested in launching an urban agricul-
ture program can benefit from careful consideration of 
some key questions.

Who benefits from this program and how? Answers 
to this question might include potential program partici-
pants and specific ways they could benefit from engag-
ing in the program. This might include developing farm-
ing skills, gaining improved access to high quality food, 
developing social/emotional skills, strengthening work 
skills and employment history, and making connec-
tions in the community. Additionally, it can be useful to 
consider the ways the broader community can benefit 
from the program’s presence in the neighborhood—for 
example, through improved access to healthy food or 
new employment opportunities. Other beneficiaries of 
a new urban agriculture program might include funders 
and partner organizations, who are able to achieve their 

goals or increase their reach by engaging with the pro-
gram. Finally, launching an urban agriculture program 
can have benefits for the organization itself, such as a 
strengthened commitment to the local community and 
its interests.

What do we need for this program to operate? 
These considerations might include farm site needs 
such as growing space, greenhouses or hoophouses, 
equipment, water access, and restrooms. They might 
also include administrative and staffing considerations 
for the program, such as start-up and operational funds, 
office space, personnel, and training expertise. Impor-
tantly, to be able to operate, a new urban agriculture 
program will need relationships with potential partici-
pants themselves, or with organizations that can con-
nect them with potential interested participants.

Can partners with underutilized resources find a mu-
tually beneficial use for them by partnering with the 
program? Fundraising for an urban agriculture program 
may require seeking both funds, in-kind donations, or 
free expertise. For farm site needs, institutions such as 
schools, parks, churches, or healthcare facilities could 
be potential resources for accessing in-kind resources 
such as growing space, office space, access to water, 
and restrooms. Small businesses, companies, and real 
estate developers might also have the potential to pro-
vide access to land, equipment, materials and supplies, 
and funding. Other nonprofit organizations may be able 
to provide connections to potential participants or to ex-
pertise needed to run the program. Finally, foundations, 
government agencies, corporations, businesses, and 
individuals all can be potential sources of funding for 
urban agriculture programs.

Why should others care about this program? When 
introducing a possible program concept to potential 
stakeholders, it is useful to consider why these groups 
or individuals might be interested in getting involved. 
For new urban agriculture programs, these reasons 
might include that the program helps achieve stated 
goals identified by community members, offers ex-
pertise in a complementary field of interest, provides 
employment (e.g., for youth, for people with barri-
ers to employment), improves access to affordable 
high-quality food, beautifies the neighborhood, or deep-
ens institutional commitment and integration into the  
community.
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MANAGING DONOR INFLUENCE – TWO  
STORIES

Two examples illustrate positive and potentially det-
rimental donor influence. In the first example, Windy 
City Harvest welcomed a new programmatic concept 
suggested by a Youth Farm volunteer and individual do-
nor. From her years working side by side with youth, 
the volunteer observed that youth were coming to the 
program hungry. Subsequently, she proposed funding 
a healthy food club to provide breakfast and lunch to 
youth participants at all three Youth Farm sites. Windy 
City Harvest considered how and whether it could bring 
the idea to fruition, and developed a budget for the con-
cept. They decided to pilot the healthy food club, initial-
ly with financial support from the volunteer and indi-
vidual donor who proposed it. After a successful pilot, 
Windy City Harvest incorporated the concept as a fully 
integrated aspect of its youth program, sustaining the 
practice of providing healthy meals to participants be-
yond the initial financial gift. This enabled the program 
to better fulfill its long-standing commitment to healthy 
food.

In another case, Windy City Harvest opted not to imple-
ment a programmatic change suggested by a funder. 
In this situation, Windy City Harvest program and fund-
raising staff met with representatives from a potential 
corporate funder. Offering the possibility of one million 
dollars and farmland, they proposed that Windy City 
Harvest change its educational approach to incorporate 
growing techniques that were at odds with the organic 
growing practices they were committed to teaching in 
their programs. Fortunately, prior to the meeting, Chi-
cago Botanic Garden leadership assured fundraising 
and program staff that while they welcomed the con-
versation, the Chicago Botanic Garden had a policy that 
programmatic changes would not be considered if they 
did not align with the goals, values, or strategic direc-
tion of the program, regardless of the amount of the 
potential gift. The Chicago Botanic Garden respectfully 
explained this position and the conversation ended.

Meeting Funder Expectations
Donor relationships begin with initial conversations 
and a proposal that sets standards and expectations. 
Articulating manageable outcomes is an important role 
of grant seekers, as it helps funders understand the 
realities of implementation. Outcomes focus on the 

program goals that are most important to the funder, 
determined through careful review of the published 
guidelines and candid conversations with funding staff.

Program and fundraising staff establish anticipated 
outcomes and metrics for determining success. Logic 
models that outline anticipated outcomes can be help-
ful and are sometimes required by private foundations 
and government agencies. This logic model example 
comes from Windy City Harvest’s VeggieRx; many oth-
er examples of logic models are available online.

“Never over promise; over deliver” is a generally ac-
cepted maxim. While difficult to predict in the first year 
of operation, figures in subsequent years are based on 
actual results of the previous year. Staff can strength-
en cooperation by routinely apprising each other of 
new developments and potential opportunities. Annual 
meetings provide important opportunities to review and 
update goals, expectations, and time frames for imple-
mentation, as well as to determine which data are still 
relevant. It is critical for fundraising teams to work with 
program staff to determine reasonable expectations for 
data collection. Use measures that are straightforward 
to collect and provide meaningful data about the pro-
gram. Other measures may take more legwork on the 
part of front-line staff and should be assessed for how 
well those data inform program evaluation.

Collecting Data for Fundraising
Data gathering to help determine success in achieving 
outcomes can be embedded into program operations. 
Specific to each program, important information may 
include data about participants, such as average daily 
attendance, demographics, program completion rates, 
social-emotional learning gains, certifications achieved, 
and employment status following graduation from the 
program. Data may also include production information, 
such as pounds of produce grown, sold, and distributed 
in the community.

Since fundraising staff regularly use this information in 
annual reports and proposals, recording the data in a 
shared online folder can make the process simpler for 
everyone. Fundraising and program staff should care-
fully consider the most secure way to share participant 
information and protect sensitive personal information. 

Situation Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes

Knowledge Actions Conditions
Health Disparities
between Loop and
West/South side
communities

Lack of access to
fresh produce
(lack of access may 
include 5 points of 
access:

• traditional 
grocery outlets 
(physical access)

• affordable 
produce 
(economic 
access)

• culturally relevant 
produce/recipes

• understanding of 
why fruits and 
vegetables are 
essential to health

• training in 
preparation of 
fruits and veg in 
healthful way

Growth of urban 
farms particularly 
in west and south 
side communities

Assumptions
Resources and funding can be secured, partners understand 
mutual benefit, community members have interest and time 

to invest in health education

External Factors
Transportation can be a challenge, processed food is perceived as tastier/more 

accessible, lack of nutrition education for healthcare providers

Funding and Grant 
dollars

Staff 
• Community 

health educators

• Health Center 
staff

• WCH staff

Equipment 

Materials

Volunteers

Community 
Partners 

Secure funding

Grow/aggregate 
produce from local 
farms

Refer patients from 
FQHCs and 
hospitals to 
VeggieRx program-
ming at farms and 
park districts

Intake participants:

Collect demo-
graphic data, 
behavioral data, 
benefits data

Educate program 
participants on 
WHY veggies are 
important in  
healthy diet and 
HOW to prepare 
them more 
healthfully

Distribute free 
produce packs to 
participants

Distribute produce 
perks to partici-
pants

Dissemenate the 
model

VeggieRx educa-
tional workshops

Produce packs

Produce perks

How to prepare 
fresh local 
produce in a 
healthful way

Understanding of 
why eating more 
vegetables is 
important to 
health plan

Where to access 
affordable 
produce in the 
community

Participants eat 
more vegetables 
(tracking) 
dosage)

Healthcare 
providers refer 
patients to 
resources in the 
community for 
food

Health 
outcomes?

Positive 
perception of 
vegetables

Perception of 
access

Perception of 
quality of life 
improvement 
(energy levels)

Increased local 
market for locally 
grown produce

Teams should consider what information is needed at 
an individual level versus what information can be ag-
gregated and shared for the whole program.

Statistics are critical to reporting success, but so too 
are the many stories of lives changed through the pro-
grams. Fundraisers rely on program staff to suggest 
participants for interviewing and featuring in reports 
and pictures. Fundraisers and program staff should 
work with participants to clearly explain how their story 
will be used and give them the opportunity to approve 
or make changes to the final text. Informed consent is 
a prerequisite to publishing any personal stories. Pro-
grams should also take a critical look at what stories are 
being shared and how they are promoting the program 
to avoid tokenizing participants.

Cultivating Support
While annual reporting is required, site visits help po-
tential and current donors gain a true appreciation of 
programs. Held either before or after a proposal is sub-
mitted, these visits are hosted together by program and 
fundraising staff who provide background information 
in their respective areas, answer questions, and offer 
opportunities to interact with participants, if possible. 
Additionally, leaving a visit with a sack of fresh vege-
tables gives donors a tangible reminder of their expe-
rience.

While not everyone will accept, all funders should be in-
vited to visit annually. This is true for all levels of giving, 
from major government grants to small youth scholar-

https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/gz5b45bog6oen618uq19d/VeggieRx-Logic-Model.doc?dl=0&rlkey=wkg30j3187p1pln6whgju7vh7
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/gz5b45bog6oen618uq19d/VeggieRx-Logic-Model.doc?dl=0&rlkey=wkg30j3187p1pln6whgju7vh7
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/gz5b45bog6oen618uq19d/VeggieRx-Logic-Model.doc?dl=0&rlkey=wkg30j3187p1pln6whgju7vh7
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ing and Urban Development, the Chicago Department 
of Family and Support Services continues to support 
Windy City Harvest Corps’ work with transitional jobs 
programming.

Finding sustained sources of support from government 
agencies—at the federal, state, or local level—is ben-
eficial. Government grants are generally larger, often 
multiyear, and depending on the agency, sometimes 
renewable. A good place to start for mid- to large pub-
lic gardens is the Institute for Museum and Library 
Services. Their Museums for America program offers 
funding on a multiyear basis that can help launch a pro-
gram or take an existing program in a new or expanded 
direction. The appeal of urban agriculture programs for 
this federal agency, where botanic gardens are consid-
ered museums, is the outreach provided to the broader 
community. Multiyear funding from IMLS can provide a 
stable base for the program and offer time to develop 
ongoing support at a local level. The IMLS website pro-
vides sample applications as guidance for prospective 
applicants.

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
is another source of funding for urban agriculture pro-
grams. It is important to determine the appropriate cat-
egory for your program. For example, while many urban 
agriculture programs have found support from the Com-
munity Food Projects (CFP) program, Chicago Botanic 
Garden fundraisers and program staff have submitted 
more than half a dozen proposals to this program, and 
discerned that Windy City Harvest’s initiatives fit better 
within the Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development 
Program.

It is important to consider whether the cost of staff time 
spent pursuing a grant is worth the amount of funding 
available. For example, Windy City Harvest received 
workforce development support from a funder for sev-
eral years at a time when this funding was critical to 
the program. Subsequently, the ceiling on the funding 
decreased, and Windy City Harvest support from other 
sources increased, leading staff to the conclusion that 
they should prioritize other funding sources.

Foundations, Corporations, and  
Businesses
A public garden’s urban agriculture program can draw 
the attention of local, regional, and national foundations 
and corporations. As with government agencies, the 
various capacities of urban agriculture programs—sum-
mer jobs for youth, job training for veterans and peo-
ple experiencing barriers to employment, and access 
to healthy food—fit well with the interests of many 
private-sector funders. Funding can target the total 
program or specific components. In pursuing these 
funders, the emphasis is on how the program helps 
the funder meet their stated goals, which are usually 
well-defined in guidelines.

With shared commitments to common goals, founda-
tion staff can be particularly valuable in providing guid-
ance and answering questions. Corporate staff can as-
sist in understanding how to meet corporate interests 
without excessively interfering in program implemen-
tation.

Local private foundations can be an excellent source of 
ongoing support. Dollar amounts are usually less than 
government grants, but may still be significant. Further, 
foundation staff can be helpful in providing guidance 
and assistance in cultivating additional funding sources.

For Windy City Harvest, support from businesses and 
corporations has been characteristically entrepreneur-
ial. Midwest Foods, a Chicago-based food distributor, 
is not only a primary purchaser of Windy City Harvest 
produce, but it also contributes financially and has 
employed graduates of Windy City Harvest Corps. 
Brinshore Development, a Chicago-based real estate 
development firm, has not only provided land but also 
covered costs associated with garden installation. Kraft 
Foods, Inc., supported a garden installation at their sub-
urban headquarters as well as the Windy City Harvest 
Corps crew who managed it, while the garden’s pro-
duce was donated to food pantries. The broad options 
available to businesses and corporations can be a sig-
nificant asset for an urban agriculture program.

ships. Additionally, Windy City Harvest hosts two open 
houses during harvest season for the youth and adult 
programs. Family, friends, and donors are invited. For 
donors who cannot attend a site visit or open house, 
Windy City Harvest delivers a bag of vegetables during 
harvest season.

What if outcomes fall short of projections?
Logical, and ideally verifiable, explanations are neces-
sary when program outcomes fall short. Unforeseen 
circumstances are a likely contributor. For example, 
Windy City Harvest’s successful program component 
within the Cook County Boot Camp was sudden-
ly halted by the Cook County Sheriff’s Office with lit-
tle to no explanation. This event significantly affected 
participants, staff, and pounds of produce grown and 
donated to area food pantries and organizations. Every 
Windy City Harvest donor needed to be informed of the 
change. The resulting impacts were further explained in 
annual reporting. Ultimately, funders want a program 
to succeed, so unless unforeseen circumstances ha-
bitually sabotage anticipated outcomes, they are likely 
to forgive.

Potential Sources of Public  
and Private Sector Support for 
Urban Agriculture Programs
Urban agriculture programs appeal to an array of collab-
orators and funding sources. The in-kind assistance of-
fered by partner organizations and businesses—in the 
form of land, water, office space, restrooms, participant 
recruitment, and food distribution networks—are as 
valuable as funding. The program’s mission--job training, 
youth development, and community access to healthy 
food—attracts public- and private-sector funders.

This section focuses on public- and private-sector con-
tributed support. In general, the relationship between 
funder and grantee is symbiotic; funders offer essen-
tial support while providing perspectives from various 
areas of expertise in the philanthropic arena. Grantees 
contribute insights into what is possible and realistic. 
Both can offer big ideas and potential solutions. How-
ever, grantees assume the hard work of realizing com-
mon goals.

Determining the best avenues of support for a program 
requires an understanding of the surrounding philan-
thropic community--its interests, customs, and charac-
teristics--as well as the regional and national conversa-
tions on the subject. Maintaining a balance among all 
possible sources of support reduces reliance on any 
one area, since funding is often dependent on a range 
of circumstances, funder interests, and the economy. 
Each of the following sources of funding may play a role 
in supporting an urban agriculture program.

For any funding source, important questions to ask in-
clude:

• What is the likelihood of success?

• Who is the competition?

• Do we have the ability to implement?

• Will it help us achieve our goals?

• How much will we have to spend to be proud of our-
selves?

• Is it so prestigious that we cannot afford not to do it?

Government
Government agencies at local, state, and federal levels 
have historically supported urban agriculture programs. 
For example, at various points in Windy City Harvest’s 
development, the Chicago Botanic Garden has been 
awarded grants from each level of government. Several 
grants from the Institute of Museum and Library Ser-
vices (IMLS) helped develop Windy City Harvest’s pro-
grams, including youth and adult training programs, and 
collaborations with healthcare agencies. United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) grant programs 
help sustain farm training while broadening its con-
tinuing-education opportunities and food as medicine 
partnerships. In addition, Chicago Botanic Garden and 
the U.S. Botanic Garden—a federally-funded public gar-
den—have co-developed a cooperative agreement that 
funds the creation of workshops and resources, includ-
ing this toolkit, to help advance urban agriculture pro-
grams across public gardens nationwide. At the state 
level, Windy City Harvest received funding for several 
years from the Illinois Department of Commerce and 
Economic Opportunity for its job training programming 
capacity. With funds from the U.S. Department of Hous-

https://www.hud.gov/
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/fss.html
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/fss.html
https://www.imls.gov/
https://www.imls.gov/
https://www.imls.gov/grants/grant-programs
https://www.imls.gov/grants/apply-grant/sample-applications
https://www.usda.gov/topics/farming/grants-and-loans
https://nifa.usda.gov/funding-opportunity/community-food-projects-cfp-competitive-grants-program
https://nifa.usda.gov/funding-opportunity/community-food-projects-cfp-competitive-grants-program
https://nifa.usda.gov/program/beginning-farmer-and-rancher-development-program-bfrdp
https://nifa.usda.gov/program/beginning-farmer-and-rancher-development-program-bfrdp
https://www.imls.gov/
https://www.imls.gov/
https://www.usda.gov/topics/farming/grants-and-loans
https://www.usda.gov/topics/farming/grants-and-loans
https://www2.illinois.gov/dceo/Pages/default.aspx
https://dceo.illinois.gov/
https://www.hud.gov/
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Individuals
Urban agriculture programs at public gardens can at-
tract individual giving at various levels, from small an-
nual gifts to major contributions. Individual gifts may be 
where an urban agriculture program will compete most 
for staff time and other projects within a public garden. 
Public gardens typically guard annual fund donations—
large numbers of small gifts from individuals, since 
these unrestricted gifts can be used wherever funds 
are needed. Donors capable of giving major gifts are 
generally cultivated for the institution’s most pressing 
projects. However, as with foundations, corporations, 
and government agencies, urban agriculture programs 
can attract support from individuals who may not be 
likely to give to other projects.

The same principles of cultivating relationships with 
other possible funders apply with individuals. The donor 
boards of similarly sized organizations and institutions 
may be the only external indication of interest and capa-
bility. Without extensive publicly available information, 
conversations are the best way to discover individual 
preferences and giving capacity. A helpful approach to 
cultivating relationships with individual donors is an on-
site visit to witness the program, often invaluable for 
cementing interest and commitment.

Other
Fundraising events can almost always be considered 
important “friend-raising” opportunities that increase 
the visibility of a program or organization. By inviting 
individuals and businesses to learn more about the 
program, such events can help broaden the family of 
people who care about it and subsequently give gen-
erously to support it. Coupled with follow-up cultiva-
tion, the fundraising event has an important place in an 
overall funding plan. In a large organization, an urban 
agriculture program may compete internally as a focus 
for event funding. Developing an alternative approach, 
such as Windy City Harvest’s Open Houses, may of-
fer an effective way for fundraising staff to piggyback 
on a community event. For smaller organizations, such 
events may be very time-consuming, but also a primary 
source of funding.  

Another new development in fundraising is the “shark 
tank” competition. This type of contest outlines a spe-
cific goal and asks nonprofit organizations to develop 
plans for realizing it. The winner receives a sizable one-
time gift with the expectation of implementation. Sig-
nificant marketing and elaborate presentations turn this 
type of funding into an event. The size of the prize and 
the accompanying rise in visibility for organizations are 
appealing. However, the investment of time and money 
to implement this approach can be significant, so some 
caution is advised.

Social Enterprise and Earned 
Income
Windy City Harvest’s earned income initiatives evolved 
during the last recession, when the Chicago Botanic 
Garden re-evaluated all areas of operation, increasing 
pressure to raise earned income wherever feasible. 
While Windy City Harvest programs sold produce at 
farm stands, the primary emphases were education 
and access to affordable produce in low-income com-
munities. In fact, in Windy City Harvest’s early years, 
the demand for locally grown produce from small urban 
plots was not at all clear. This charge to increase earned 
income while retaining its mission presented Windy 
City Harvest with a conundrum.

In each of its earned income areas, Windy City Harvest 
is committed to generating funds to support three ca-
pacities. Most important are covering all operational 
costs; producing jobs for Windy City Harvest gradu-
ates; and contributing to overall Windy City Harvest op-
erations. To date, the primary sources of earned income 
have been produce sales, contracts, classes, and tours.

Produce Sales
Windy City Harvest leadership found its champion in 
Midwest Foods, a Chicago-based food distributor. Al-
ready a contributor to Windy City Harvest, Midwest 
Foods expressed interest in a larger role—not only as a 
distributor, but also as a mentor and employer of Windy 
City Harvest graduates. Working with Midwest Foods 
as its primary distributor, Windy City Harvest focused 
the Apprenticeship and Corps programs on growing for 
this market. Youth Farm assumed primary responsibility 
for Windy City Harvest’s neighborhood market stands.

The Midwest Foods partnership significantly affected 
Windy City Harvest’s development. By assuming ex-
clusive distributorship, the company guaranteed sales 
and mitigated the risks of expansion. By setting up food 
safety guidelines, Midwest Foods enabled Windy City 
Harvest’s access to commercial markets. This raised 
awareness of Windy City Harvest programs within the 
food industry, leading to additional markets and pro-
gram partnerships. Midwest Foods has continued to 
hire Corps graduates and consulted with Windy City 
Harvest leadership on a regular basis. 

Contracts
Windy City Harvest has pursued partnership contracts 
and has been approached by many other organizations 
for collaborations. Windy City Harvest’s relationships 
with SAVOR…Chicago and PCC Wellness stand out.

Windy City Harvest leadership sought out a collabora-
tion that would allow the program to incorporate roof-
top gardening in its curriculum. This specialty area has 
grown rapidly in recent years. With an eye on its broad, 
flat roof and an introduction by Midwest Foods, Windy 
City Harvest cultivated a relationship with McCormick 
Place—Chicago’s major exhibition venue for confer-
ences—and sold the concept to SAVOR…Chicago, the 
primary restaurant venue on-site. Today SAVOR can 
boast the freshest produce anywhere in Chicago, with 
produce grown on demand. Windy City Harvest gains 
a teaching garden in an increasingly important growing 
technique, covers installation and operating costs, and 
employs program graduates. 

Another contract originated as a Humana Foundation 
grant submitted by PCC Wellness for the Austin Family 
Health Center located on Chicago’s West Side. Seek-
ing to improve access to fresh produce for residents, 
PCC Wellness asked to include Windy City Harvest in 
the proposal to install and supervise a community gar-
den. The Humana Foundation awarded the grant to PCC 
Wellness, and Windy City Harvest realized their vision in 
an operation that covers a city block. Allotment gardens, 
nutrition and gardening classes, and farm stands serve 
the surrounding neighborhood. Windy City Harvest con-
tinues to oversee operations with a contract that covers 
costs and employs graduates.

Windy City Harvest’s partnerships with the healthcare 
community have strengthened over time and led to new 
opportunities. Windy City Harvest’s VeggieRx program, 
introduced in collaboration with Lawndale Christian 
Health Center, was extended to PCC Wellness, which 
expressed interest in expanding its contract to another 
location. These relationships help Windy City Harvest 
achieve a significant part of its mission—access to fresh 
produce in communities that have experienced struc-
tural disinvestment, while opening up the possibility of 
funding from healthcare donors, a philanthropic seg-
ment that might not otherwise be interested in support-
ing a public garden.  

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/veggieRx
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Other
Rising demand for farm tours, workshops, and special-
ty classes led Windy City Harvest to offer these op-
portunities for a fee, with reduced rates for nonprofit 
organizations and some scholarships for individuals. 
Currently, Windy City Harvest offers a one-hour group 
tour and a two-and-a-half-hour farm experience that in-
cludes team-building exercises and farm work. Special-
ty classes are offered in a variety of subjects, including 
aquaponics, season extension, value-added products, 
and other related topics designed to help gardeners get 
the most production out of a small space. Windy City 
Harvest has changed the structure, content, and cost 
of these workshops over the years based on customer 
feedback. Windy City Harvest staff have found that of-
fering workshops at a variety of levels of engagement 
and cost has been one way to engage a wide audience 
and supplement earned revenue.

Tours, workshops, and classes achieve two significant 
objectives for Windy City Harvest: they broaden its 
reach to younger and older audiences, and present a 
consistent yet informal way to engage partner organiza-
tions and individuals.

Windy City Harvest’s earned income activities reflect a 
strong entrepreneurial spirit that emerged in the early 
days of Youth Farm. Participation in National Foundation 
for Teaching Entrepreneurship programs, for example, 
led to money-making ventures such as tool-sharpening 
services. This outlook has served the program well, 
turning many situations into opportunities rather than 
obstacles. The number of requests for tours can be 
overwhelming, but staff have learned to balance these 
requests. Windy City Harvest now has one staff person 
who fields all inquiries for tours and works with Windy 
City Harvest staff to identify which site can host them. 
Windy City Harvest’s flexibility, reliability, and the Chi-
cago Botanic Garden brand have made it an attractive 
partner for businesses and organizations that can recip-
rocate to help meet Windy City Harvest goals. Commit-
ment to mission offers business partners a value-added 
element to their association with Windy City Harvest’s 
social enterprise.

Budgets
Program budgets developed for funders represent a nu-
merical way of telling a program’s story. Programmatic 
budgets may not always mirror an organizational bud-
get nor accounting statements. Funders may also cre-
ate their own budget forms. While the format may dif-
fer, the figures should be as close to reality as possible. 
Budgets are best with some flexibility, so staff can use 
funds as needed, but must be specific enough to an-
swer funder questions as to how money will be used.

Windy City Harvest uses a common budget format 
across its programs. On the expense side, a Windy City 
Harvest budget includes all direct staff and contract po-
sitions required for a program to operate. Since jobs 
and job creation are such a significant part of the Windy 
City Harvest mission, a large portion of expenses is for 
salaries. Every budget also includes 10-15% of direct 
costs for administrative expenses such as human re-
sources, computer maintenance, and utilities. Budgets 
for many, but not all, federal government grants accept 
a negotiated indirect cost rate for overhead expenses.

The income side shows all committed and anticipated 
funds as well as earned income. The Chicago Botanic 
Garden strives to have as much funding as possible in 
place by the beginning of the year. Multiyear support 
and other known sources represent the committed 
funds. Anticipated funds may not be committed, but 
experience can help predict future support. Experience 
and contracts can help predict earned income.

The difference between projected Income and expense 
is the amount that needs to be raised in additional 
funds for the program or sustained through the insti-
tution’s unrestricted funds. In accounting, funding re-
ceived specifically for Windy City Harvest is considered 
restricted support and cannot be used for any other 
purpose. The more that is raised in restricted support, 
the less the institution relies on its unrestricted funds 
to fill the gap.

Program Expansion and Growth
As programs evolve, next steps that depend on additional funding require staff to work together, developing parallel 
tracks to realize goals. Most often, program staff raise the initial flag about need and implementation strategies, 
while fundraisers ask questions and help flesh out answers for potential donors. A prime example of this process 
is Windy City Harvest’s Farm on Ogden, an adaptation of the food hub concept.

CASE EXAMPLE: WINDY CITY HARVEST’S FARM ON OGDEN—A FOOD HUB BORN OF PATIENCE, 
TEAMWORK, AND PARTNERSHIPS

Windy City Harvest program staff long talked about the 
need for a food hub, generally understood as a center 
for aggregating and distributing farm products. How-
ever, Windy City Harvest’s aspirations exceeded the 
typical understanding of the food hub concept. Windy 
City Harvest leadership envisioned a facility that could 
not only expand aggregation and distribution capacity 
but also house its aquaponics initiative, a grocery store 
for residents living in the surrounding neighborhood, 
cooking and nutrition classes, as well as job skills train-
ing, a commercial kitchen for urban farmers to develop 
value-added products, and offices to consolidate staff in 
one location. This broad, innovative vision demanded a 
multi-pronged approach and long-term commitment at 
leadership levels.

Finding a feasible partner was approved as the first 
crucial first step in realizing this goal. The possibility 
existed in an established relationship with the Lawn-
dale Christian Health Center (LCHC) in Chicago’s North 

Lawndale neighborhood, where a Windy City Har-
vest Youth Farm was located. The two organizations 
had already partnered on a garden installed on LCHC 
grounds, in addition to the Youth Farm site two blocks 
away. Lawndale Christian Health Center’s Green Tomato 
Café routinely purchased produce from the Youth Farm 
and hosted a weekly farmers’ market on site. Addition-
ally, Lawndale Christian Health Center had been buying 
land and buildings along the Ogden Avenue corridor for 
several years, understanding that their healthcare mis-
sion extended far beyond their clinic walls. For Windy 
City Harvest and LCHC, the partnership recognized the 
potential to strengthen and advance its commitment to 
food as medicine.

Like in any good relationship, program staff were guid-
ed by steady patience and attention to detail in devel-
oping the partnership with Lawndale Christian Health 
Center. Roles and responsibilities were defined. Lawn-
dale Christian Health Center purchased the building 

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/tours
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/tours
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/adult_education/windy_city_harvest
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/adult_education/windy_city_harvest
https://www.nfte.com/
https://www.nfte.com/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/30xlmvablf3cjdy/WCH%20Budget%20Format.xls?dl=0


39| 38 |   Building Capacity for Urban Agriculture Programs: Tools from the Windy City Harvest Model

and land next door to the Youth Farm. Chicago Botanic 
Garden fundraising staff began pursuing donors. Initial-
ly, the fundraising was conducted at relatively low lev-
els, since the Chicago Botanic Garden was also raising 
funds for major projects at the Garden that competed 
for staff time and focus. The slow pace allowed program 
staff and Lawndale Christian Health Center to clearly ar-
ticulate expectations, and fundraising staff to cultivate 
new donors. Fundraisers also enlisted the help of a 
longtime foundation partner who served as a champi-
on in the process of attracting additional support. After 
seven years of planning and development, the Farm on 
Ogden opened in 2018.

Several qualities, circumstances, and strategies helped 
the Farm on Ogden become a reality. Patience, per-
sistence, shared values, complementary rather than 
similar services, and comparable organizational size 
and strength—all contributed to building an effective 
partnership between Lawndale Christian Health Center 
and the Chicago Botanic Garden. Further benefiting the 
process were the similarities of approach among key 
leaders who focused on taking time to find the right an-
swer and maintaining open minds on how to make it 
work. By enlisting assistance from private foundation 
staff familiar with the program, the project broadened 
its support within the philanthropic community.

Communications and  
Marketing
Communications and marketing staff are responsible 
for publicizing a brand identity that is consistent with 
the vision and mission of the institution. As public gar-
dens diversify their programming, marketing and public 
communications materials should capture the entirety 
of these programs. Beyond the practical work of tell-
ing members and the public what the organization is 
doing—often beyond its home location—this com-
munication helps attract more funding and builds the 
organization’s overall image. That image may come in 
smaller pieces, describing individual programs and spe-
cial events, but communications and marketing work to 
keep this curated image in the public eye.

An open and collaborative relationship between com-
munications/marketing staff and program staff is par-
amount. Strengthening internal PR, and “selling” your 

program so it gets the institutional support it needs is 
an ongoing activity. This is particularly true for gardens 
that are admission-based and marketing staff’s prima-
ry concern is getting people through the gate. Under 
these conditions, communicating the achievements of 
a program like urban agriculture training may take lon-
ger and not generate the crowds, but it is important to 
keep this communication on the front-burner.

As information is increasingly consumed in a digital 
format, marketing has become largely defined by dig-
ital media, where website development, social media 
presence, and even podcast communications are the 
primary means of communicating an institution’s brand 
identity. On the one hand, this gives tremendous pow-
er to marketing and communications staff in terms of 
content control; on the other, it requires a larger com-
munication staff to manage that media, increasing the 
potential for innovative storytelling that will stand out in 
the glut of digital content.

A program in a high-profile location with lots of foot 
traffic can powerfully communicate urban agriculture 
initiatives to a much broader audience. This, in turn, 
works to connect with potential funders and partners 
who can appreciate media buzz. For the Chicago Bo-
tanic Garden, the McCormick Place Rooftop Farm of-
fered a compelling opportunity to showcase its urban 
agriculture activities broadly. The novel conversion of a 
rooftop to a food growing environment, news features 
on trainees who work the site, seasonal harvests, and 
interviews with the catering chef offered a continual 
stream of publicity opportunities.

Infographics as Storytelling Tools
Communications departments help tell the story and broadcast it to influential audiences through a variety of 
platforms. Infographics can be especially valuable for quickly communicating the program to all stakeholders. The 
Windy City Harvest infographic concisely describes program participants, program outcomes, locations of opera-
tions, and their relative geography.
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Key Takeaways
•  Teamwork and communication between program and 

fundraising staff are important for cultivating support 
for urban agriculture programs. Program staff can take 
the lead in implementing program activities, collect-
ing and documenting important data, and communi-
cating plans and ideas to fundraising staff. Fundraising 
staff can lead in securing grants and contributions to 
support program activities, by cultivating and sustain-
ing relationships with funders and understanding the 
funding landscape.

•  Data collection and reporting can help demonstrate 
how urban agriculture program outcomes align with 
funders’ expectations. Data that may be of interest to 
funders include, but are not limited to: participant de-
mographics, program completion or graduation rates, 
employment outcomes for participants, and pounds 
of produce distributed.

•  Some potential sources of support for urban agricul-
ture programs include government funding (federal, 
state, and local); foundations, corporations, and busi-
nesses; and individuals. Urban agriculture programs 
can also support themselves, at least in part, through 
social enterprise and earned income strategies such 
as produce sales, contracts, classes, and tours.

•  Strong communications and marketing strategies 
are crucial for raising awareness and support of ur-
ban agriculture programs. Digital media is often a pri-
mary means of communicating an institution’s brand 
identity and the achievements of its urban agriculture 
programs. In addition, a physical presence within 
the community, particularly in a highly trafficked or 
high-profile location, offers a unique opportunity to 
raise public awareness and support.

Reflection Questions
•  What are the existing roles and responsibilities for 

program and fundraising staff in cultivating support 
for programs? Can you envision ways these could be 
changed to improve communication and teamwork?

  •  What kinds of program data do you already collect, if 
any? Are there additional kinds of data that might be 
helpful for illustrating program outcomes to current 
and prospective supporters?

•  What sources of funding do you plan to pursue in sup-
port of your urban agriculture program? How could 
you learn about and access additional sources of sup-
port?

•  What are some creative strategies you can envision 
for communicating about your urban agriculture pro-
gram, both within your public garden as well as to out-
side audiences and potential supporters?

Program Evaluation
Objectives
•  List possible benefits of monitoring and evaluating ur-

ban agriculture programs.

•  Give examples of data that urban agriculture program 
staff may consider collecting and analyzing, depend-
ing on the goals of their programs.

•  Describe the potential value of incorporating commu-
nity feedback into a program evaluation process.

•  Describe circumstances in which it may be useful to 
hire an outside consultant to evaluate an urban agri-
culture program.

Evaluating performance and measuring outcomes im-
proves program efficacy and sustainability. Demon-
strated success can attract funders, talented staff, and 
potential partners. Program success is an iterative pro-
cess, facilitated by measuring progress toward goals. 
This work depends on a framework for systematic 
data collection and analysis, known as monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E). Collecting program data and making 
sense of it is critical to moving a program forward and 
assuring stakeholders that the program is on track. De-
veloping a logic model can help this process. Many ex-
amples of logic models are available online. Windy City 
Harvest has found the  W.K. Kellogg Foundation’s Logic 
Model Development Guide to be a useful resource. 

The first steps for creating a M&E framework require 
determining a program’s goals, considering what strat-
egies the program will use to achieve those goals, and 
then developing measures that will provide insight 
into the effectiveness of those strategies. Measures 
like average daily attendance are standard indicators 
of program growth that can be collected starting on 
the first day. Other measures, like word-of-mouth re-
ferrals and number of returning students, take time to 
emerge and collect. It is important to keep in mind that 
the measures of interest to funders may change over 
time. Monitoring and evaluation require both immedi-
ate-term thinking about which measures make sense 
to track right now, and longer-term thinking about how 
those data will be managed and used over time.

The Role of Demographic Data
Demographic data is useful for understanding who a 
program is serving at an individual level, as well as es-
tablishing basic information about the community the 
program serves. Below is a list of demographic data 
types that organizations may want to collect at an in-
dividual or community level. Understanding communi-
ty-level demographics gives an organization insight into 
how they are engaging the community. For example, 
if 70% of a food access program’s target community 
receives SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program) assistance, but only 40% of recruited partici-
pants are eligible to receive SNAP assistance, the pro-
gram may need to reevaluate its recruitment strategy. 
This list is not exhaustive and some measures may be 
irrelevant depending on the program model.

•  Eligibility for federal benefits

•  Zip codes (for determining service areas)

•  Health demographics (e.g., percent of participants liv-
ing with chronic illness)

•  Percent incarcerated

•  Employment rates

•  Graduation rates

•  School district data (e.g., percent of students qualify-
ing for free and reduced-price lunch)

Staff should also consider the feasibility of collecting 
information, and whether they can collect self-report-
ed information versus requiring documentation, which 
may depend on funders’ requirements. Data points 
should be evaluated annually to determine how they 
are being used. If frontline staff are collecting informa-
tion that is not being reported to any funders and does 
not substantially affect their program evaluation, they 
may not need to collect that data anymore.

https://www.wkkf.org/resource-directory/resources/2004/01/logic-model-development-guide#back=https://www.wkkf.org/resource-directory#pp=10&p=2&f1=w.k.-kellogg-foundation&f3=toolkit
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Data Collection for Windy City 
Harvest’s programs
Some of the measures that Windy City Harvest uses 
to determine strategic success are general measures 
collected across multiple programs and aligned with 
Windy City Harvest’s strategic goals. Other measures 
are specific to individual programs, and reflective of 
particular program goals. Sometimes, measurement 
approaches developed for one program can be adapted 
for another. For example, Windy City Harvest’s Youth 
Farm has developed a range of strategies for measuring 
success that have been adapted for the Windy City Har-
vest Corps transitional jobs program. Additionally, some 
of the tools that Windy City Harvest uses to collect or 
measure data have emerged through partnership activ-
ities. For example, aspects of data collection protocols 
for Windy City Harvest’s Apprenticeship Program and 
VeggieRx Program reflect the programs’ connections 
with the community college system and the University 
of Illinois, as well as Chicago’s nutrition program. The 
following section takes a closer look at the measures 
collected by each Windy City Harvest program.

Windy City Harvest’s Evaluation Tools and 
Measures
Windy City Harvest’s Youth Farm
Because the goal of Windy City Harvest’s Youth Farm 
is youth development, the program uses weekly feed-
back protocols so that program participants track their 
own program success. Students agree to a set of stan-
dards at the start of the program that clearly outlines 
community expectations, such as showing up on time 
and what to do if that is not possible. Consequences of 
violations of these community expectations are spelled 
out. All students receive performance feedback by par-
ticipating in weekly Straight Talk sessions. Growing  
Together, written by Greg Gale and The Food Project, 
gives a detailed account of the Straight Talk process. 
During Straight Talk, the site leader gives personal feed-
back on job performance, for individual participants 
and as team members. All students and site staff are 
encouraged to share feedback for members of their 
team. Participants receive two positive comments 

and one for change. Developed by the Food Project 
and adapted by Windy City Harvest’s Youth Farm, this 
technique helps students understand their strengths 
and how to manage emotions. Youth Farm also uses 
a pre- and post-assessment to help illustrate partici-
pants’ personal growth. These tools support the social/
emotional learning that is key to the Youth Farm expe-
rience. Site supervisors complete this assessment for 
each student.  It is adapted from the Social Emotional 
Learning assessment available through Preparing Youth 
to THRIVE: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional 
Learning.

Windy City Harvest Corps
The Windy City Harvest Corps transitional jobs pro-
gram uses similar tools to those used in the Youth Farm 
program. Employment expectations and consequenc-
es are made clear at the beginning of each 14-week 
session with a community standards contract and vi-
olations chart. Every Friday, crew members meet with 
coordinators to receive performance feedback. Once 
participants find a job, they are tracked for 30, 60, 90, 
and 180 days, as required by the government grant that 
supports this component. Participants also complete a 
post-program survey, soliciting their feedback on var-
ious program components. The most important mea-
sure of success for the Corps Program is job placement 
rate, which has been shown to make a significant differ-
ence in recidivism.   

Windy City Harvest Apprenticeship
Participants in Windy City Harvest’s Apprenticeship pro-
gram receive community college credit for their work, 
which requires that formal assessments are a regular 
part of the experience. Primary tools for assessing 
student progress include quizzes, field/lab staff evalu-
ations, supervisor reports, a final crop plan project, at-
tendance, and adherence to community standards. In 
addition to program completion, measures of success 
include job placement and acceptance into the Windy 
City Harvest Incubator program. Job placement is mea-
sured by the number of students who are employed in 
the year following the Apprenticeship. 

Windy City Harvest Incubator Program
For farmers in Windy City Harvest’s Incubator program, 
the best measure of success is a viable business model 
that demonstrates revenue growth over time. Though 
the incubator provides access to land, water, and mar-
kets, it is up to the individual farm businesses to deter-
mine if they should continue. The Windy City Harvest 
Incubator program receives funding from the USDA 
Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development Program, 
which prioritizes historically underserved populations. 
This means that farm businesses who want to stay lon-
ger than the initial two-year incubator period have to be 
minority-owned. To date, Farm Incubators have primar-
ily measured their progress by tracking produce sales. 
However, additional criteria, such as pounds of produce 
sold in underserved communities, are also considered 
success factors.

Windy City Harvest’s VeggieRx Program
VeggieRx nutritionists from the University of Illinois, 
Chicago, graduate school lead the program and closely 

track and document participation and distribution. Us-
ing surveys completed at every encounter, staff record 
participant demographics, number of produce boxes 
distributed, returning participants, use of coupons at 
farmers’ markets, most and least popular vegetables, 
rates of vegetable consumption, and barriers to con-
sumption.

Production and Sales Data
Sales data remains a powerful measure of program 
success. It demonstrates that programs are addressing 
local demand for fresh food, and is an important perfor-
mance measure for individual farms. Sales data is also 
a big motivator for program growth; it demonstrates 
product demand, which can snowball into a justification 
for a small nonprofit store like the market in Windy City 
Harvest’s Farm on Ogden. The success of one store 
helps demonstrate the need for more stores and the 
potential for a scaling up.  

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/youthfarm
https://thefoodproject.org/product/growing-together/
https://thefoodproject.org
https://www.dropbox.com/s/e7j48myaszhpp2j/2019%20Skill%20Assessment%20Pre%20and%20Post.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.selpractices.org/about
https://www.selpractices.org/about
https://www.selpractices.org/about
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/corps
https://www.dropbox.com/s/i4dtz4tup7hwhoy/Community%20Standards%202019.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/cvnhjs2gmz5f6cw/Violations%20chart%202019.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/cvnhjs2gmz5f6cw/Violations%20chart%202019.docx?dl=0
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/apprenticeship
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/apprenticeship
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/careers/incubator
https://nifa.usda.gov/program/beginning-farmer-and-rancher-development-program-bfrdp
https://nifa.usda.gov/program/beginning-farmer-and-rancher-development-program-bfrdp
https://www.dropbox.com/s/hxaqx6hjo4b1wnl/Incubator%20Farm%20Business%20Sales%20History.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/veggieRx
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At Windy City Harvest, growing data and sales data 
are carefully tracked, documented, and analyzed each 
year. At the close of one growing season and in prepa-
ration for the following, responsible staff for each of 
Windy City Harvest’s 11 farm sites analyze results in 
the Windy City Harvest production review meeting. 
Each staff member notes favorite and most profitable 
crops and varieties; most essential tools; as well as 
pests, diseases, and best control methods. Crop plans 
and sales goals are assigned for the coming year, with 
expectations and due dates. Growers develop the crop 
plan with feedback from the production and sales team. 
Next, the crop plan is presented to staff. Once accept-
ed, seed orders are placed. An outline for the Produc-
tion Review process illustrates this analysis. 

Connecting Program Goals with Data  
Collection
Gathering and documenting relevant data is key to un-
derstanding how well a program strategy is achieving 
its intended goals. It also keeps funders, partners, and 
institutional leadership abreast of their investments, 
and helps track unanticipated outcomes when they 
arise. Carefully tracked data embedded into program 
operations is a critical way to answer basic queries 
about a program, such as demonstrating

•  whether program participants actually represent the 
program’s target audience;

•  which varieties of produce are best-performing and 
most in demand; and

•  actual earned income versus projected earned in-
come.

The role of mission in programmatic assessments is 
always considered. Invariably Windy City Harvest staff 
are asked why they do not sell at the popular Green 
City Market, located at the Lincoln Park Zoo and fre-
quented by residents of a relatively affluent area of Chi-
cago. The answer, carefully explained, is that part of the 
Windy City Harvest mission is to create access to high 
quality produce in communities that have experienced 
disinvestment. Windy City Harvest leaves the Green 
City Market to new and upcoming urban farmers.

Program Improvements Make Program 
Success
In the early years of the Windy City Harvest Corps tran-
sitional jobs program, staff held Windy City Harvest  
Apprenticeship Program slots available for Corps pro-
gram graduates. However, none were accepting this 
opportunity for further education, because they need-
ed immediate jobs. Subsequently, funds were shifted 
within the existing budget to employ Corps members 
who were accepted into the Apprenticeship program. 
These former Corps members continued to work 
part-time during the nine-month Apprenticeship peri-
od in traditional work/study positions. This change in  
approach made all the difference, and the work/study 
positions are now always filled.

Role of Community Input
Windy City Harvest evaluation looks not only internal-
ly but also externally to the surrounding community to 
determine efficacy and inform direction. In every case 
where Windy City Harvest has expanded to an addition-
al farm site, it is at the request of and in partnership 
with an embedded community partner. For example, 
the Windy City Harvest Youth Farm in North Lawndale 
was developed in partnership with Neighborhood Hous-
ing Services (NHS), a community housing development 
program. They had partnered with Neighborspace, an 
urban land trust, to preserve the vacant lot adjacent to 
their building for green space and were interested in 
providing opportunities for high school aged youth in 
the neighborhood based on community feedback they 
had received from their clients. NHS had heard of the 
Green Youth Farm in Lake County and invited the Chica-
go Botanic Garden to work together to bring the model 
to North Lawndale. In order to provide stipends for the 
Youth Farmers, a partnership with After School Matters 
was formed. By using strategic partnerships, expansion 
that was responsive to community needs happened 
relatively quickly and without enormous budget impli-
cations.

Questions considered during any program expansion 
conversation might include:   

•  What are the concerns and priorities of local commu-
nity groups?

•  How well does our program already meet these 
needs?

•  Are there ways that Windy City Harvest can adjust its 
programming to help local organizations realize goals?

Working with Outside Entities to Examine 
Program Efficacy
Windy City Harvest program staff recommend that be-
fore contracting with an outside entity to examine the 
efficacy of an established program, all desired program-
matic changes have been made, tweaked, and in op-
eration for three to five years. Once program staff are 
comfortable with program components and ready to 
consider next steps, a fresh eye can be valuable to con-
firm direction or suggest changes. In addition to finding 
funding for the process, finding a compatible and qual-
ified evaluator—one who understands program goals, 
intentions, and complexities—can be a challenge. 
Working with a consultant who is willing to get to know 
the program is ideal, as is having an established rela-
tionship with a university to help seize opportunities 
when they arise. Even if a public garden’s primary rela-
tionship to a university is with the life sciences faculty, 
they can make connections through interdisciplinary re-
search models or through colleagues in other academic 
departments such as education, criminology, human 
development, or sociology.

Lessons Learned from Two Approaches
Windy City Harvest has had mixed experiences work-
ing with outside entities to examine program efficacy. 
However, these experiences have collectively under-
scored the importance of being thoughtful about the 
approach and the timing of the work.

In one case, an initial evaluation with an outside consul-
tant in Youth Farm’s early years proved to be largely un-
productive. The goal of the evaluation was to examine 
the efficacy of the newly established Youth Farm pro-
gram. The evaluation approach utilized surveys and fo-
cus groups to gather data from Youth Farm students, but 
did not build in opportunities for the evaluator to spend 
time with students and gain their trust. Ultimately, stu-
dent feedback was fairly generic, as if program partici-
pants were telling the evaluator what they thought she 
wanted to hear. While recommendations were made 
for program improvements, they did not provide Windy 
City Harvest staff and leadership with much new insight 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/tnf92mbevshdmr3/production%20review%20crop%20planning%20due%20dates%202020.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/tnf92mbevshdmr3/production%20review%20crop%20planning%20due%20dates%202020.docx?dl=0
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/corps
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/apprenticeship
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/urbanagriculture/apprenticeship
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Additional Resources
Curriculum and Background
Roots of Success 
Environmental literacy curriculum with train the trainer 
opportunities

University of California at Santa Cruz Center for 
Agroecology and Sustainable Food System 
Free sustainable agriculture curriculum

The Role of Public Gardens in American Urban 
Agriculture Programming 
Program models in urban agriculture

Workforce and Social  
Emotional Development
The Food Project 
Trainings, books, curriculum, activities

Susan Crown Exchange and David Weikart Center 
for Youth Program Quality 
Field guide preparing youth to thrive; promising 
practices in social and emotional learning; free online 
resources

Homeboy Industries 
Global network, program model

Technical Farm Skills 
Growing for Market 
Books, free online content, monthly online newsletter

The Market Gardener 
Books, free online content, online newsletter

Four Season Farm 
Books, free online content

Cornell Small Farms 
Free online content, guides

Rodale Institute 
Free online content, books, research-based guides/
papers

Fair Share CSA Coalition 
Community-supported agriculture support, resources

Pick Your Own: County Extension Offices 
Growing resources, extension agents, volunteers

Organizations/Associations
Sustainable Agriculture Education Association 
Conferences, listserves, free online content

National Young Farmers Coalition 
Local chapters, trainings, networking

New Entry Sustainable Farm Network 
Online resources, trainings, apprenticeship and incu-
bator farm networks, includes National Incubator Farm 
Training Initiative (NIFTI)

The Wallace Center at Winrock International 
Networks, conference

Farm Commons 
Information on starting farm businesses

National Aquaponics Association 
Conferences, listserves, free online content

ATTRA 
Internships, free online content

on the program. The suggested changes were already 
evident to program staff, and the final reporting was 
not particularly useful for informing funders about the 
efficacy of the program or making significant improve-
ments that weren’t already apparent. In this situation, 
working with an outside evaluator to examine program 
efficacy may have been premature. In addition, failing 
to consider the importance of building students’ trust in 
the evaluator and the evaluation process may have led 
to student responses that were not particularly candid, 
or useful for informing program improvements.

In another case, Windy City Harvest staff collaborated 
with a university researcher to examine how students 
develop skills in the Youth Farm program, and how these 
skills transfer to other parts of their lives. This work took 
place at a later point in time when the Youth Farm pro-
gram was well-established. The approach embedded a 
graduate research assistant in residence at the North 
Lawndale Youth Farm site, who became part of the en-
vironment and built the trust of Youth Farm students, 
staff, and parents. The research team used interviews, 
questionnaires, and observations to understand the 
experiences of participants, staff, and parents and pro-
vided financial incentives to participants for their time 
outside of program. Final reporting provided insight into 
how and in what ways the Youth Farm program facilitat-
ed positive relationship building, skill development, and 
youth engagement. For Windy City Harvest Youth staff, 
funders, partners, and leadership, the collaboration pro-
vided meaningful feedback from program participants 
and useful information about the program that could 
inform future decision-making.

Key Takeaways
•  Monitoring and evaluation have the potential to 

demonstrate progress toward program goals; elicit 
information about necessary program improvements; 
attract funders, staff, and partners; and contribute to 
programmatic sustainability.

•  Depending on program goals, urban agriculture pro-
gram staff may consider collecting and analyzing 
information such as demographic data about partici-
pants and their communities (e.g., eligibility for feder-
al benefits, employment rates); participants’ personal 

growth in terms of social and emotional learning; job 
placement rates following the program; and farm pro-
duction and sales data.

•  By incorporating community feedback into program 
evaluation processes, urban agriculture program staff 
may gain new insight into community concerns and 
priorities, the extent to which programs are address-
ing them, and possible ways to adjust the program 
for better alignment with community needs and in-
terests.

•  When urban agriculture program staff are seeking to 
examine program efficacy, outside collaborators may 
be particularly helpful when program components are 
relatively well-established, and when program staff 
could benefit from a fresh perspective on their ap-
proach.

 Reflection Questions
•  Considering the goals of your current or envisioned 

urban agriculture program, what questions might you 
seek to answer through a monitoring and evaluation 
process?

•  What kinds of program data have you collected in the 
past, and what did you learn from it? What kinds of 
data could you envision collecting for your urban agri-
culture program in the future?

•  What experiences do you have with incorporating 
community feedback into program planning and eval-
uation? How do you think you could do this more ef-
fectively?

•  What experiences do you have working with exter-
nal program evaluators? What did you learn? At what 
point, if any, would you consider hiring one to evaluate 
your urban agriculture program?

https://rootsofsuccess.org/
https://rootsofsuccess.org/
https://rootsofsuccess.org/
https://www.publicgardens.org/resources/role-public-gardens-american-urban-agriculture-programming
https://www.publicgardens.org/resources/role-public-gardens-american-urban-agriculture-programming
https://rootsofsuccess.org/
https://www.selpractices.org/
https://www.selpractices.org/
https://homeboyindustries.org/our-story/global-homeboy-network/
https://rootsofsuccess.org/
https://www.themarketgardener.com/
http://fourseasonfarm.com
https://smallfarms.cornell.edu/
https://rodaleinstitute.org/
https://www.csacoalition.org/
https://pickyourown.org/countyextensionagentoffices.htm
https://sustainableaged.org/
https://www.youngfarmers.org/
https://nesfp.org/#
https://wallacecenter.org/
https://rootsofsuccess.org/
https://aquaponicsassociation.org/
https://attra.ncat.org/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/vcr3gp23wijb4pl/Pathways%20Project.pdf?dl=0
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