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The Sustainable Student Farm at [University]
Introduction

Over the past half-century, globalization and the consolidation of the agribusiness industry have led to the rapid dwindling of small-holder farms (Osrom, 2005).  Land Grant Universities (LGUs) have followed this trend in the realms of agricultural research and extension.  While their efforts have contributed to the fine-tuning of industrial production mechanisms, it has come at the cost of belying the original purpose of LGUs, which were established in part to advance the self-reliance of working class families in rural and urban areas through technical education.  With the groundswell of interest and activism around small-scale, organic, and local food production in recent years, LGUs are now poised to revisit their original mission and foster research, education, and extension initiatives around small-scale agriculture (Ostrom, 2005).  Unlike individual farmers, research institutions have the capacity to develop, test, and make available small scale farming techniques and instruments that can be both technologically advanced as well as economically accessible.  In addition, public universities in general and LGUs specifically should be uniquely accountable to the needs of historically marginalized farmers, such as women, people of color, and urban farmers.  The [University], a LGU that was established through the efforts of the founder of the Land Grant movement, Jonathan Baldwin Turner, is now the home of a burgeoning student-led small-scale agriculture movement.  Most notably, the Sustainable Student Farm is a three-year-old program that grows organic produce for campus clientele, teaches student volunteers about sustainable agricultural production, and has the potential to become a learning nexus for small scale farmers in the region.
How it works

In the fall of 2009, the Student Sustainability Committee, a student organization at the 

[University], created the Sustainable Student Farm with a grant funded by student fees that are collected with the explicit purpose of increasing campus sustainability.  The Department of Crop Sciences in collaboration with the University Dining Services helped initiate and implement the project, and they continue to provide financial support.  The Student Farm is comprised of three acres of outdoor production space, and 10,000 square feet of year-round high tunnel production, which utilizes a passive solar heating structure.  Dining Services financed the construction of the 3 high tunnels, which allows the farm to supply organic produce to the dining halls during the academic year when demand is highest.  With the help of the high tunnels, the first three years of the project have been focused on developing a production farm for the dining halls, with the goal of becoming financially self-sustaining from produce sales (Grant, 2009). 

The long-term intention is to expand beyond the production focus, and become a teaching and research farm that fulfills the university’s land grant mission of research and extension.  The project organizers ultimately hope to evolve the farm into a research and demonstration site.  This “living laboratory” will provide small-scale producers with the opportunity to learn labor saving and cost effective strategies that help to make localized food systems a viable economic model (Z. Grant, pers. comm., July 6, 2011).

Results to Date

In an effort to meet the steering committee’s financial goal for the project to become 

economically self-sustaining, the farm has prioritized production at the expense of research, education, and outreach.  After three growing seasons it is apparent that the farm cannot generate enough revenue from sales to Dining Services to cover all of its costs if labor continues to be included in the operational budget, and Dining Services continues to only pay wholesale conventional prices for the farm’s organic produce.  The project currently has one full time employee, the farm manager, who is responsible for farm operations, education and outreach.  Each summer he hires two student interns to help with the labor demands of the peak production season.  In addition to the farm manager and the two seasonal employees, the farm relies on the 100 to 200 volunteers that help out every year.  Many people volunteer on a regular basis, while others work one or two days in return for extra credit in horticulture classes, as members of community service organizations, or for the hands-on learning experience.  
While the majority of the farm manager’s time is spent trying to meet production goals, 

he has also worked to establish relationships with departments across campus and organizations throughout the community.  Examples of classes that integrate the farm into their curriculum include an engineering class that designed and built an electric cultivating tractor for the farm, as well as a graphic design class that produced a branding package for the farm made up of a logo, posters, and material for the website.  
Future plans

In efforts to transition from a production farm to a research and teaching site for small-scale agriculture, the Sustainable Student Farm hopes to increase collaboration with [State] Cooperative Extension to conduct targeted research and provide demonstration and outreach programs on crop varieties, pest management, season extension, energy efficiency, post-harvest handling, and storage.  In addition to meeting the needs of small farmers, these programs would also serve to train extension educators, agriculture teachers, and non-profit workers (Z. Grant, personal communication, July 6, 2011).  Through these training programs, the farm would foster a regional web for promoting agricultural careers, training young and emerging farmers, and increasing food security.  As a “living laboratory”, the Sustainable Student Farm can follow the model of successful student farms at other LGUs such as [Other University], which provides organic food to area consumers (with their Community Supported Agriculture program) and also trains new farmers with an apprenticeship program (XXX, 2011).

Resources needed


In order to fulfill these goals, the Sustainable Student Farm needs additional personnel.  Rather than employing one farm manager responsible for both farm operations and outreach, funding should be allocated for three fulltime employees – a production manager, a research coordinator, and an extension educator.  The Farm Manager will continue coordinating volunteers and sales, while the two additional staff people will help the Sustainable Student Farm and the University of Illinois fulfill the Land Grant mission of extension and research by advancing agriculture techniques, providing training and support to regional farmers, and serving as a learning nexus for small-scale, local, and organic food production.
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