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    Campus, MC-634
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Address: AW-101 Turner Hall

Title: Business Manager




   Campus, MC-046

Organization/Department: Crop Sciences

I. Detailed Project Description


Project goals – To continue to develop a student-operated farm that produces significant quantities of fruits and vegetables for use in the University food service operations.  Successfully developing and operating this farm will yield the following benefits.

1) Contribute to campus sustainability by reducing carbon emissions associated with the transport of fresh produce from farms thousands of miles from campus.

2) Introduce thousands of University of Illinois students to the joy of eating fresh, locally grown foods produced by their classmates and local residents.  

3) Provide training for students who wish to develop their own fruit and vegetable farming operations. 

4) Provide abundant, delicious, and locally grown produce for the Campus.

5) Incorporate the missions of the University – teaching, research, and outreach, into the daily operation of the farm. 


Definition of sustainability 


A sustainable practice is one in which natural resources are consumed at the same rate as they are naturally produced. Producing a portion of the food consumed on campus will help improve the carbon balance on campus by reducing the shipment of produce from locations thousands of miles away.

For the last 60 years, farms have become more and more industrialized with the efficiency driven by cheap fossil fuels.  Farms have become concentrated in areas where production costs are lowest and food is then transported great distances to the consumer.  In the United States, much of our produce is grown in three main states – California, Texas, and Florida.  To date, consumers have forgone taste for cheap and readily available produce.  Fruit and vegetable production in far away places leads to poor tasting fruit and vegetables for consumers because produce must be harvested before becoming fully ripened or it will not be able to withstand the rigors of a 2000 mile journey.  Locally produced food will have superior taste and quality since harvest can be done at optimal times.  


And we don’t just ship food from California; it is common to buy apples from New Zealand or grapes from Chile.  The cost of transporting fresh produce such enormous distances can be measured in dollars or in carbon.  The more locally sourced food, the more sustainable our campus becomes.  

Longevity and permanence of project

The farm will expand and grow by the energy and vision of the students and staff who work on the farm.  With good leadership and student involvement, the farm could become quite large producing fruits, vegetables, and herbs that could be stored, canned, or frozen for later use on our campus, and potentially other nearby educational institutions like Illinois State University and Eastern Illinois University.  The farm can provide many benefits to the campus community, and can evolve in ways we may not foresee that provide even greater benefits to the University.

Similar Projects at other campuses


A number of universities have student farms that are already operating.  Some are land grant universities like the U of I that have horticultural production expertise on the faculty.  Examples can be found at Oregon State University, Michigan State University, University of Minnesota, and the University of California at Davis.  But interestingly, many private universities also have student farms.  For example, Brown, Yale, and Stanford have student farms.  


Our proposal, which is a partnership between our horticulture program and campus students, has the potential to create a farm that is not just a small experiment, but one that contributes substantially to the food needs of this University.  Our farm is different in concept from other University student farms.  Most student farms are relatively small operations geared towards providing experiential learning to a small number of interested students, or they are larger farms with a strong teaching mission.  In both cases, the farms are supported with staff positions funded by the university.  Our farm has a different vision and mission, we intend to grow enough produce to make a substantial contribution to the food needs of the campus community and, by selling this produce, be self-supporting.  The teaching, research, and outreach components of the farm will grow as the farm grows.  In other words, future farm profits will be used to sponsor teaching and outreach programs, further expansion of the farm, and potential research collaborations.  

Proposed Farm Operation

The farm is a joint effort between the Crop Sciences Department, the Students for Environmental Concerns, and other student groups and volunteers from across campus.  Our current food system focuses on cheap food, grown in warm regions of the country, California, Texas, Florida, etc., or in countries outside the US, and often the wages paid to these workers are below minimum US wages.  To compete against these growers is difficult and requires a different approach, i.e. hiring migrant workers and paying them by the pound they pick is not an option.  We have decided to pursue a strategy of using student volunteers to help with harvest operations.  Harvest requires many hands to make the task possible.  With 40,000 students on campus, we don’t need to attract a large percentage of students to provide adequate labor.  We will utilize volunteer harvest labor to keep our overall costs within reason and allow us to run a sustainable operation.  

Our horticulture faculty and staff will provide advice on the care and maintenance of these crops during each growing season; the summer interns and permanent farm manager will provide the labor and skill necessary to grow the crops during the summer.  Volunteers will be recruited to help with harvest in the summer and during the school year. The Crop Science Department has the necessary equipment, tractors, planters, etc., needed for crop production and maintenance.  Crop Science employees, i.e. the farm manager or other CS staff, will operate the equipment.  Fuel costs will be estimated and a portion charged to the student farm; however, in 2009 the NRES and Crop Sciences departments donated all fuel used. The use of the equipment will not be charged to the Student farm.  All crops will be selected and planted so that harvest will coincide with the needs of the campus food service operation. We will harvest the produce, wash and process it, and deliver the fresh produce to University Dining Services.

Crop Sciences typically charges a land use fee of $250 per acre per year.  This fee was waived in 2009 and will be waived for the next two years while the student farm works towards a sustainable operation.  


 The University of Illinois Dining services will pay the prevailing market rates for this produce, and we intend to use the funds to hire interns and a Crop Science employee to oversee the entire process.  By 2011 the farm will be self-sustaining, producing high quality produce for campus, training opportunities for students, and knowledge that we can share with others within Illinois and surrounding states.  

Board of Governance


A governing Board will consist of two UIUC faculty advisors, a student representative from the Students for Environmental Concerns, and a representative of the U of I dining service.  The Board will provide oversight and management of the farm coordinator, set policy for farm operations, develop grants for new programs and opportunities, and resolve issues and conflicts as they arise.  The Board will be responsible for developing a business plan that will serve as the basis for operating the Farm and adjust that business plan as needed to create a sustainable Student farming operation.  The board will report to the Dean of the College of Agriculture, Consumer, and Environmental Sciences, or his/her designee, and will submit a report of the operations of the farm each year by December 1.  
Location

The farm will be located at the new Horticultural Pomology Farm on the southeast corner of Lincoln and Windsor. The Department of Crop Sciences controls this land and the student farm is an integral part of the new farm.  There is room for future expansion and for development of new crops.  
II. Budget & Fundraising

Our goal is for the farm to be self-sustaining beginning in 2011.  Therefore we are requesting $25,000 from the Student Sustainability Committee for 2010 to allow us to continue to ramp towards sustainable operations.  I estimate that we will need to have gross receipts of $75,000 per year in order to be sustainable.  In 2009, the SSC provided $50,000 in funding that permitted us to start the farm and save all of our produce sales receipts for 2010.  Our gross income from produce sales for 2009 was $25,192, and these funds combined with the proposed SSC grant will provide an operating budget $50,000 for 2010.  At a minimum, we intend to double our farm income in 2010 to generate the $50,000 we will need to achieve our minimum operational funding level.  

The goal of the Student Farm is to generate $75,000 in produce sales during 2011, which will provide for a sustainable operation going forward.  We must generate at least $75,000 per year to provide a basic level of operation, including a permanent farm manager, student interns, part-time hourly labor, seed, consumables, and equipment.  We can grow beyond $75,000 per year, but this level of funding is the minimum needed to be self-supporting.  

Budget for Calendar year 2010
Materials

Stakes, trellises, and miscellaneous equipment .................................
 5000

Land rental 4 acres (3 acres vegetables; 1 acres fruit) @250/acre....
 1000

Seed, compost, and consumables …………………………………..
 4000

Fuel, misc. items ................................................................................
 3000

Personnel


Full-time Local farm coordinator $785/wk * 52 wks 
39,250


Two horticulture summer interns $9.00/hour * 40 hour/wk* 12 wk 
  8,640
Student club harvest crew ..................................................................       -0-


Total year 2010                        $60,890

2009 Commodity sales

25,192

Request from Student Sustainability group
25,000

In kind donations (land rental, fuel, etc.)
  3,000


Funds needed for 2010 from other sources ............................
 7,698


While we operated on a $50,000 budget last year, the budget above indicates a short fall of $7,698 that we will attempt to raise by soliciting other organizations on campus for support.  For starters, we will approach University Dining Services, the Department of Crop Sciences, the Environmental Change Institute, other departments within ACES, and other organizations we identify on campus to contribute to the farm operation in 2010.  Several small donations can go a long way towards filling the petential budget gap for 2010.  


There have been many in-kind donations to the farm during 2009 and 2010.  For example, Dr. Tom Voigt, a bioenergy researcher in Crop Sciences, has donated close to 50 hours of labor under his direction to the construction of the high tunnels.  The Department of Crop Sciences and the Arboretum have also contributed labor to the high tunnel construction.  I have funded several employees that have worked on the farm during 2009 and 2010.  These in-kind donations are important and indicative of a broad base of support for the farm.   
Publicity and Campus Awareness

A non-permanent sign will be installed by the end of March on the corner of Lincoln & Windsor that will help inform the community of our presence.  The sign will feature our student farms logo (campus approval is pending) and acknowledge the support of the Student Sustainability Committee.  We will launch a web site this spring that will promote interest in the farm and local foods.  On reading day, we will host an open house for the campus community to introduce students and staff to our operation, sample freshly prepared dishes, and raise awareness of the farm.  We will host a similar event for new and returning students in August of 2010.  
III. Timeline


The student farm began operations in the spring of 2009 when we hired Zachary Grant as the Student Farm manager.  Zack began planning production for the 2009 growing season and immediately began purchasing seed and starting plants in the greenhouse for later use at the farm.  Harvest of salad greens began in May and our last harvest took place in late September.  Beginning in late September of 2009, we began assembling and installing three high tunnels, essentially plastic covered greenhouses, that are used to extend the production season beyond what our climate normally allows.  The plastic covering the last two high tunnels was installed during the first week of March.  Once the roll-up sides are installed, the three high tunnels will be completely operational.  We have planted salad greens in the first high tunnel, and will begin transplanting tomatoes, peppers, and other high value crops yet this month.  


Our goals are to continue to expand the farm and to increase fresh fruit and vegetable production. The student interns will work during the summer to help establish, care, and maintain the outdoor production.  The high tunnels will help reduce some of the seasonality of our operation, including redistributing labor over more of the year.  We intend to continue to use volunteers to help with harvests during the academic year. 


In January, we met with the staff of the U of I Dining Services to review 2009 production and plan for 2010.  We are increasing the diversity of crops grown to include many of the requests from dining services for new crops, while reducing some crops to better match the needs and tastes of the students.  
IV. Energy, Environmental, Social, and Economic Impact
Environmental Impact


The push for local food production is gaining momentum across the country.  As our country moves towards a more sustainable agricultural model, the realization that our current food system is not sustainable has begun to register with many citizens.  It is estimated that the average item in a grocery store produce section has traveled 1500 miles.  The term “food miles” has been used to describe the distance from farm gate to your plate.  However, there is considerable controversy over the idea that transporting food long distances creates more greenhouse gases.  For example, British scientist, Jones, 2002, reported that transporting apples from New Zealand to Britain resulted in more greenhouse gas production than producing apples in Britain.  Conversely, New Zealand-based scientists, Saunders et al. (2006), came to the opposite conclusion.  Clearly, if production systems are similar, locally produced food should produce less greenhouse gas emissions over the life cycle of the food.  Other comparisons have shown that in some cases shipping food longer distances can result in less greenhouse gas emissions.  For example, tomatoes grown in a temperate climate during the winter are typically grown in a greenhouse and the cost of heating a greenhouse can eliminate the carbon savings of local food production.


Our farm will be sustainable and use sustainable production practices.  The use of high tunnels will extend the growing season beyond what is normal for central Illinois.  This will permit food production well into the fall and in late winter, which better matches student demand.

The use of synthetic fertilizers and pest control agents are typically energy intensive processes.  We will explore the use of natural products including manures, composts, etc. as natural fertilizer sources to minimize the use of synthetic fertilizers.  We will use integrated pest management techniques to minimize pest control applications.  

Social and Economic Impact


We envision a farm that is more than just a novelty; it can and should contribute meaningfully to the campus food needs.  A vibrant student farm will be a place where students can work and socialize while learning about the basics of food production. We are incorporating existing courses into the farm (Hort 105 “Vegetable Gardening” offers extra credit this spring semester to students who volunteer at the student farm), and planning for new courses that make use of the farm for experiential learning.  

The economic impact would be substantial for the community.  Funds that normally leave campus would stay within the community.  Proceeds from the sales would be used to first cover all the costs of production, labor, etc.  Improvements at the farm will be financed with the profits of the venture.  For instance, as apple production ramps up, we may invest in storage facilities for apples.  Profits beyond the cost of the running the farm can be used to fund additional activities related to sustainable community gardens including support for seminar speakers, campus visits, etc.  
V. Outreach and Education


The farm will serve as a “living laboratory” that will allow students to understand the economics, production issues, and challenges of running a small farm.  The farm will serve as an incubator with our student interns learning the challenges and opportunities that face small farmers in the future.  The interns will receive course credit and training during the summer including visits from area farmers, trips to other commercial specialty crop operations, and considerable “sweat equity”.


As an educational institution, we have an obligation to do more than just produce fruits and vegetables.  Our local farm coordinator will have UI extension responsibility to produce publications and disseminate information on the challenges and opportunities for local food production in Illinois.  This position will not only focus on day-to-day operation of a farm, but will be responsible to develop and disseminate information that will allow other Universities, hospitals, and large organization to understand how to economically produce their own food.  


The farm will also be available for student tours from groups within the campus and outside the campus community.  Tours for local K-12 students could be an important source of support within the local community. 


Finally, I’m working to develop a course on community gardens that may be offered the second eight weeks of the spring semester.  This course would be a valuable addition to the campus offerings, and provide students with a hands-on opportunity to learn about community gardens.
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