Meet Colorado Farm to School
Champion Meg Caley!

The Basics:
Name: FTS Champion Meg Caley, representing Sprout City Farms and the Denver Green
School partnership and fellow nominees Frank Coyne and James Hale
Organization: Sprout City Farms and the Denver Green School Community Farm project
Role:




Frank Coyne is a Lead Partner at Denver Green School
James Hale is a founder and former Development & Planning Coordinator at
Sprout City Farms
Meg Caley is a founder and Director of Operations at Sprout City Farms

School District: Denver Public School District
Interview Date: April 4, 2012, updated March 3, 2013

Questions and Answers:
First, tell us about what you do!
The Denver Green School Community Farm is
a partnership of the Denver Green School
(DGS) and Sprout City Farms, and it is
managed by Sprout City Farms. Sprout City
Farms is an urban agriculture nonprofit and
our vision is to cultivate urban farms on
underutilized land: rooting community farms
in the city, and bringing good food to
neighborhoods.
Our pilot project is the first large-scale
production farm on Denver Public School
(DPS) land that produces vegetables for a
school cafeteria. It's distinct from other school
garden projects because normally in a school
garden the main focus is education and they
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grow a bit of food along the way, whereas the DGS Community Farm is about growing lots
of food and educating and building community along the way (in 2012 we grew over
11,000 pounds of vegetables!). We grow fresh produce and herbs for the cafeteria seven
out of nine months of the school year. Normally in the fall, we are able to meet nearly all the
produce needs of the school cafeteria for both the salad bar and prepared meals.
We also grow for an 80 family community supported agriculture (CSA) program. Families
will buy a share of the farm in the spring, and throughout the summer and fall they come
once a week to pick up their share of produce. We do a weekly farm stand, where
consumers and people over here at the school can just come and buy a little bit here and
there. We donate about 10 percent of what we produce to local community organizations
and we also offer an array of educational programs, summer internships, volunteer days,
cooking classes, and lots of different community events throughout the year. We’re a
volunteer-based organization and rely on community support for these programs and
initiatives that serve the Denver Green School, its surrounding community, and folks
throughout Denver. The educational internships are offered through partnerships with a
high school that's only three blocks away, with local colleges and universities, and with one
of our partner organizations called
Greenleaf, which works with urban
youth and teaches them about food
justice and farming. Many of our
interns get course credit for their
internships with us throughout the
season, as they learn about a plethora
of topics related to small-scale organic
agriculture
including
botany,
entomology, natural systems, and so
on. We also usually have an intern from
the local cooking school, Johnson &
Wales University, who works on menu
development with Food Services
because there are a lot of things, such as beets and turnips, we grow at the farm that they
still don't have recipes for within DPS. (Update: we partnered with DPS Food & Nutrition
Services, CSU Extension, Denver Green School, and others on a USDA grant awarded in late
2012 for further recipe development and formalized, standards-based curriculum
development at the Denver Green School Community Farm that will be used throughout
the district.)

What has been your primary focus or involvement in helping to get more local foods into
schools?
It all comes back to this one acre farm right here on school grounds, but there's so much
connected to it because this was the first project of its kind in Colorado. We had to go
through a year and a half of paperwork to get a land-use agreement worked out with the
public school district because we couldn’t find a precedent for a project like this. I found a
lot of projects throughout the United States where farms in the city somewhere supply the
school cafeteria or lots of smaller scale garden programs, but we never really found
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anything that would be a precedent for a large-scale farm right on the grounds of the
school. Therefore, it was up to us to develop all the legal documents to work up a land-use
agreement with Denver Public Schools and a partnership agreement with Denver Green
School so we could occupy the land. We also had to develop food safety protocols so we
could grow the food here, harvest it, wash it, and get it into the cafeteria for students to eat.
These protocols were approved by the Department of Public Health, Department of
Agriculture, Food Safety experts at CSU Extension, and others in the field. Now that we have
that all worked out, it paves the way for lots of other projects. There are actually two other
farms that might be started up at schools this year, and DPS may be looking to have more
school farms throughout the district. Now that all that paperwork is done, it helps make
expansion of the pilot possible. We wanted
to set it up so that it would be a really
replicable model. We didn't want to be the
exception; we wanted to be the new rule, so
that these could spread like wildfire. We'd
really like to see school farms everywhere.
But Sprout City Farms isn’t just focused on
schools; we’d also like to partner with other
institutions throughout the city that have
ties to underutilized land and whose
communities could benefit from a farm in
their neighborhood.

How long have you been involved?
Sprout City Farms incorporated in January of 2010 and we worked throughout 2010 with
Denver Green School and DPS to develop all of that paperwork. The scholastic year 20102011 was the first year of the Denver Green School. We broke ground in March of 2011,
when we actually started physically building the farm site. So we started the process in
2010, but it took us a year to get something concrete. I myself have been working on farms
for seven or eight years. I started doing education programs on a bunch of the other farms
that I worked with, but none of them really regularly supplied school districts; again, this is
new territory. James and I are the founders of Sprout City Farms, so we've been working on
it since 2009/2010.

What first interested you in local foods or Farm to School?
We have this saying at my house: Love food; eat it every day. Food is the basis of life and it
really builds community--people can come together, grow food, and then eat it together. So
I've really always been a food enthusiast. When I moved to Denver in late 2008 it was the
first time that I had lived in a city and I didn't really know what to do with myself, because
I’d been working on farms since graduating college. I got into urban agriculture, and when I
started talking with James and some other friends about the possibilities for urban AG we
decided that supplying local public institutions would be a great way to actually have a
significant impact rather than just growing food for a few neighbors here and there. We
started out with a for-profit company called Produce Denver that is still going, which does
edible landscaping and urban AG initiatives. We started with the idea of just changing a few
people's minds and foodscapes, and then we said we needed to find some large areas of
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land to grow food on. The very first one we thought of was school grounds because of
childhood obesity and diabetes, all these health issues that are going on with our kids, and
the disconnect with nature largely experienced by urban youth. We wanted to start with
the kids because everybody knows, they're the future! For other ideas we have pending for
the future, we hope to add another site in 2014, perhaps a hospital farm or something close
to a senior center. But at the heart of it all is the desire to grow food for people close to
where they live, so that we can foster a reconnection to the land and food that sustain us.

What else motivated you or provided that “spark” to get involved? What made it
possible or easier for you to get involved?
There really is a groundswell of interest in going back to the land and supporting your local
farmer, particularly in Denver, which is fantastic. Denver has a young feel, and it seems like
there are a lot of young people here who are the biggest sector that are interested in this
whole food movement. There’s a lot of interest everywhere now about where your food
comes from, and how to get good clean food, so we are just kind of riding that wave. It's
great for us because we are a
volunteer-based organization; we
have a staff of two. So that interest
in local foods and farming is what
is going to keep this thing going—
you need people to want to come
out and be interested in where
their food comes from. I
personally love to see the gleam in
folks’ eyes when they pull a carrot
out of the ground for the very first
time! It feels almost like magic and
I think that is very powerful for
folks to experience.

Were there specific tools, models, partners, programs, or resources that really helped
you to get involved? What about them was so helpful?
The National Farm to School Program was really nice, because that was already around.
The whole movement of having gardens at schools across the country was really helpful in
setting up a school farm, because as I said before, there was no precedent, but there was
some interest moving in that direction. We just kind of combined the idea of a school
garden and the Farm to School Network. Farm to School is pretty active in some parts of
Colorado: the Southwest, Greeley, Boulder, and Fort Collins seem to have some good farm
to school stuff going on. Denver hadn’t yet completely joined up with that but at least we
could point to it as a reference. DPS Food and Nutrition Services has instituted some great
programs over the last few years, such as their scratch cooking training for all kitchen staff,
which was a boon to us getting going because once we began delivering produce to the
cafeteria they were knowledgeable in how to prepare it from scratch. We also partner with
Denver Urban Gardens who build and manage community gardens throughout the city.
Colorado Farm to School Task Force | http://coloradofarmtoschool.org/

4|Page

They've been around in Denver for over 25 years and they only build a community garden
when someone from the neighborhood requests one and they've identified a garden leader,
so they are really grassroots. They have over 100 gardens in the Denver area, and more
than 30 that are on school grounds, where they also collaborate with Slow Food. They've
been a good partner for us in working with the school district, and when we developed our
land-use agreement for the farm, we started out with the land-use agreement they had with
the gardens, and just changed it all around. It was at least one tiny little starting point. So
those were the really big players.

Are there other factors that have contributed to the on-going success or sustainability of
your efforts? What specifically?
In our first year (2011) we accomplished everything that we did through grassroots
community fund-raising and a few little micro-grants. Then our CSA program helped fund
the farm startup costs. We did a few fundraisers throughout the year, for example: an
online fundraising platform called Kickstarter that was supported by over 300 individual
donors, including families and neighbors of the Denver Green School. So our first year we
didn't actually get any large grants, we did everything with community-based support, but
that funded farm operations and programs and not really staff time. This year (2012) we
are applying for some larger grants through local community foundations, like the
Colorado Health Foundation and Anschutz Family Foundation. We are still ramping up
fund-raising efforts—in the first year we just wanted to get started and scrape by, but
ultimately to sustain the farm and its educational and community-building programs we
will rely on outside funding sources to support our efforts.

Where do you see your efforts going and growing? What do you see as the next steps?
We want to expand to another site in 2014, and that may be another school farm or that
may be another farm on land serving an institution like a hospital somewhere else in the
city. Now that we've got our project going, we want to help everybody else interested in
urban farming make that a reality too. We’d like to see a network of city farms that each
take care of their own neighborhood, I think that's the most sustainable way to help people
in the city. There is a lot of land in the city that can be put toward agriculture that's just
grass right now. Colorado’s biome designation is the high desert plains, so we'd rather save
water and grow food vs. grass!

What do you think others can learn from or model from what you have done? What
would you suggest to others in your role who want to do similar work?
I guess one of the bigger pieces of advice I have is to start working with your community
long before you do anything on site. I think that was a really important thing that we did,
working for a year before we actually did anything on the ground, talking with people like
the Homeowners Association, the school, and everybody that is a stakeholder. Tell
stakeholders what you want to do, ask them what they want to see, and kind of tailor it all
to the community. It's more sustainable that way than just coming in and plopping
something down, because the community that’s invested will keep things going. Urban
agriculture is especially reliant on community support because you’re right in people's
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backyards. That's different than traditional rural farms where you don't have to talk to
people if you don't want to—we don't have that here, people are always coming here and
walking up and saying “What's going on?” So I would say starting with community outreach
long before you break ground is really important, and keeping the community involved is
the most sustainable way. DPS Food Services has been supportive of the whole process, and
they're really open about everything. I can go in the school’s kitchen and we can look at
their menus for the whole school year and we talk about how much they need of everything
so I can plan to grow exactly what they need. Food Services is working with us to do menu
development for stuff they don't already have on the menu but they want us to grow. And
we’re collaborating on projects with CSU Extension so we can grow even more throughout
the year. I wish it hadn't taken a year of paperwork, but it shouldn't take anybody else that
long now that we have it all ironed out.

What else would you like to see happen in the state of CO that would help advance your
efforts?
I would like to see more Farm to School stuff going on because we have a lot of agriculture
in our state and some of the barriers have been tall. The school district in Denver was
working for a little while with local farmers, but then the farmers had to raise their prices a
little beyond the price point they had set, so they had to back out of that. It's tough on the
school districts because their funding is so tight, so I would just like to see more prioritized
funds for local farm-fresh food.
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