Community Gardening Changes the World – One Neighborhood at a Time!


Picture this scene:  You come home from work, start putting together some dinner, and find yourself using a prepackaged meal or ordering takeout.  Maybe you have to brave the crowds at the grocery store.  You pass by the produce section, but the tomatoes look a little road weary.  You’ve heard organic vegetables are tastier and healthier, but who can afford them?   You stand in line at checkout feeling disconnected.  Oh well, such is life…

Now imagine this:  You come home from work, put on some play clothes and walk to your local community garden.  You smile and chat with your acquaintances and get down to work.  You revel in the sun on your back, and feel renewed in connecting with the earth and your neighbors.  Your children work along side you, discovering bugs, planting seeds, watering seedlings, finding weeds, sampling new and varied fruits and vegetables (!) You load up a small feast in a basket – fresh berries, spicy lettuce, cucumbers still a little warm from the sun, and ah, the tomatoes. They taste like summer, they cost next to nothing, besides the time you spent throughout the season, enjoying the company of friends, bending and stretching in the outdoors.  Now, this is the life! …and it’s in Belmar!

Welcome to the world of Community Gardening.  There are many variations on the theme, and many different reasons people get involved, but the rewards are great, and can be life changing. American Community Garden Association cites these benefits: 

improves the quality of life for people by providing a catalyst for neighborhood and community development, stimulating social interaction, encouraging self-reliance, beautifying neighborhoods, producing nutritious food, reducing family food budgets, conserving resources and creating opportunities for recreation, exercise, therapy and education.  

It almost seems crazy that every town doesn’t have one.   Belmar is home to The Magical Garden, sponsored by the Belmar Environmental Commission. Started in 2000, it is used by dozens of school children and community residents and hosts the Community Garden Group, which meets during the spring, summer and fall to prepare, plant and harvest a large variety of organic vegetables.  It includes several Master Gardeners who have learned through years of experience and classes. Even rookie gardeners like me, who probably inherited my mother’s and Grammie’s “Black Thumb” are welcome. Although I can honestly say I enjoyed the planting, and all the other work, I loved the harvest best. My son even developed a deep love of green beans – especially those that we’d planted then picked ourselves.  

Not every town has a community garden, but there are many resources available to those interested in starting one. But, suppose you really don’t have the time to participate that fully in physically bringing food to your table.  An alternative is Community Supported Agriculture (CSA).   A local farm will sell shares of their output to a group of people who usually pay and sometimes contribute labor to support the farm.  They share in the risks of pests and bad weather, but also enjoy the bounty of the harvest.  Usually farms produce from the summer through harvest season, and members pick up their crated produce once or twice a week. One unexpected delight was the pleasure of fresh cut flowers in my home all last summer (from my community garden), and Merrick Farm, our local CSA also grows flowers.  Like community garden members, CSA members feel reconnection to the land and their fellow members, and enjoy knowing their grower and being involved in food production.  They also pay less for locally grown and often organic produce.  Farmers benefit from the advance money from shareholders, better prices, and reduced marketing efforts. 
If a CSA sounds too involved, you can always visit a local farmer’s market or simple stand to support local growers, which in turn supports the local economy. Also, many local natural foods stores sell locally grown and organic produce. Remember, New Jersey is The Garden State!  Every dollar that is spent supporting local businesses and especially local producers improves the quality of life for the people of the community.  Shopping close enough to home to walk or bike adds an extra benefit to the community.  

A British journal called Food Study reported about the hidden cost of food, “damage to the environment, damage to climate, damage to infrastructure and the cost of transporting food on roads”, concluding that buying locally was even more important to protecting the environment than buying organic food.   Another hidden cost of some foods is the human cost.  Some of the large agribusiness food producers who supply grocery chains routinely exploit the disenfranchised people who work for them, especially the pickers. Choosing to purchase (or grow) your food locally is an empowering choice for both you and a local farmer, and is a good way to vote with your dollars for the kinds of businesses you want to support.

Yet another resource for more locally produced and natural food is a food co-op. There are several kinds of food co-ops, and I will describe two types that are locally available.  One is a produce co-op, where members buy one of a limited number of shares in a buying club.  One member receives the delivery and often receives a discount on a share in exchange for the labor involved in processing the delivery.  The Purple Dragon Co-Op, based in Glen Ridge, NJ, makes deliveries to communities throughout NJ, bringing a pre-selected assortment of organic produce.  Members  pay about $40 for each 15-30 pound delivery, take turns sharing in the work of processing, and often receive preparation tips for the always varied, but sometimes unfamiliar selections.  Neshaminy Valley Organic Foods is a food co-op wholesale buying club based in Ivyland, PA and makes deliveries to Monmouth County every two weeks.  They require a minimum purchase of $350 to offset the costs in sending the delivery truck, but in addition to produce they sell a wide variety of natural and organic food and products, from which members can choose from single items up to bulk products by the 25lb bag.  Any group of five households can plan an order, pick an acceptable delivery site, and place orders through a printed catalog.  While the produce is not quite as local, it is often organic and for many people an affordable alternative. 

A common theme linking these alternatives is a connection to the food, the land where it is grown, and the people who grow it.  Some people are committed to buying organic for better health.  Some people are committed to buying locally because they care about supporting their communities and want to empower themselves in their food choices.  Some people join in after learning about the hidden costs of conventionally grown produce, which can include exploiting the people who pick it, damaging the soil that grows it, and the fuel and environmental costs that go into the 1,500 miles that average food items in the US have traveled to reach our plates. 
Think of the lifelong lessons learned when your children participate in or observe the growing season alongside the diverse people in their own community, learn about where their food comes from, and understand how the choices they make in purchasing impact the world and their own neighborhoods.   Use the resources below to bring some healthy changes into your life!

Resources 

American Community Garden Association:  Greening America’s Communities

http://www.communitygarden.org/

phone: (877) ASK-ACGA or (877) 275-2242
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) listings

Alternative Farming Systems Info. Center  http://www.nal.usda.gov/afsic/csa/

Biodynamic Farming & Gardening Assoc.  http://www.biodynamics.com/csa.html
NewFarm Farm Locator http://newfarm.org/farmlocator/index.php
Merrick Farm (CSA) 98 Merrick Rd.  Farmingdale, NJ 07727 
Phone:  (732) 938-2491 Susan Keymer & Juan George 

Grows:  Berries, Flowers, Herbs, Honey, Transplants/Bedding & Vegetables 
Community Farmers Markets in Monmouth County
Asbury Park Farmers Market   Main & Sunset Avenues, Asbury Park
Phone: 732-502-5749, Tom Gilmoure
Open: Last week of June - October 29,  Saturdays, 8 am - 1 pm
Variety of fruits and vegetables
Belmar Farmers' Market   www.belmarchamber.com
Between Main St. & Train Station, Belmar
Phone:(732) 681-9023 - Annette Berginn
Open: June 25 - October 1,  Saturdays, 10 am - 3 pm
Variety of fruits & vegetables, along with Plants, perennials, crafters, artists, natural products, pottery, artisans, gardeners

Pick Your Own Farms in Monmouth County
Antonio Casola Farms & Greenhouse
178 Highway 34 & Schank Rd., Holmdel
Phone: (732) 332-1533
Pick Your Own: Vegetables; pumpkins; fall squashes; gourds; corn stalks; hay; straw; flowers
Atlantic Farms
1506 Atlantic Ave. (Rt. 524), Wall
Phone: (732) 528-8680
Open: Daily, year-round,  9 am - 7 pm
Roadside Market: Broccoli; cabbage; cauliflower; cucumbers; eggplant; herbs; lettuce; melons; peppers (sweet, hot); squash (summer, winter); tomatoes; plum tomatoes; string beans; beets; carrots; sweet corn; onions; pumpkins; radishes; spinach; watermelon
Pick Your Own: Peppers; eggplant; tomatoes; squash; plum tomatoes; cut flowers; pumpkins; mums; hay straw; corn stalks; Christmas trees
Battleview Orchards  www.battlevieworchards.com
91 Wemrock Rd., Freehold
Phone:(732) 462-0756 
Open: Year round,  Daily, 9 am - 6 pm
Roadside Market: Fruits, vegetables, all variety apples
Pick Your Own: Strawberries, sour cherries, peaches, nectarines, apples, pumpkins
Food Co-Op Listings

Purple Dragon Produce Co-Op 
http://www.purpledragon.com/

(973) 429-0391

Neshaminy Valley Natural Foods Distributor

(215) 443-5545 or (732) 988-7513 for local information

