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Urban farmers and growers of Detroit are quite familiar with the challenges involved in 
growing healthy, organic, sustainably produced fruits, vegetables and herbs in the city.  
Public policy is needed to assist local growers with training, developing infrastructure, 
accessing expanded markets and capital resources.  Detroit’s “Food Security Policy, 
adopted by the City Council in 2008, was developed to affirm the City of Detroit's 
commitment to nurturing the development of a food secure city in which all of its 
citizens are hunger-free, healthy and benefit from the food systems that impact their 
lives. This policy also affirms the City of Detroit's commitment to supporting sustainable 
food systems that provide people with high quality food, employment, and that also 
contribute to the long-term well-being of the environment”.   

This policy document, builds on, and should be seen as a complement to, Detroit’s 2008 
Food Security Policy. Detroit’s urban, primarily African American, farmers’ and growers’ 
knowledge and expertise was crucial in designing the following policy document. An 
objective of this project is to build and strengthen a network of Detroit urban farmers. 
Public policy priorities assembled by this network, are essential in moving this work 
forward.  The farmers and growers were engaged in the development of this document 
via telephone conversations, emailing policy points to the DBCFSN project 
representative, and	  participation in formal policy discussions in September and 
November 2013.   

   

• Soil Remediation 

Assemble research material on urban soil remediation. 

 Resources are needed to conduct a comprehensive study on the suitability of urban 
soils for agriculture. Urban Farmers need easy access to this research.  The cost of the 
research should be affordable.  Resources for the remediation of urban soils where 
growing is taking (or planned to take) place is essential.  Research partners should 
include, but not be limited to FoodPlus Detroit (already in discussion with MSU and 
others), Michigan State University (MSU), Wayne State University (WSU), the City of 
Detroit Building Safety, Engineering and Environmental Department (BSEED), and EPA. 

 

• Agricultural Review Process 

Develop and implement an efficient streamlined review process for approving large 
agricultural projects.  



Support the provisions of the urban agriculture ordinance with regard to Special Land 
Use Hearings for conditional uses and any public hearing processes as part of any 
necessary zoning changes.  Specifically, provide support through existing community-
based urban agriculture organizations to inform and encourage the community to 
participate in the public hearing process. Community Development and Community 
Benefit Agreements should be part of the process. 

Local farmers, the City Planning Commission (CPC), citizens in the proposed area and 
policy advocates should partner with BSEE Department in implementing this review 
process. 

• Animal Husbandry 

 Expand the Urban Agriculture Zoning ordinance to include animal husbandry. 

Support the work of the Urban Livestock Work Group being led by the City Planning 
Commission. The work will include devising Urban Agriculture Zoning ordinances for the 
keeping of urban livestock and honey bees, as well as public education and 
engagement. 

• Chemicals from pesticides 

Develop pesticide restrictions for urban growers and implement adequate enforcement 
mechanisms to protect the community. 

 

 Growers advocate working with the Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (MDARD) to address pesticides and chemicals from urban agriculture 
projects that will adversely affect the health of the community.  Current State law 
should be reviewed with regard to use of pesticides and the constraints put on local 
governments from deviating from the State law.  Form a statewide coalition, connect 
with national efforts, and work towards revising laws with regard to pesticide use, 
notification, and application.   Other cities with urban agriculture ordinances should be 
studied for their best practices in regard to pesticide usage.  The community must 
partner with BSEED in developing and implementing adequate enforcement 
mechanisms to protect the community. 	  

• Tax Breaks 

 



Develop special property tax breaks on land used for urban agriculture in the city of 
Detroit.  

Community supported urban agriculture projects should qualify for special tax breaks.  
The City of Detroit Finance Department (the taxing authority) should be educated on 
the health and the community building benefits of urban agriculture. There is 
documentation in urban cities around the country that urban agriculture projects have 
increased the surrounding taxable property values in many areas.  The city would 
benefit from the increases in property taxes while encouraging the repurposing of 
vacant land that is not on the tax rolls. 

• Land Sales 

Develop and implement a fair process to purchase city owned land. 

An important component to the success of urban agriculture in the City of Detroit is a 
fair/equitable/transparent process to purchase city owned land.  The process should be 
developed through partnering with the Planning and Development Department, the 
Detroit/Wayne County Land Bank Authority and the City Planning Commission.  A 
comprehensive data base for public owned land should be developed.  The public 
property research process must be streamlined and include information on ownership, 
price and availability.  Wealthy developers should not have an unfair advantage over 
community supported agriculture projects.  In the absence of permanent land 
ownership, local government policies must include long term lease options for urban 
farming. 
 

• Detroit Water and Sewage Department 

Develop and implement special rates for water used in urban agriculture. 
 
Growers suggested partnering and with the Detroit Water and Sewage Department 
(DWSD) for exemptions from sewage charges for water solely used for urban 
agriculture. Water usage is critical in any farming endeavor.  Water used in agriculture 
benefits the environment. Substantial amounts of potable water in cities are lost to 
evaporation and runoff due to a lack of proper water management. Implementing 
sustainable water practices in cities promotes reduced dependence on municipal water 
supply and infrastructure. There are cost savings to the city.  Small scale permaculture 
also promotes sustainable food production that mimics natural cycles and contribute to 
water conservation. 



 

• SNAP Benefits   

Develop and implement strategies to increase support for SNAP, Double Up Food Bucks and 
The Aging Senior Farmers Nutrition programs. 
 
There is a stated need to advocate increased support for SNAP, Double Up Food Bucks, 
and The Aging Senior Farmers Nutrition programs.  Fiscal Year 2012 saw a 100% 
increase in SNAP benefit usage in Michigan from FY 2008 when the recession hit, (From 
$1.5 billion to $3 billion).  Last year 47 million citizens received SNAP benefits.  In 
addition to historically underserved communities, SNAP benefits senior citizens, college 
students and military personnel.  SNAP and DUFB are very important in increasing the 
purchasing dollars and getting fresh produce to the community via farmers markets and 
SNAP retailers.  Some strategies that could be employed include: 

1. Reducing administrative cost. 
2. Streamlining the processing of SNAP applications. 
3. Reducing verification burdens. 
4. Increasing fraud monitoring procedures.  
5. Utilizing technology options (web-based applications and document imaging). 
6. Advocating the importance of maintaining current levels of spending to federal 

policy makers. 

 

• FSMA  

Exempt small urban growers from the Food and Drug Administrations’ (FDA) Food 
Safety Modernization Act legislation. 

A coalition of urban farmers and growers are advocating partnering with the Eastern 
Market in joint food safety certification and securing resources for food safety 
infrastructure. The infrastructure should include produce washing and cooling stations, 
refrigeration and proper packaging. Small growers are also advocating for small urban 
farm produce exemptions from the Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA).  
 

• Recommending an increase in locally grown produce supplying 
Michigan institutions. 



Urban farmers support the recommendations of the Michigan Good Food Charter.  
“Michigan institutions will source 20 percent of their food products from Michigan 
growers, producers and processors.”  These institutions include schools, universities and 
hospitals. The projected date to accomplish this is 2020. 

• Specialty crop subsidies 

Adjust federal crop subsidies to support local specialty crops.  
 
Farmers and growers are advocating developing strategies toward adjusting federal 
crop subsidies in support of locally grown specialty crops. The strategies include 
educating policy makers on recent federal “My Plate” recommendations.  This also 
includes addressing the environmental and health concerns of mono-cropping. The 
recommendations encourage balanced meal servings consisting of fruits, vegetables, 
grains, protein and small amounts of diary.  Federal policy makers should be engaged in 
this conversation.  The latest nutrition guide should always be displayed on food 
packaging.  
 

• Community Land Trust 

Establish community land ownership and control with CLT. 

Community Land Trusts provide a way for a community to take ownership of public 
vacant land and then use the land for purposes that serve that community's specific 
needs.  Community Land Trust would benefit large scale agriculture projects and urban 
farming as an economic engine in facilitating community self-determination.  The CLT 
will also give the community a stake and control of future development. This 
partnership must include creating a community none profit entity, the city Planning and 
Development Department, the City Planning Commission, the Detroit Economic Growth 
Corporation, the Law Department and the city’s Land Bank Authority.  A suggestion was 
introduced to study several modified First Nations (Native American) CLT models going 
forward. 

• Agri-Tourism 

Expand the State’s agri-tourism industry to include Detroit urban farming cultural tours. 

Every year, Detroit’s urban farming community host local, national and international 
tours.  Numerous media outlets from around the world also visit the city’s farming 
community.  D-Town Farm, Earthworks, Feedom Freedom, Catherine Ferguson 



Academy, Brightmoor, Keep Growing Detroit, The Greening of Detroit, The Oakland 
Ave. Garden, the farmers markets and many others could serve as Cultural Agri-
Tourism destinations.  The rich legacy of Africans and African Americans contribution to 
agriculture from the dawn of civilization in Africa, through the U.S. south and into the 
northern City of Detroit is a compelling story that must be shared. The “great 
migration” from the south brought African Americans with the appreciation, knowledge 
and connection to the land.  Agri-tourism can be used as an education vehicle to share 
the knowledge of agriculture to our youth.  A partnership can be created with the Pure 
Michigan Department of Tourism and the Detroit Tourist Board. Agri-Tourism themes 
could include: 

1. U-Pick harvest 
2. Natural Herbs tours 
3. Heirloom plant varieties 
4. Cultural storytelling 
5. Recreation  
6. Nutritional cooking demonstrations 

• Biodiversity 

Develop strategies to increased biodiversity sustainability efforts.  

There is an immense variety of plant and animal life, and a complex relationship 
between those ecosystems that contribute to biodiversity. Scientific studies and Slow 
Food USA have produced evidence that there is at least an 80-90% loss of plant 
biodiversity occurring on our planet.  Half of the breeds of many domestic animals have 
been lost.  A large portion of the loss is attributed to human activity.	  The role that 
urban agriculture can have in contributing to biodiversity should be studied.  Partner 
with Slow Food Detroit Central City and University extension programs to explore 
biodiversity sustainability efforts. 

• Block Grants 

Develop strategies to direct Block Grants funding toward urban agriculture in Detroit. 

Block Grants are funds dispensed by the federal government to state and local government with 
only general provisions on how to spend it.  The Block Grants replaces revenue sharing and as 
such is community tax dollars returned to the community.  There is an emphasis on the need 
to adjust State Block grant funding directed toward Detroit to increase the capacity of 
urban farming and the availability of fresh produce to Detroit’s underserved 
communities.  Partner with Detroit’s state and local legislative officials to direct the 



funding. On the Federal level, to continue the funding of HUD’s Neighborhood 
Stabilization Program for urban agriculture projects.  Growers are advocating for the 
creation of an Office of Urban Agriculture inside HUD.  

Additional comments on collaboration/partnerships 

Small urban farmers and growers consistently expressed a need to collaborate on 
securing and utilizing tools, trucks, tractors, refrigeration, distribution systems, liability 
insurance, value added products, produce aggregation, and as mentioned above, food 
safety certification. Food Hubs can serve as centers of community self-determination 
and empowerment.  Resources for a shared education/technical assistance platform 
should be developed for soil conservation methods such as cover crop, the benefits 
include (reduce soil erosion, increase soil fertility, weed management and disease 
control).  Through education, urban farmers are collectively encouraging and engaging 
in sustainability practices through crop rotation, composting, seed saving, rain 
catchment systems, etc.  The latest shared technology platform utilizing electronic 
irrigation control systems and alternative energy systems of solar and wind will put 
Detroit on the international map in the latest urban farming technology.  In summary, 
collaboration and partnerships are essential to success in redefining urban agriculture in 
Detroit, building food security, building intentional communities, sharing technology and 
resources. 

 

Participating farmers, growers, urban planners and municipal policy personnel in the 
creation of this document included: 

• DBCFSN, Wholesale customers and farmers market manager 
• Earthworks Agriculture Training facilitator 
• Queens Greens value added producer 
•  Detroit Food Policy Council 
•  DBCFSN/FoodCorp Food Warriors coordinator and grower 
• Uprooting Racism-Planting Justice 
•  Neighbors Building Brightmoor/farmer 
•  DBCFSN, urban grower, compost expert, summer internship coordinator 
• Keep Growing Detroit, produce aggregation, urban agriculture support, training   
•  City Planning Commission, FoodPlus Detroit 
• Chairperson, Urban Agriculture Workgroup on Detroit’s agriculture zoning 

ordinance 
•  Greening of Detroit, DPS school gardens coordinator, agriculture program  
•  LoveEarth Herbal Tea value added producer 
•  Feedom Freedom Farms 



•  CHIRP Project (Eliminating childhood obesity) 
• Emerson Fellow on Food Justice/Sovereignty 
• AmeriCorps Youth Energy Squad Coordinator/Eco Works 
• Eastern Market Corporation 
• Individual farmers and growers 

 

 

 

 


