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When Someone Gives You Lemons…Do You Make Lemonade or Plant a Lemon Tree, Creating a Sustainable Source of Food and Income? [certainly an evocative phrasing for this question]

I live on Fruitvale Avenue in Oakland, California, a street that, as its name suggests, used to be fruit orchards in the late 1800s. Today, it is a concrete stretch of road that extends from the foothills down toward the San Francisco Bay. My portion of the street is a residential area, but travel a few minutes down Fruitvale and you reach urban East Oakland. My house sits on about a third of an acre of land with a small front yard and a modestly spacious backyard. A couple years ago when we had our front yard landscaped, the one thing that remained unchanged was the Meyer lemon tree rooted to the right of the front of the house. This lemon tree requires minimal care and in return, provides us with a bountiful supply of delicious, sweet lemons year round. Around the back of the house in our untamed yard a few rows of fruit trees grow: apples, figs, pears, and sometimes a small bed of tomatoes or carrots. Growing up I took these food resources for granted as something we have always had, but as I got older their value began to have more meaning to me. Besides harvesting fruit for our own use, we began periodically selling and trading our lemons. The many benefits my family reaped from our fruit trees leads me to wonder about the implications of this method of food production on issues of sustainability. What role can home-scale agricultural activity in urban environments play in fostering agricultural sustainability? [Wonderful introduction – story sets context for very clear thesis statement at close]

For small, family-scale agriculture production, sustainability analyses need to take into account cultural or social, ecological, and economic factors. To be culturally and socially sustainable, the production must fit into the existing community in a way that cultivates positive relationships between people and adds to the community cohesiveness [great]. It can do so by uniting people with each other and with the source from which the food they consume originates. An ecologically sustainable home-scale agriculture system grows crops that are appropriate for the conditions in which they are planted, including climate, light availability, and soil condition, so that tampering with the environment is unnecessary.  [what does tampering mean?  What is the difference between tampering with and facilitating the development of conditions that foster the crops you desire?   Semantics?]  Cultivation practices  [i.e. tampering?] are such that crops can be grown repeatedly without damaging or depleting their growing environment. In terms of economic sustainability, the food production should be at a scale large enough that it replaces or significantly reduces a family’s need to buy the specific crops, but small enough to still be manageable. Ideally, production would also allow for some portion of the harvest to be sold or traded, therefore serving as a source of currency and income for the family. In each of these three categories, the food source should be stable and enduring so that the family can rely on it from year to year. Distribution of the food products can exist on a variety of scales, but given the small-scale nature of the production, sale at a local level is the most plausible [and perhaps most beneficial in light of your previous arguments]. In addition, local exchange is the most culturally and ecologically sustainable because it enhances the immediate community and avoids the pollution that comes with more widespread dispersal [and fosters positive community dynamics?].


To begin to examine these concepts of sustainability, I focus on the narrowest level of cultural and social influence: the family that cultivates the crops. As growers of fruits and some vegetables, my family has a connection to the earth and an understanding of where these foods come from that many families in the United States have lost [yes good]. The modern food industry has embraced fast food chains selling chicken nuggets that bear no resemblance to an actual chicken and supermarkets that carry an array of processed, packaged food transported from other countries. This type of consumer eating erases the relationships between the original food source and the ultimate product that we put in our mouths. As Michael Pollan says, “At either end of a food chain you find a biological system—a patch of soil, a human body—and the health of one is connected—literally—to the health of the other” (Pollan, 2006). However, when the intermediate steps in the food chain are masked, how are we supposed to choose food that will contribute to our good health? This is where home growing comes into play. When I eat an apple picked from a tree in my backyard or make lemonade with our Meyer lemons, I know what I am consuming. I see every step in the process, from the fruit growing on the tree, to picking it, to cooking it, preparing it, or simply rinsing it off and eating it whole. Thus [not recognized as a word by most writers] the separated dots are reconnected and viewed in the context of the food chain as a whole. [Excellent]

Aside from the greater understanding of the chain of events that brings a food item to its point of consumption, a family that grows its own crops receives essentially free, tasty, easily accessed food. We enjoy our fruits in a variety of ways. We use lemons to make lemonade and as seasoning. Apples are eaten whole, made into applesauce, apple juice, and apple crisp, pears are eaten whole, and figs are eaten or cut up and mixed with cream and other fruit. [you are making me hungry]

Broadening the scope of influence to the next level, the small community made up of our neighbors and friends benefits from our food production, as well. Often neighbors come by and pick a lemon or two. When we go to visit friends we take a bag of lemons as a small gift, or bring food products made from our fruit. This sharing of food fosters positive community relationships [good]. A few times we have made fig ice cream with figs from our trees, an activity that includes several steps and is best done with the help of others. Culminating with the manual churning of the ice cream, the process brings together family and friends in a small community activity.


From an ecological sustainability viewpoint there is also much to be gained from home-scale agriculture. First, the renewed sense that everything is connected is not just a cultural benefit, but also a primary ecological concept (Pollan, 2006). Secondly, the matching of crops with proper environment for growth promotes ecological sustainability. Our lemon tree provides a constant output of lemons with virtually no input of work on our part. Occasionally, we water the tree in summer or prune it, but even these maintenance activities are not really necessary. The reason for this is that the Meyer lemon tree is perfectly suited to the moderate climate of our front yard. Because the tree grows in harmony with the land, it exerts no negative effects on the soil and no fertilizer or pesticide of any sort is needed. The same holds true for the rest of our fruit trees, which we also leave alone to grow as they wish.


The economic sustainability of home-scale urban agriculture is perhaps the most complex system, and can be considered in three ways: the inputs in money, energy and resources applied to the crops versus the outputs in food reaped, the role of food products as currency for exchange, and the monetary income gained from selling the harvest. The fruit trees that we grow are natural capital [good use of concept] that take sunlight, natural moisture, and nutrients from the soil and use these resources to photosynthesize, grow, and fruit. With natural input these trees give large outputs of fruit. In considering the outputs aesthetics, shade, and carbon dioxide consumption can also be included. In this sense, our fruit trees are incredibly economically sustainable because they provide us with resources for free. We get something for essentially nothing. The output of fruit reduces our need to purchase the crops that we cultivate, so we save money that we would otherwise be spending.

With the fruit output, we can also increase the economic value of our trees by trading and selling the fruit. A family friend, June Taylor, has a small business of making jams and similar products with local ingredients. We give her lemons to use in the products she sells, and in exchange she gives us a quantity of her goods that constitute an equivalent value. In this situation we both benefit economically through exchange of goods. Selling our lemons is also clearly a form of economic gain, and since our trees persist year after year it is a sustainable, reliable small source of income. Due to the infrequency with which we sell our lemons the gain is not a large one, but with a more constant commitment to selling, the possibilities for making a substantial, or at least constant, amount of money is quite feasible. We sell our lemons to two business, the Berkeley Bowl Marketplace and a restaurant called Chez Panisse, which pay us $1.00 and $1.75 per pound respectively. Both businesses focus on buying locally, and during certain times of the year the Berkeley Bowl has difficulty getting the lemons they want from commercial growers, so they rely solely on local people. In this way the services we provide are economically sustainable as well because our lemons help them keep a constant stock for their customers to purchase.


The small-scale of home growers is compatible in many ways with the Buddhist view of economics. The Buddhist point of view sees work as a blessing that allows a person to develop and employ his or her talents, conquer ego-centeredness through collaboration with others to accomplish a shared task, and produce goods and services essential to a “becoming existence” (Schumacher, 1996). This view is reflected in the work of harvesting fruit and making the raw fruit into more complex foods. Buddhist economics values local sources of production to satisfy local food needs. Depending on foreign imports and cultivating crops only to ship them far away is uneconomic, even largely unjustifiable [But the fact that this is fundamental to our current market suggests that within the current system it is, indeed, economical, no?]. Similarly, large-scale violent conflicts tend to be less prevalent in self-sufficient communities than in communities that rely on worldwide trade systems [you should probably insert a citation to support this contention here]. Home-scale agriculture that is distributed locally supports this Buddhist view of economic sustainability (Schumacher, 1996).


The home-scale urban form of agriculture production is a sustainable system in that it unites the interests of social relationships, environment, and economics. Looking in further detail at the businesses with which we trade and sell our lemons helps to illustrate the way that these three initially separate areas of sustainability can become joined. June Taylor began making jam in her kitchen, while her young son was napping. Inspired by her English background, June used organic, locally grown ingredients and sold her jams in farmers’ markets. Today, based on demand for her products, she has a small business run out of rented space in a commercial kitchen and she sells online and to a larger range of customers. Even though her operation has increased in size and scope, she operates on the same original principles and does most of the work herself, hiring just a few people. June’s business illustrates how small-scale locally targeted goods promote ecological and social sustainability and are simultaneously compatible with economic success.


The two businesses that we sell our lemons to are also prime examples of how home-scale agriculture can be incorporated on a slightly larger scale in systems that promote community and the local economy. Our first outlet was the Berkeley Bowl Marketplace. Similar to June Taylor’s business’ evolution, the Berkeley Bowl began as a small neighborhood market and has since expanded its size, but has not strayed from its roots in providing organic, natural, and when possible local foods at the low prices. As an independent market that specializes in high quality, diverse produce, the Berkeley Bowl stands out among the multitude of chain supermarkets. Often, signs stuck among the produce explain where the specific crop came from, an indication of the locality of the goods sold.


The second outlet for our lemons is Chez Panisse, also located in Berkeley, a city adjacent to Oakland. Founded by Alice Waters, the concept of the restaurant is delicious food at low prices. While a glace at the current menu prices may not scream cheap, for the high quality of food and experience that one enjoys with each visit to Chez Panisse, it is still quite reasonable. Drawing inspiration from visiting Paris markets, Waters operates on the idea of going to market, seeing what is available, and planning a meal accordingly. She only buys fresh ingredients that are locally produced, in season, and sustainable. Walker talks to growers and requests food for the local growers to grow. In this way the restaurant and Alice Walker are immersed in the local agricultural community [we have a very similar French restaurant in Cleveland (except they make no pretense of being inexpensive)]. In addition, the restaurant staff includes a “forager” whose job is to explore the area for good food [what a great concept!  I wonder if OSCA has ever had a forager]. As a result, the food served at Chez Panisse is honest [honest food is an evocative concept, but I think you need to go further in defining precisely what you mean by this].


The principles and methods of operation held by both the Berkeley Bowl and Chez Panisse strongly promote community cohesiveness and ecological responsibility in a form that is economically sustainable. By purchasing in part from home-scale growers in the local urban area, these businesses bring individuals into their sphere and increase the economic sustainability possibilities for people only able to cultivate small crops.


All aspects of the sustainability of agricultural production are tied to scale. It is important that the human economy and human activities in general are built to an appropriate scale in order to avoid conflict with the natural environment that they are necessarily connected to. When human scale of production and distribution is adjusted to fit into the larger context of the ecosystem, we will no longer be driven by an overwhelming desire for constant increased expansion, growth, and domination over nature (Berry, 1978). Home-scale agriculture works toward this end by operating on a small, local scale and respecting the integrity of the environment in which it exists.
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Grading criteria for your question:

· Is of appropriate breadth for a 3-4 page essay – question must be narrow enough in scope to be answerable within limitations.Y
· Focuses on one particular issue related to your own experience (e.g. land use, power generation, human relationships, the economics of small businesses, life in Oberlin dorms and coops, etc.).Y
· Addresses issues of sustainability at multiple scales, including the local scale.Y
Grading criteria for your answer:

· Provides a thoughtful and tailored definition of sustainability for the particular issue addressed. Be certain that this definition is specific to your topic; do not provide a generic definition that applies to all things.  Y, see comments
· Draws extensively (and correctly cites) readings used in class.  Use at least three references from class readings.  If you draw on other sources, be certain to cite these as well. (Note that neglecting to cite ideas or text that come from other sources is a violation of academic ethics and of the Oberlin honor code).  Y
· Considers aspects of both scientific and human dimensions of sustainability.Y
· Writing is of high quality: logic is well organized; each paragraph contains a clear topic sentences; assertions and opinions are supported with evidence, conclusion draws together ideas and follows from essay; grammar is used correctly, references are appropriately cited, spelling and typographical errors are minimal.Y
· Writing conforms to standards outlined in “ENVS101 Writing guidelines” (also linked on home page of website).

This is a wonderful little essay.  You have done an exceptional job of linking much of the food/agriculture material covred in this course to this very personal experience you have had with local foods.  The essay is well organized, well written and a pleasure to read.  You might have gone a bit further in exploring the extent to which this model is applicable beyond your own situation.  What fraction of your food comes from your yard?  Overall, how much food do you think could be produced in this sort of urban context?  How might you apply some of your thinking to the components of your food that you can not provide – e.g. grains, dairy products, etc?  Might one be able to integrate several levels of what it means to be local/regional into a local foods worldview?
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