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Abstract 

 Across the nation, “food sustainability” has increasingly appeared in the news, and 

more people want to know what is in the food they eat. Locally, efforts in Detroit and Ann 

Arbor are making healthier foods more available and accessible to residents. We describe our 

four experiences with understanding food sustainability that exists in our local communities. 

We watched a documentary called Grown in Detroit where young teenage mothers are 

involved with urban farming. We interviewed vendors at Ann Arbor’s Farmers Market 

observing the type of food choices and accessibility for Ann Arbor residence and University 

of Michigan students. Also, we interviewed Chef Buzz at East Quad dining hall on his 

experiences urging for more food sustainable college dining. Finally, we researched Food 

Gatherer’s, a locally run Ann Arbor organization that seeks to provide residents of 

Washtenaw County with access to healthy food options and eliminate hunger. 

Introduction 

 We, as Americans, typically buy foods that have been fertilized with chemicals, 

sprayed with pesticides and shipped 1,500 miles to a grocery store. This should not be the 

case, seeing as we often have organic markets reasonably within our vicinity. Increasingly, 

“food sustainability” has appeared in the news like with Michelle Obama’s initiatives on 

promoting healthy foods. Locally, the University of Michigan’s dining halls promote locally 

grown foods. We understand what “food” is, but what does “food sustainability” mean? 

According to the American Public Health Association (APHA), “sustainable food 

systems…provide healthy foods to meet the current food needs while maintaining healthy 

ecosystems that can provide food for generations to come with minimal impact to the 



environment. A sustainable food system also encourages local production and distribution 

infrastructures and makes nutritious food available, accessible and affordable to all.” Our 

group is interested in this topic because we are all entering the health field and it is important 

for health care providers not only to diagnose and treat a patient, but also to look at social and 

environmental influences like what patients eat on a daily basis. As college students, we want 

to learn about where our foods come from, learn to eat healthier and understand how this all 

affects our community. We varied our experiences from watching Grown in Detroit to 

visiting Ann Arbor’s Farmers Market to interviewing Chef Buzz to research on Food 

Gatherer’s to understand our communities’ role in food sustainability.  

 In research conducted by Zenk et al. (2006), the topic of grocery foods such as fruits 

and vegetables and their accessibility to underprivileged families in Detroit was researched in 

an article called Fruit and Vegetable Access Differs by Community Racial Composition and 

Socioeconomic Position in Detroit, MI. The researchers compared two types of 

neighborhoods: one being predominately African American and low socioeconomic status 

(SES), the other being a racially integrative community with people having a middle class 

status. The research was conducted on the characteristics of 80 fruits and vegetables. The 

quality of the fresh produce was significantly lower in the predominately African American 

community. In addition, this community had four times more liquor and fewer grocery stores 

than the middle-class population. Increasing the access to better quality foods in the lower 

income communities is a key first step towards improving the health of these communities. 

 According to Mellinger (2012), research conducted found that college level students 

are at risk for a poor diet. Their own habits and habits of many dining halls are contributions 

to their poor eating behaviors. The student, being new to college, will have many new 

experiences, friends, and perceptions, and food is one of the last things on a student’s mind. 

When they do think about it, it will often be in a rushed manner and they will often eat the 



first thing they see. If students tend to neglect their diets, it would make sense for schools to 

provide easier access to healthier foods. Is this the case? No. Many dining halls across the 

nation serve unhealthy foods and as a result the students suffer from a poor diet. It is no doubt 

cheaper to buy unhealthy foods and skip the fruits and vegetables but in the long run it will 

only hurt everyone as a whole. If students can begin to notice the importance of their diets, 

and schools can begin to serve healthier food from locally grown sources, then college 

campuses across the nation will be healthier. 

Methods 

 We observed four different communities, not only ranging in different locations, but 

also people who are particularly interested in food sustainability. We watched a documentary 

called Grown in Detroit, an example of how young pregnant teens in a Detroit high school, 

Catherine Ferguson Academy for Young Women in Detroit, are growing and selling 

vegetables from their urban farms and building community. Also, we visited Ann Arbor’s 

Farmers Market to investigate the type of food choice, availability, and access to Ann Arbor 

residents and University of Michigan (UM) students. We interviewed vendors who came 

from different backgrounds and all had different reasons for participating. Next, we visited 

East Quad dining hall to investigate U of M’s involvement in food sustainability. We 

interviewed Chef Buzz who shared his experiences with purchasing and preparing locally 

grown foods and working with student groups on campus to increase food sustainability. 

Finally, although we did not have time, we researched Food Gatherer’s, a locally run Ann 

Arbor organization that seeks to provide residents of Washtenaw County with access to 

healthy food options and eliminate hunger. 

Results 

 After watching Grown in Detroit, we found that more and more people have begun to 

grow their own food in their backyards and there is an increasing interest in urban farms. All 



across Detroit, vacant lots have been converted into hoophouses, which are a series of metal, 

plastic, or wooden hoops covered with greenhouse plastic that enables a longer growing 

season, especially in places with long winters like the Midwest. The young teenage girls 

attended the schools with their children learning valuable lessons about sustainability while 

simultaneously teaching their children and spending time with them. The food that was 

locally grown helped support Detroit as a whole. Applying some of these ideas we could 

make change in the food industry. 

 While visiting Ann Arbor’s Farmers Market, we interviewed two vendors: John 

Harnois and John Carpenter.   

 John Harnois grows chickens, ducks, turkeys that have no growth hormones. They are 

fed locally grown feed. He grows over 1000 chickens per year that are used for meat. His 

passion for growing food came from his desire to know what was in his food. His chickens 

and turkey are pricy due to being organic, yet he competes against $1 chickens sold at 

wholesale markets, such as Meijer’s or Kroger’s. He is not making enough money, and 

therefore is looking for a job currently. 

 John Carpenter and his family were conventional farmers until they decided to be 

organic farmers. Now they grow about everything from fruits to potatoes, with tomatoes 

being one of their main crops. They have 39 acres of certified organic food and 58 total acres 

on their farm. 

 According to Chef Buzz, food sustainability in college dining is a trend that has 

increased rapidly across the country.  East Quad dining hall at U of M was one of the first 

dining halls in the country to urge for more sustainable college dining.  The Chef claimed that 

some of the reasons why dining halls were previously using more processed foods were due 

to easier online communication between the schools and the food suppliers and less washing 

preparation time in the kitchen.  Chef Buzz spoke about how he communicates with farmers 



by telephone as they are in the fields, sometimes in the process of picking the vegetables as 

they speak.  Chef Buzz loves to supply the campus with fresh seasonal foods. 

It was clear that Chef Buzz has dedicated his 7 years at U of M to getting local foods into 

the dining halls.  Along with the Chef’s efforts, a food sustainability student group on campus 

helped the Chef get the support he needed to be a part of the push for more sustainable foods 

in our dining halls.  He spoke of the University’s President, Mary Sue Coleman, and her 

sustainability initiative to ensure all dining halls on campus were getting most of their foods 

from within the state.  After getting a tour of the kitchen, we were able to see the eggs from a 

farm a few miles away, the maple syrup from another city 50 miles away, soybeans from the 

west side of the state, and much more.  One of the most interesting comments the Chef made 

was about honey.  He said it has been proven that honey that is local has been found to 

improve health because the pollen from the bees in the honey has certain anti bodies that 

make people immune to certain illnesses that are circling locally. 

 Food Gatherer’s provide Washtenaw County residents with access to healthier foods 

and eliminate hunger. They do so by helping to reduce the food wastes of local restaurants 

and businesses calling this “food rescuing”. The concept of Food Gatherers demonstrates that 

the hunger experienced in Washtenaw County is not due to inadequate food supplies, but 

rather accessibility to food. Likewise, hunger and nutritional issues globally are not because 

the world does not have enough food, but because there are barriers in accessibility for many 

people. 

Discussion 

 Through our research and first-hand experiences, we found that the issue of food 

sustainability affects everyone in the country. Sustainability is about helping the local 

economy, protecting the environment, and providing access to nutritious food to all people. 

We focused on the two themes of the local economy and food accessibility. 



For each organization, we researched the benefits on the local economy in some way.  East 

Quad’s dining hall and the Ann Arbor Farmer’s Market impact the economy directly.  The U 

of M’s dining halls require an incredible amount of food, and choosing to buy local food 

certainly puts a lot of money back into Michigan’s economy.  Also, shopping at the Farmer’s 

Market supports local vendors by purchasing directly from the source. On the other hand, 

Food Gatherer’s and Catherine Ferguson Academy for Young Women in Detroit impact the 

economy indirectly.  Food Gatherers provides meals to Washtenaw county residents who 

could not afford nutritious meals.  Due to the fact that these residents do not have to worry as 

much about where their next meals are going to come from, they can spend their time and 

energy looking for a job or saving the money that they would have needed to spend on food.  

Finally, Catherine Ferguson Academy for Young Women in Detroit keeps many teenage girls 

in school who would have under other circumstances most likely dropped out.  These girls 

will earn their high school diplomas and have opportunities for higher education and better 

paying jobs, which will benefit the economy in the long run. 

 Each organization also brought greater accessibility to more food items in their 

communities.  Grown in Detroit used urban farming as a way to bring nutritious, homegrown 

foods to an area that has more liquor stores than grocery stores.  Food Gatherers distributes 

food to many in Washtenaw County who cannot afford it.  The Ann Arbor’s Farmers Market 

brings together many local vendors.  Chef Buzz at East Quad understands locally grown 

foods are richer in nutrients and better for health.  There is a distinction between the type of 

food accessibility that East Quad and Food Gatherers provide.  For residents of East Quad, it 

is a privilege to be able to choose between locally and non-locally grown produce, while 

recipients of Food Gatherers’ food are benefiting simply by receiving any food.  To be able to 

turn down non-local food for local food is a privilege held by those of higher socioeconomic 

status.  Our group believes that food accessibility is an important tool in preventive health 



care.  By providing access to nutritious foods now, many obesity and nutrition-related illness 

could be prevented further on down the road. 

 Given our busy schedules, our project went very well.  Although we were not able to 

carry out our initial project ideas of working a community garden or volunteering with Food 

Gatherers, we were very flexible and quickly adapted to new project ideas.  The trips and 

first-hand experience that we did have were far more beneficial to us than simply researching 

a topic online.  While we did learn some things about Detroit, we learned the most things 

about food sustainability right in Ann Arbor, specifically at U of M. Not only was staying 

locally better because of our busy schedules, but it was also great to learn about how food 

sustainability directly affects us as students at U of M. Our group found that a Google Doc 

was effective in facilitating group communication and collaboration. 

      Given another opportunity, there are a few things we would do differently.  While 

exploring many aspects of food sustainability gave us multiple perspectives, it also made it 

hard for us to come up with a concrete thesis or goal for our project.  Had we started the 

project by doing initial research, our project would have had more direction.   

Conclusion 

 We experienced various communities involved with food sustainability from 

watching Grown in Detroit, to visiting Ann Arbor’s Farmers Market, to interviewing Chef 

Buzz at East Quad, and researching Food Gatherer’s. Through this experience, we have 

learned a lot about food sustainability from various populations in Ann Arbor and Detroit 

from chefs to college students to non-profit organizations to farmers to teenagers. We learned 

that food related issues do not affect one population, but rather various populations from 

location, socioeconomic status, age, and sellers. On campus, we learned food sustainability 

addressed on the U of M campus can be a very slow or fast progress depending on how many 

students are invested in this issue. 



  However, there is an increasing movement in the dining halls nationwide, not only in 

East Quad, to incorporate more locally grown foods. We also learned that U of M students 

have easy access to locally grown food with the Ann Arbor’s Farmer’s Market nearby in 

Kerrytown and dining halls offering the option. We learned that if teenagers can maintain an 

urban farm, then it is as easily for anyone else to create their own gardens and grow fresh 

foods. Non-profit organizations like Food Gatherer’s have put in hours upon hours of effort 

to reduce hunger in the Ann Arbor. As a group, all of us have expressed a growing interest in 

food sustainability. 

 After reflecting on our experiences, we have brainstormed a few ideas in which 

students who are interested in food sustainability to take an initiative on campus. First, we 

would like to “challenge” people to ask where their foods come from. Next, people can write 

on comment cards in the dining halls to encourage more local food options. It is also a great 

option for students to visit the Ann Arbor’s Farmers Market and support local farmers. 

Another option is for GSP members as well as North Quad residents to create a community 

garden in the courtyards of North Quad. It would be a great opportunity for students to see 

the community garden first hand and consume the food that they grew first hand. 
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