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Introduction  

Our group researched the effect urban farming will have on the future of Detroit. Many 

factors have contributed and complicated our analysis of the aforementioned issue. Initially, 

some factors we identified are effects of urban farming on property values, income generation, 

crime rates, health, and sustainability. Additionally, we researched a new method of urban 

farming known as vertical farming. For the purposes of our study, vertical farming is urban 

farming within high-rise structures. Also, urban farming will be defined as the process of 

growing, maintaining, and selling agricultural products within a large city.  

           Currently, we hypothesize that our urban farming experience will help spread awareness 

of its positive effects through the University of Michigan’s campus. We have researched and 

found data supporting that urban farming provides mild income generation, promotes healthy 

lifestyle choices, and advocates for environmental sustainability. Throughout this process we 

contacted academic professionals and NGOs currently working in this field. Through this, we 

attempt to demonstrate that non-vertical farming is most applicable to the city of Detroit. 

Background 

In Detroit, Michigan, the ever decreasing numbers of inhabitants in light of the recent 

collapse of the auto-industry are facing a test in their ability to adapt to the city’s rapidly 

changing culture. Detroit’s situation is of particular interest because unlike most other cities, they 

are losing inhabitants, and thus gaining physical space. Over the past fifty years, “Detroit has lost 

over one million residents overall.”1 In response, a burgeoning urban farming community is 

taking advantage of the space. Home of the renowned Eastern Market (one of the country’s large 

farmers markets), Detroit has the potential to become an example to other cities for the benefits 
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of urban farming. In a 2010 study from Michigan State University, the area of Detroit’s vacant 

lots alone could provide, if farmed, up to 75% of their fruits and 40% of their vegetables.1 When 

coupled with the arable land on the outskirts of Detroit, and the use of vertical farming (a 

practice where hydroponic technology is used to cultivate crops in high-rise structures), Detroit 

could realistically feed its entire population locally, healthily, and with a relatively negligible 

environmental impact. In doing so, the residents of Detroit would be effectively adapting to the 

economic and environmental challenges that face the city, which is representative of the 

adaptability of human nature. As cities face environmental damage and economic disparity 

across the country, a closed-loop agricultural infrastructure demonstrated by Detroit will be an 

example of how to adapt. 

         Historically, urban farming has served as a combatant to political struggles through the 

establishment of a victory garden. Historically, a victory garden is a garden planted during 

wartime to increase food production. When motivated, city-dwellers have been able to feed 

nearly half of the country’s population utilizing this method of farming. After World War II, 

around 20 million victory gardens were planted within cities that provided 40 percent of 

American fruit and vegetables at the time.2 Although these gardens were converted back to their 

original commercial and residential functions after the war, their success is a testament to the 

potential of urban farming. Victory gardens are a direct result of the capability of Americans to 

adapt to hard times. Although the war syphoned money and supplies from the homeland, 

Americans managed to adapt to the social and economic challenges they had to face by 

providing a significant amount of food in victory gardens. 

 Additionally, the urban farming movement has demonstrated significant health 

improvements. When looking at the health benefits of urban farming and what it can do for the 
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city, there was significant evidence that “overall, food consumption and dietary patterns 

improve.”3 While this study has indicated that urban farming improves dietary patterns, there is a 

gap in the literature on how urban farming alters other aspects of health, such as cholesterol 

levels, rates of diabetes, and prevalence of heart disease within communities. Also, there is little 

research on the positive communal affects urban farming has for a neighborhood, and how this 

sense of communality affects mental health and behavior. Hence, while urban farming offers 

healthier alternatives to fast food and processed food found in local grocery store chains, more 

research must be done on the matter. 

         Economic opportunity is at the heart of the urban farming movement. In order to address 

environmental problems of soil loss (desertification) and global warming, urban farming 

proposes a closed-loop, or self-sufficient, system that eliminates reliance on pesticides that 

degrade soils, and on the transportation of food via greenhouse-gas-emitting mechanisms. Due to 

the economic cost of the transportation of food, the consumer price index for the southern 

American states has increased by 0.5 percent, and is on pace to increase by 6 percent over the 

next 5 years .4 In the same study, it was noted that transportation costs are also projected to rise 

by 5.9 percent, as a direct cause. As this trend continues, unless other measures are taken, the 

cost of food imported from outside of cities will cripple lower-income families that struggle to 

afford food under today’s prices. For this reason, it is one obvious solution that farming be 

relocated to cities, to reduce said transportation costs. Urban farming has the potential to be an 

economic boon its communities. In Detroit, it costs an estimated $2,400 per year to properly 

maintain a vacant or abandoned property.5 As Detroit Mayor Dave Bing prepares to implement 

an entrepreneur-friendly economic system to facilitate productive use of vacant land, with such 

low land costs, there will be opportunities for making money in the near future. There are already 
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signs of growth since urban farming has been introduced to Detroit. The total number of 

community farms in Detroit has increased from 80 in 2003 to 1300 this past season.5 At this rate, 

Detroit can soon be an urban-farming capital of the country, and a model for a self-sustaining, 

closed-loop city.  

         Urban farming provides societal benevolence to cities, as advancements in technology 

will continue to change the urban environment. Municipalities in Detroit look to urban farming 

not solely as a money-making opportunity, but also as a means to combat air-pollution and 

combat the proliferation of derelict and vacant properties that breed criminal activity. Old zoning 

laws in Detroit divided agricultural and residential areas. The aforementioned Dave Bing plans to 

“shrink” Detroit by “raz[ing] decaying neighborhoods and cut[ting] public services and the 

crushing fiscal deficit.”6If these plans are taken into effect, the physical shape of the metropolitan 

Detroit will change, leaving room and allowance for agriculture to flourish. 

         Vertical farming is a type of urban farming in which agriculture takes place in high-rise 

structures. The benefits include stability of food growth without the fear of losing crops due to 

poor weather conditions.7 Additionally, it allows more food to be grown within a more compact 

area. One must consider that although vertical farming promotes food security, because it is in a 

compact space, it becomes a target area where bugs and other animals can infest and ruin all 

sources of food.7 Though vertical faming has been more suited towards cities such as Chicago 

and New York, it might not be the most feasible option for the city of Detroit due to the excess 

of land available as mentioned above. 

         As urban farming flourishes, the overall quality of life will improve for residents of 

Detroit. The economic value and potential of urban farming is significant, and may be one 

answer to the collapse of Detroit’s auto industry. Furthermore, the aforementioned consequences 
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of urban farming are a direct testament to people’s ability to adapt to problematic situations. 

Method 

The design of our action was two-fold. First, we were interested in volunteering with 

an organization that engages with different types of urban farming that may not be prevalent in 

Detroit. Hence, two of our members traveled to Chicago as a larger part of the GSP Spring Break 

trip to an organization called the Plant that utilizes an aquaponics system, which will be 

explained later. We wanted to see, physically, what vertical farming techniques looked like, 

where The Plant was located within the greater Chicago area, and how the landscape of the 

organization compared with similar institutions in Detroit we have researched. Materials for this 

aspect of our action included transportation to Chicago, rubber boots, gardening gloves, and 

shovels. 

Because all of our members could not travel to Chicago, we all assisted in developing 

the questions we asked to the farm manager of The Plant, Carla McGarrah. Our questions 

centered on the original purpose of The Plant, the aquaponics system the organization utilizes, 

the educational opportunities The Plant offers, and a comparative analysis of the urban farming 

movements in Chicago and Detroit. We believed Carla could speak to this comparison as she has 

an extensive background not only as a grower, but in the culinary field as well. 

Results 

 As volunteers, we assisted in clearing space for more vertical units to be established and 

in the cleaning and organization of supplies. This, compounded with our interview with Carla, 

gave our group a better understanding of what an aquaponics system was and the benefits of this 

type of urban farming. According to Ms. McGarrah, aquaponics is a combination of hydroponics 

or “growing without soil” and aquaculture, “raising fish in captivity.”8 She further explained that 
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aquaponics systems are efficient and environmentally conscious because the Plant is able to 

“take waste water from fish and run it through physical and biological filters that use bacteria to 

break down the ammonia in fish waste into nitrates and nitrites that plants need.”8 The plants pull 

most of the nutrients from this filtered water, and this clean water is then sent back through the 

fish tank. Because this system is completely self-sustaining, environmental effects are minimal. 

The aquaponics system also produces plants that are more productive and lucrative than those 

seen in hydroponics systems according to Carla. 

 Additionally, we were interested in investigating the effect of the Plant on Chicago more 

generally. Educationally, the Plant has plans to implement classes that teach aquaponics to young 

people, discuss effective gardening methods, address healthy eating and lifestyles, and examine 

green building and different technologies. The Plant has also established tenant kitchens in which 

individuals from the community can view cooking demonstrations using produce they have 

grown. Economically, the Plant has begun to work with a micro-green startup that has started a 

job-training program that attempts to show youth value skills concerning maintaining a business 

and growing and selling a product over time. 

 Lastly, Carla addressed the similarities and differences between the urban farming 

movements in Detroit and in Chicago. She mentioned that one large problem in Chicago is 

licensing. For example, it took the Plant years to obtain a license because the city of Chicago did 

not know how to classify their establishment. According to her, they had to “work with the city 

to invent what the Plant would look like.”8 She could not speak to the licensing availability in 

Detroit, but stressed the difficulties in Chicago of obtaining permits for the building and for the 

selling of their products. 
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Discussion 

 Our research, along with our interactions at the Plant, offered interesting findings about 

the effect of urban farming economically; however, the economic effects in both Detroit and 

Chicago have different emphases. In Detroit, urban farming is acting as a source of economic 

growth through monitoring the cost of food within local communities. As more and more 

communities are using neighborhood gardens as a source of food, they are able to rely less on 

produce from grocery stores, which tends to be more expensive. Through this cost reduction, 

families are able to spend their money elsewhere within Detroit. Contrastingly, in Chicago, the 

emphasis was on how urban farming acted as a catalyst for entrepreneurship within the 

community. The Plant’s job training programs exemplify how vertical farms act as small 

businesses. Nevertheless, both Detroit and Chicago demonstrated the vast economic opportunity 

present within the urban farming movement. 

 Additionally, urban farming on vacant lots in Detroit and aquaponics systems in Chicago 

have similar effects environmentally. Many of the articles we read and our interview with Carla 

illustrated clearly that growing fruits, vegetables, and herbs locally not only minimize the 

harmful transportation consequences, but how waste can actually be utilized for production. For 

example, the Plant funnels the excess CO2 produced from their Kombucha brewery to their 

greenhouse on the roof and grow house in the basement of their building. In this way, urban 

farming technology is becoming more innovative over time and attempts to extract the most 

energy from a system while producing as little waste as possible. Also, as no soil is used in an 

aquaponics system, harmful pesticides are not used during the growth process, producing 

healthier and more organic produce. The non-existent utilization of pesticides is also prevalent 

within Detroit’s urban farming movement, demonstrating an environmental connection between 
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the two cities. 

 However, we have noticed the most daunting difference between the two cities is the type 

of farming utilized by each. In Detroit, the urban farming movement began in part as a way to 

utilize abandoned space for a more productive use. Contrastingly, in Chicago, vertical farming is 

used as a means to grow as much produce as possible in as little space as possible. Hence, 

replicating an institution such as the Plant in Detroit would not only be difficult, but a fruitless 

effort. Therefore, licensing may not act as a large barrier to growth in Detroit as it did in Chicago 

because the city of Detroit is attempting to foster economic growth through the granting of 

permits for urban farms. The more families that move out of the Detroit, the more unlikely 

vertical farming initiatives will become, unless these initiatives are undertaken by for-profit 

corporations, which the Plant in Chicago is not. 

While our volunteer process and interview were fruitful, we did face some limitations as 

a group. Firstly, we attempted to contact organizations within Detroit similar to the Plant, but 

never received any responses. Hence, our analysis of Detroit’s urban farming movement was 

limited to academic sources and newspaper accounts of the implications of the movement to 

Detroit. Additionally, the growing season within Michigan presented problems as well. Because 

the action portion of our report occurred during the fall and winter months, we could not visit 

any outdoor urban farms in Detroit. Attempts to visit the Eastern Market in Detroit were 

discussed, but we felt that speaking with vendors would not be enough to analyze how urban 

farming varied between Detroit and Chicago. 

Implications  

Aside from the economic, health, and environmental effects that result in urban 

farming, one facet of our interview we found most interesting were the policy implications of 
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urban farming. Specifically, we noticed in Chicago and Detroit that there has not been specific 

legislation passed that addresses how food sold on property designated for urban farming should 

be sold. Additionally, the role of government in urban farming has been highly disputed. Local 

government officials have put more effort into developing abandoned land commercially than for 

agricultural purposes. However, if more awareness is spread about the positive effects of urban 

farming addressed earlier in this paper, hopefully policy decisions will follow. 

Reflection 

 We faced many challenges throughout this process. Firstly, we experienced attendance 

inconsistencies during different stages of our project. Membership shifted during the research 

and action portions of the paper, making it difficult to create a coherent final product. 

Additionally, we faced difficulties more narrowly defining our research question. As many other 

groups are researching the effects of urban farming within Detroit, we found it challenging to 

develop an original investigative topic as well as an action to follow. While vertical farming is an 

exciting novelty in denser cities, we also found it hard to apply this concept to Detroit. 

 However, there are many facets of this collaboration we enjoyed. We liked having a 

higher sense of involvement of the local issues facing Detroit. We would have liked to attempt to 

make stronger comparisons between Detroit and Ann Arbor to get the University of Michigan 

campus more involved with our findings. This is a comparison we would have hoped to 

investigate, given more time. Lastly, our group felt certain large group CG meetings detracted 

from our ability to develop a more well-rounded research action project. 

Conclusion 

 Recently, Detroit’s population has been decreasing rapidly. Questions concerning what to 

do with the recently abandoned property have dominated discussions politically, economically, 
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and environmentally. As the urban farming movement took root, many local neighborhoods in 

Detroit began to feel the effects immediately. Food grown locally tends to be healthier as fewer 

pesticides are used to grow them. Economically, transportation costs are lowered and food 

becomes more affordable. Additionally, urban farming has been a means to combat air pollution, 

which is increasingly important in an urban city such as Detroit. As we investigated the vertical 

farming movement in Chicago, we determined that this movement would not be conducive to the 

infrastructure and needs of Detroit. Nevertheless, more food is being grown on a local level in 

both cities, which will have innumerable positive effects in the future, which will in turn Detroit 

into a model for self-sufficiency. 
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