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y Rhronda Lashley

he average American meal travels 1,500 miles
before it's served on a plate. But Green Corn
Project is changing that here in Austin, yard by
vard. Green Corn Project is not the latest Austin
band; it’s a nonprofit organization that’s tack-
ling two tough problems: hunger relief and conservation.
Celebrating its 10th anniversary this year, the group has
planted more than 130 organic gardens in local backyards,
school yards and community centers.

Organic gardening
charity turns 10

fresh vegetables and fruits from their
backvard gardens, they just don't
think about growing their own food
anymore, she points out. “It’s forgot-
ten knowledge,” she says. But thanks
to GCP volunteers, she adds, “I really
feel like there's hope.”

“Our gardeners are wonderful
she adds, referring to the garden re
cipients. Some are working families
and others are individuals who are
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Volunteers work alongside people g L :'f:.-‘(c __;‘._;':,; ¢ 1S 1o ge
witha limited access to nutribions " '} I
food, showing them how to grow b -
their own organic gardens and teach
ing, them the benefits of homegrown It's easy to get excited about GCP
food. “They're such a wonderful or- while listening to its only paid staff
ganization,” says Lydia Cruz, who member, Director Mezgan O'Donnell
enjoyed the vegetables last fall from She’s passionate about being part of the
her first GCP garcen. “We had veg “local food movement.” Even though
gies that we couldn’t afford to buy.” people in the United States used to eat
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unable to work because of health
problems. One of GCP's gardening
conples had good jobs and were fi
nancially successful, ODonnell ex-
plains. Then the husband developed
a serious illness, and his wife had to
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quit her job 1o take care of him “If you're
really sick, sometimes the only thing
that gets you out of bed is your garden,”
ODonnell says, In fact, several GCP
gardeners are women who suffer from
chronic illnesses.

GCP partners with Habitat for Hu-
manity, s0 people who have new homes
built for them often gel vegelable gar-
dens, t0o. The group has also planted
about 25 gardens at local schools. “The
teachers are all amazing.” O'Donnell
says. At the Discovery School in East
Austin, where GCP helped plant a gar-
den in spring 2006, the students made a
big pizza at the end of the semester with
an assortment of toppings that came
from the vegetables they harvested

Each spring and fall, about 150 GCP
volunteers gather for Dig-In events. They
go out in teams led by master gardeners
to plant small, biointensive gardens in
the yards of people who are at risk of
hunger. This method of gardening was
mspired by the group Ecology Action’s
Grow Biointensive program. The idea

is to get a lot of food from a small area
with minimal care. Most of the workis in
the soil preparation, OMonnell says. The
gardens are approximately 4 by 12 feet
and require little or no weeding. “It's
very easy to maintain,” says gardener
Jennifer Brooks.

GCP provides everything reeded for
the gardens: organic compost, seeds and
seedlings. Volunteers begin the process
in January and July by planting seeds in
small containers. They later transplant
the seedlings into 4-inch pots that are
used for the spring gardens. The choice
of plants and their arrangement in the
beds are carefully planned, like a puzzle.
Cruz harvested kale, cauliflower, string
beans, carrots, lettuce and onions, and
is lcoking forward lo the spring plant-
ing. "It was wonderful to see everything
grow,” she says. “I was very proud.”

Brooks® tirst CGP garden was planted
last spring and she later enjoyed fresh,
organic tomatoes, green beans, bell pep-

pers, cilantro and other herbs. “1The toma-
toes were very successful,” she says. Tn
tact, Brooks grew enough vegetables to
share with her neighbors. “It was won

derful,” she says. When it was time to put
in fall gardens, Brooks turned around and
helped plant one for another recipient.
“It’s great to be able to give back, oo,
she says. It’s not uncommaon for gardeners
w0 want to spread their newfound skills.
Cruz, who had minimal gardening expe-
rience before GCP, says she would like to
become a master gardener and lead Dig-
In groups.

To handle existing gardens and tackle
thewaiting list, the group needs more men-
tors and Dig-In leaders to help with sea-
sonal plantings. “That’s our only limiting
factor,” O'Donnell says. Volunteers don’t
need gardening experience, just a willing-
ness 1o learn and to establish relationships
with the gardeners. GCP provides the
training through biomtensive gardening
workshops in which participants learn to

“Building
relationships i
really important.

double dig, start seeds, compost and plant
gardens. Once a garden is planted, a GCP
mentor provides follow-up support and
mentoring. “Building relationships is o
ally important,” Q'Donnell says

GCP volunteers help gardeners plant
and maintain their gardens for two years,
but O'Donnell admits they aren’t firm
with that cutoff. The success rate 1s about
80 percent, she says, One of the best recent
developments with GCP is a collabora-
tion with local churches, which have been
calling and wanting Lo know more about
hunger relief, O'Donnell says. Last fall,
the organization put in its first garden at
a church, where the produce benefited the
church’s emergency food pantry.

To celebrate its first decade, GCP is
making T-shirts and working on a dis-
play garden at Zilker Park. O’Donrell js
planning a benefit in the ¢pring. But the
group’s biggest source of funding is the
annual fall Cook Globally Grow Locally
evenlal Boggy Creek Farm. Attendees gel
to sample locally grown organic food and
watch demonstrations by local chefs.

In the meantime, anycne interested in
“digging in” with GCP may call 249-3171
Or go to greencornproject.org. o
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