 As spring turned to summer, our support for Black lives and for the community gardening community grew and continues to grow with each day. As surely as we tend our gardens, we tend our communities. We reaffirm that gardening is a unifying and important part of creating healthy communities in Chicago.  In this issue have garden stories, distribution notes and awards to tell you about. They are accounts of hope. 

For many community gardens CCGA Resources distributions and plant sales were the sole source of affordable, viable seedlings and healthy plants. COVID19 made us all wonder how we’d manage many new challenges during this pandemic, but the CCGA Resources Committee, an already trusted team of skillful growers, managed what they made look effortless, their contactless distribution after distribution throughout April, May, June and into July. When everything that we once knew had changed so dramatically, Resources brought a sense of well-being to gardeners with the possibility of bountiful bouquets and delicious harvests. Since our last newsletter of April 22, yes that long ago, Resources sent out word of six events.  In late April they turned out extra coleus plants at New Horizons Garden for Saturday May 2.

May 15 and 16 marked two more CCGA Resource’s distributions: a variety of ornamentals and pollinator friendly annuals, herbs and vegetable seedlings and on the 16th Resources stepped up to help distribute a variety of tomato seedlings that Kilbourn Park Greenhouse was otherwise unable to get into gardens due to the COVID19 cancellation of its sale.  May 21, on the heels of those, Resources had lots of native wildflowers: milkweed, echinacea, penstemon, columbine, etc. to distribute to community gardeners.  Magnificent dahlia plants, herbs, and a lot of miscellaneous plant material that were emptied out of the greenhouse were available as well. 

Community gardens in the parks are a historic part of the city, continuing in operation for 70 years. Until COVID-19 caused the shut-down of hundreds of community gardens, many in parks across the city. Most gardens in the parks were allowed to re-open in time to participate in these distributions, but the lakefront remained closed with gardens padlocked and forced to shut down. There is a happy ending to this story involving a grower and deeply generous benefactor, Nick Michaud and Westover Farms in Long Grove, Il. Nick grew 100 tomatoes from seeds of twelve of the most mouth-watering, desirable varieties and a couple of tomatillos and donated them to CCGA Resources who in turn made sure that these tomato (and pepper plants as well) were distributed to Rainbow Beach and Jackson Park community gardens as well as a few other gardens in the parks especially hard hit by the shutdown.

June 27, saw Nick Michaud again contributing a big variety of vegetable, herb, and ornamental plant material, including some choice fuchsias along with wo home gardeners who contributed lots of perennial seedlings, and flowers. And last but not least, the Park District contributed two box-truck loads of ornamental coleus, helenium, peppers, angelonia, helichrysum, grasses and more. July 3 saw another mini distribution. CCGA Resources continues to offer gardeners opportunities for planting, nurturing and harvesting to see things growing and thriving in our gardens again.  We know too well that health depends on a range of social, economic and environmental factors, as is emphasized by the shaming disparity between the length of life in different areas of our city. Access to green space and growing in that space is acknowledged by CCGA to be vital for health and well-being.

Another kind of distribution took place in a way that brought a piece of our Spring conference to kids locked out of their classrooms by the pandemic.  The CCGA Education Committee had gathered books to give away at the conference and were finally able to do that with the participation of the Garfield Park Community Council and volunteers who delivered those books and puzzles to over 20 children just shy of two weeks ago.

Amy, don’t forget to mention your garden seeding give-away of June 7.  

Finding Solutions to the Challenges of 2020

Chicago Excellence in Gardening Awards for 2020 meets a new challenge with a creative solution: A 60-Second Garden Video Challenge.  "There will be prizes." The Chicago Excellence in Gardening Awards (CEGA) will be honoring gardens for a fourth year—though with a twist, thanks to COVID-19. The timing of the pandemic has made it impossible to ramp up the gardening competition in time to take advantage of the summer growing season. So CEGA is doing a creative “end-around” the coronavirus crisis.

2020 will feature the first-ever CEGA “60-Second Garden Video Challenge.” Here’s how it works. Gardeners create a one-minute video of their garden and upload it to the CEGA website. The CEGA Team views them for content, quality and social standards considerations, then posts them on the CEGA YouTube Channel. Viewers then use the “thumbs up” to vote for their favorite videos. 

The competition is open to anyone who has a garden or who belongs to a garden, whether it’s a community garden, church or school garden, or even a business garden. Videos can be straightforward, clever, artistic, funny—whatever the gardener chooses. Entrants need not be from Chicago. 

Videos that receive the most votes will be posted on the CEGA website and on its social media pages. Those gardeners will also receive a pdf certificate with their name and garden, proclaiming, “I was a winner in the 2020 CEGA 60-Second Garden Video Challenge

Videos will be accepted from June 16 to September 30, with monthly top vote-getters being announced. The full set of rules can be found at https://chicagogardeningawards.org/ .

Community Gardens Recognized for Creativity

El Paseo Community Garden, known for enhancing the quality of life for Pilsen residents through community building, stewardship, conservation, placemaking, partnerships, programming, and community gardening won the prestigious MacArthur Foundation Creative Placemaking Award. The converted brownfield site now sits along a path with a monarch butterfly prairie on one side and raised beds on the other. The garden was created from a community need and desire to have access to more greenspace. From its inception in 2009 to today, the space has continued to be shaped by the needs and desires of the surrounding community. The garden (29,172 SQ FT) and adjacent land it stewards (14,586 SQ FT) serves as a public green space for the neighborhood and as a backyard for neighbors in the adjacent senior living and affordable housing apartments. Gardening is offered through private allotment beds or collective beds. Collective beds eliminate waiting lists for allotment beds and allow anyone to get involved with free food beds included on the perimeter of the collective beds for visitors. 

Many residents can be seen through the space gardening, walking, jogging, biking, and participating in El Paseo’s free programs like weekly Bee Informed, Kids Garden Days, Community Yoga, and Community Meditation. El Paseo partners with adjacent Alivio Medical Center and Satellite Senior Center to engage seniors and use the space for programming including meditation, fitness, dance, and gardening. Through this partnership, El Paseo also hosted Harvesting Health: Fall Festival in 2018 and a Pop-up Market in 2019. The garden space unites the community across diverse cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds as residents all work together to help maintain this oasis and make a difference in the community. This socialization and unity honors Pilsen’s strong family roots, the most treasured characteristic of the neighborhood.  Community-managed greenspaces reflect community vision and create an empowering feeling of pride and ownership.  The leadership team at El Paseo Community Garden continuously applies for grants and opportunities to support their initiatives. On average the co-directors Paula and Antonio Acevedo apply for 3-4 grant opportunities yearly. In 2019, a community partner at Alivio Medical Center shared the link for the Chicago Development Awards. Thanks to this tip, the directors were able to apply for the MacArthur Foundation Creative Placemaking Award and by the end of 2019 they were notified they were finalists. On May 6th they were recognized via a virtual ceremony and awarded $15,000 along with it. The Acevedos credit their founders Sallie and Ron Gordon and their land trust, Neighborspace, for trusting them to carry on their vision. Gratitude is also expressed to all the organizations who have provided support through sponsorship, partnerships, and various donations.


…. Continue the rest of the piece on website

El Paseo Community Garden’s accomplishments prove that community gardens can be so much more than veggies. These spaces create community leaders, providing a platform to collaborate through programming, art, urban agriculture, and much more.  El Paseo is inclusive of all their community and engages them through programming and community design. Everything provided in the space, from projects to programming, has been made possible through the dedication and hard work of volunteer leaders from the surrounding community. The governance and leadership structure allows for anyone with a desire to make an impact to do so, growing not only healthy food, but community leaders as well. 
 
For instance, two of the gardeners wanted to become beekeepers so the garden sponsored their education through a new beekeeping program and are now able to fund this program with proceeds from honey sales. The outdoor space has become a community center and partner for anyone willing to share accessible community resources. Yoga and meditation began because fellow neighbors approached the garden leaders to host their programs, and we were able to provide the space and social media outreach to ensure the success of these programs. El Paseo’s Haunted Garden Halloween event began the same way when neighbors presented the idea of a haunted garden in 2018. El Paseo provided the space and outlet for their neighbor to explore her creativity through an annual, family friendly, Halloween event. 

El Paseo Garden has organized two large community-driven murals, an outdoor classroom, a permaculture food forest, and are currently planning an ADA accessible gardening station with a picnic area. All these projects included community design meetings with special emphasis on residents from the adjacent senior apartments. Every large project has been funded through grants and created through a community process.  

The public art at El Paseo Community Garden not only addresses community needs but empowers local residents through their community driven process. The community always has a hand in El Paseo’s art projects, which instills a sense of pride and ownership in those that participate. For example, there was a need for seating areas along the path, so El Paseo built 5 blank benches and partnered with Elevarte Community Studio to paint them through their children’s program. As a result, now there are beautiful benches that depict messages of health, community, and nature that the public can use while visiting.  For the murals, community members helped shape the mural themes by participating in public workshops and were then invited to help paint during community paint days. 

The success of our garden is possible by the countless volunteers that help maintain the space and provide programming. Over the past few years, the leadership team has slowly been expanding programs and finding ways for them to become sustainable. In 2019 they were able to sell honey for the first time, sustaining the beekeeping program and other garden activities as well. El Paseo has also partnered with Lo Rez Brewing down the street to brew El Paseo Pale with hops grown in the garden for 2 consecutive years. A dollar for every pint sold is donated back to the garden, which helps cover costs of tools and materials, events, and stewardship day refreshments throughout the year. We hope to expand our garden to include a production farm to sell our own produce, which provides another source of sustainable income. Some of the MacArthur Award will be allocated to provide seed money for future programs and initiatives. Currently the garden is volunteer run, but the goal is to be self-sufficient and produce enough revenue to create jobs and continue their mission. 

The Award will also support the Acevedos’ hopes to expand their stewardship to include an adjacent lot at 947 W. Cullerton, an additional 18,635 SQ Ft. “If we can expand to include ‘the lot’, we will facilitate a community design process to identify the community’s desires.” Many residents have already expressed a desire for more areas for young children to play like a nature play garden, picnic areas, exercise stations, trees, dog runs, and public art. They are confident they can continue to make the community’s vision come to fruition, while continuing to improve the quality of life for residents.

The MacArthur Foundation Creative Placemaking Award will help continue their mission to strengthen environmental stewardship and civic engagement while protecting greenspace on behalf of the community. El Paseo leaders strongly believe that green space is a right and not an amenity. It is vital for not only our environment, but our mental and physical health. El Paseo vows to continue maintaining an equitable community-managed space by working with residents and local organizations to serve the most vulnerable.

Community Gardeners create our best solutions: A more expansive approach to inclusion.

Maxwell Street Community Garden received high praise from Lisa Roberson, Executive Administrator at Chicago Housing Authority, who came to tour their garden in June while she was in the neighborhood. She was awestruck and giddy with delight with what Maxwell Garden had created in the middle of the city. They have built ADA accessible tall raised beds that are a shining example for what all CHA Gardens should aspire to become.  Maxwell Garden Pics attached to email June 24.
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