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As I was editing the footage from this video, my housemate overheard Che
Axum mention that some of the urban food hubs will be gearing towards
growing quinoa, a highly climate resilient and high protein crop.  

 “Wait you can grow quinoa? I thought it came from a factory,” she said.

As Axum aptly puts it, we are a farming illiterate society. We are largely
disconnected from the cultivation of our food; for many �nding a bug in
their salad or chunk of dirt on their apple can be apocalyptic to their day. 

However, Axum and others at the University of D.C. College of Agriculture, Urban Sustainability,
and Environmental Science (CAUSES) are growing a new generation of students who eagerly
want to regain and share this ‘dirty knowledge’ about where our food comes from, and in the
process �x the food insecurity issues that stem from this disconnect from agronomy.  

Keisha Jordan Williams untangles hydroponically grown collard greens in a hydroponic A-frame.  (Shandra

Furtado/George Washington University)

The issue of food security is often framed as a far o� problem reserved for developing countries;
however, many low-income areas of the U.S. are largely cut-o� from access to fresh food. Keisha
Jordan Williams, a graduate student and research assistant at CAUSES, is from Ward 7 of D.C.,
where there is access to only two grocery stores with fresh food. Unlike others from Ward 7,

http://www.agrifarming.in/quinoa-farming-information-guide/
https://www.udc.edu/2016/09/27/causes/
http://dcist.com/2017/03/food_desserts_latest.php
http://dcist.com/2017/06/report_wards_7_and_8.php


3/23/2018 Tutors for a farming illiterate society | Planet Forward

https://www.planetforward.org/idea/tutors-for-a-farming-illiterate-society 3/8

Williams spent her childhood in the countryside learning her grandma’s ‘farming science,” which
she describes as “you grow, and you eat.”  Now, Williams is learning the speci�c scienti�c
processes behind agriculture, so she can teach other people from Ward 7 to how to grow, and
eat, fresh produce.  

Bags of lettuce harvested from the UDC CAUSES aquaponics greenhouse. One A-frame of hydroponically grown

lettuce can produce almost 90 pounds of food. (Shandra Furtado/George Washington University)

As climate change poses another threat to food insecurity by disrupting our food production; we
need new innovators in the realm of farming. 

As a research assistant to Dr. Matthew Richardson, Caitlin Arlotta is working on a project that
looks at the e�ciency of growing tropical crops in D.C. They are testing di�erent varieties of
sweet potatoes and hibiscus to determine which produces the highest yield and nutrient
content. As climate change creates warmer, wetter winters in D.C., the climate is expected to
mimic a current tropical climate, so they are hopeful these plants will be more tolerant to those
changes.

But how do you put generations of farming knowledge and years of climate agriculture research
in a 3-minute video? Maybe the goal isn’t to educate people on the science behind agriculture,
but to get people interested in the �rst place. Growing food doesn’t have to take place on a 500-

http://nca2014.globalchange.gov/report/regions/northeast#statement-16963
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acre farm, and teaching people that it is feasible to grow their own food may help bridge the gap
between cultivation and consumption.

Aquaponics systems utilize fast-growing �sh, such as this tilapia, to combine aquaculture and horticulture in a closed

system where �sh fertilize plants and plants �lter water. Closing the loop between waste and fertilization makes

farming more e�cient, and more sustainable. (Shandra Furtado/George Washington University) 

 

How do you move the Planet Forward? Tweet us @planet_forward or contribute to the
conversation with your own story.
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