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Problem Statement

TPL has observed that urban farms are overly 
reliant on philanthropic and public funds for 
short and long-term sustainability. 



Parameters that guided our research:

• TPL is a mission-driven organization focused on ‘greening the city’ and is 
seeking an assessment of the sustainability of ground level farms in the 
City of Boston. As a result, rooftop, freight farming and soil-free 
technologies are not explored.

• Due to the prohibitive cost of private land in the city of Boston, our study 
will focus on available public land.

• The scope of the research is restricted to 
agricultural production in the city, therefore strategies for improving food 
systems as a whole are not explored.



Methodology

• Attend 3rd Annual Massachusetts Urban Farming Conference on 
March 28

• Attend monthly UA Visioning Process
• Interviewed key stakeholders
• Literature review
• Case studies
• Prior capstones
• TPL resources





Research Questions 

• What organizational and business models would allow for 
sustainable urban farming?

• How can we demonstrate and monetize the economic and 
community impacts of urban farms to the City of Boston and other 
stakeholders?

• What is the role of local, state, and national policies, laws, and 
incentives to reach these goals? 



Pathways to Profitability



Recommendation

Local urban farmers must select the best legal structure for 
their urban agriculture enterprise, mitigate start-up costs, 
and ensure land security. 

They must select high profit, ground-level crops suited to our 
geographic location to achieve financial sustainability.









Start-Up Capital Costs

•Land

•Water

•Soil





Crop Selection: Grapes

Chateau Hough, Cleveland, OH



Château Hough Winery Forecast
Prior Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Restaurant / Retail 
Clients 0 8 11 14 19 21

Employees
1 3 5 7 10 12

Sales
0 $12,000 $358,356 $537,524 $716,712 $716,714

Expenses
$10,000 $141,320 $202,000 $302,306 $423,000 $475,000

Profits -$10,000 -$129,320 $156,356 $235,228 $293,712 $241,714

Winery Sales  based on a 3 year sales cycle after harvest (50%, 25%, 25%)

Sales based on $28.40, average sale price (ASP)



25,000 Bottle Mix

/ Bottle

$15 $35 $125
/ Bottle / Bottle





Measuring Economic and 
Community Impacts



Recommendation

3 data collection mechanisms:

• Farmer-data collection tool

• Community survey

• Independent evaluation



Why Measure Community Impacts?

Without enumerating the benefits of urban agriculture 

and monetizing their value, urban agriculture projects 

will be an ineffective use of valuable property.



Garrison-Trotter Farm

• Garrison-Trotter or similar ¼ acre property (~12,000 sq ft)
• Projected Annual Revenue - TPL: $21,000 
• Projected Annual Revenue - Mill City Grows: $17,000

• 220 Harold Street (12,900 sq ft lot)
• Land Value - $515,000
• Building Value - $685,000
• FY15 Net Tax - $14,500

• 202 Harold Street (6,600 sq ft lot)
• Land Value - $107,000
• Building Value – $130,000
• FY15 Net Tax - $2,900



Garrison-Trotter Farm

• Garrison-Trotter or similar ¼ acre property (~12,000 sq ft)
• Projected Annual Revenue - TPL: $21,000 
• Projected Annual Revenue - Mill City Grows: $17,000

• 220 Harold Street (12,900 sq ft lot)
• Land Value - $515,000
• Building Value - $685,000
• FY15 Net Tax - $14,500

• 202 Harold Street (6,600 sq ft lot)
• Land Value - $107,000
• Building Value – $130,000
• FY15 Net Tax - $2,900

Net Revenue for City
For Equivalent Lot Size

$6,000 - $14,000



“Urban farms are growing 
more than just food, 

they are growing community.”
~ Cheryl Kollin



• Food Production
• Employment
• Property Values
• Entrepreneurship
• Human Capital

Economic

• Community Spaces
• Education and 

Training Programs
• Diverse 

Interactions

Social

• Composting Food 
Waste

• Stormwater
Management

• Air Quality

Environmental

• Access to Healthy 
Food Options

• Health and Food 
Literacy

• Physical Activity

Health



Measuring Benefits

1. Farm Operator Data Collection Tool

2. Community Member Survey

3. Independent Evaluation







27 Metrics



Farm Operator Data Collection Tool



Access the Tool at:
www.farmsurvey.limequery.com

http://www.farmsurvey.limequery.com/
http://www.farmsurvey.limequery.com/
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Policies, Laws, and Incentives



Recommendation

For client action: Support and advocate for proven models, such as 
the Community Land Trust model, that champions TPL’s mission and 
shares a dual objective with Boston-based stakeholders in the smart 
growth, economic development, and housing conservations

For municipal action: Establish a formal urban agriculture policy; this 
should be supported by an urban agriculture land use plan, resource 
database, tax incentives, education, and a single organizational 
contact for urban agriculture matters



Best Practices



Current Context
National policy is not the forum for urban agriculture at this time. The 
nature of UA is a local impact and policy objectives are at the state and 
local level. 

STATES:  
California and Missouri- UA Zones

New Jersey and Maryland’s - property taxes
New York and Texas – funding

Hawaii and Missouri – sustainable communities



Current Context

• Local: Strategic focus Mayor’s Office of Food Initiatives is beginning to 
take a “new direction” (Ryan, 2014). Continuing to address food 
access and hunger, this work now includes “supporting restaurants 
and food trucks serving as an entry point for small business.” (Ryan, 
2014). 

• Small farms are small business, too.

Sustainability and profitability of UA are only possible in a climate that 
supports farmers and future farmers’ efforts. 



Planning

• Article 89 to its passage as Massachusetts first modern “right-to-
farm” law, in 12/2013.

• Zoning: Up to one acre farms are permitted everywhere in the city 
and over one acre in industrial areas. 

• Best use of land resources in the face of scarcity.
• Affordable housing vs. UA social, environmental, economic health 

benefits.



Planning

Comprehensive Plan:  
• The Tufts study an instrument to serve as a foundation for 

ascertaining where the best opportunity lies.
• DND targets parcels 6,000 sq. ft.+ and then objectively select sights 

“that make sense.” 
• No commitment to specified % of land or # or plots.



RFP process for urban farms

RFP seeks: 
1) “A developer to redevelop the sites into a healthy, safe, productive 

urban farm” in compliance with Article 89, 
2) A farmer or farming organization to manage and operate the site. There 

is no preference for a non-profit vs. a for profit entity in regards to 
winning bids, be viability to operate a farm must be demonstrated, and 

3) A long-term restriction is placed on the sale, stipulating that the land be 
used for urban farming for a specified time frame, at least ten years. 
Therefore, if the land were sold the restriction would remain.



Collaboration

AND



Neighborhood Lot Size Disposition Stage Developer

Garrison Trotter Urban 
Farm Roxbury 12,669 sq. ft. Sold Trust for Public Land

Tommy's Rock Urban 
Farm Roxbury 8,762 sq. ft. Sold Trust for Public Land

Ballou Urban Farm Mattapan 19,970 sq. ft. Closing Underway Codman Square CDC

Flint Street Urban Farm Mattapan 13,821 sq. ft. Community Meetings in 
Progress none

Bird Street Urban Farm Roxbury 10,718 Sq. Ft. Community Meetings in 
Progress none

Current Ground-Level Open-Space Commercial Urban Farm Projects in Boston



Resource Sharing 



Access to Capital 



Access to Capital

Statewide legislation can offer help through a microloan program as UA 
grows.

Texas – HB 2994 (2011) Texas Agricultural Authority established 
urban farm microenterprise support program which supplies loans to 
expand, renovate, improve and establish new urban farm 
microenterprises 



Property Tax Incentives
“Incentivizing farming is the logical next 

step to reducing costs of urban farming”

-Jennifer Rushlow,CLF



Property Tax Incentives

• HB 1062 Baltimore: “Authorizes the Mayor and City Council of 
Baltimore City or the governing body of a county or of a municipal 
corporation to grant a tax credit against the county or municipal 
corporation property tax imposed on specified urban agricultural 
property. Authorizes the county or municipal corporation to provide 
for the amount of the credit, eligibility criteria, regulations and 
procedures, and other provisions necessary to carry out the credit.

http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/2010rs/chapters_noln/Ch_721_hb1062T.pdf


Property Tax Incentives

• Proposed HD 1584 Boston (Representative Schmid). - An Act relative 
to tax credits for agricultural land sponsored by (Representative 
Schmid). This act would change the qualifying threshold for 61A to 
allow for parcels of less than 5 acres to be protected under 61. 



Community Building

• Communication
• Responsiveness to concerns
• Including the most pressing needs:

Affordable Housing
Competing Interests?



Community Land Trusts

• Cities such as Chicago, Austin and Las Vegas have successfully 
engaged multiple neighborhoods into forming CLTs (Brown).

• Cities such as Seattle, as recently as this month are looking for 
solutions to gentrification… 

NYC is looking to establish a city-wide CLT. 



Community Building

• Hawaii through legislation passed House Bill 560 (2013) which, 
“Authorizes the Hawaii housing finance and development corporation 
to provide incentives for the development of housing projects that 
incorporate urban gardening programs. Requires the college of 
tropical agriculture and human resources of University of Hawaii at 
Manoa to be consulted regarding best practices.”



Community Building

• Missouri HB 1848 (2010): “The bill established the Joint Committee 
on Urban Agriculture. The committee must study and make 
recommendations regarding the impact of urban farm cooperatives, 
vertical farming and sustainable living communities and must 
examine various trends in urban farming; existing services, resources, 
and capacity; the impact on affected communities; and any needed 
legislation, policies, or regulations. The committee must hold 
meetings to seek public input”

http://www.house.mo.gov/billtracking/bills101/biltxt/truly/HB1848T.htm


Policy Wrap-Up

• Planning
• Collaboration/Resource Sharing
• Access to Capital
• Property Tax Incentives
• Community Building



Key Findings & Recommendations

1. For-Profit and Nonprofit Operational Entities

2. Farm Data Collection, Community Survey, Independent Evaluation

3. Comprehensive Urban Agriculture Policy and Resources



Thank you
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