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For many people, the words, ‘college of agriculture’ conjures up images
of livestock, large-scale farm equipment and pastoral settings.

But at the University of the District of Columbia’s College of Agriculture,
Urban Sustainability and Environmental Sciences (CAUSES), testing grounds
are more likely to be rooftop gardens, small raised beds and other creative
means of growing sustenance amid a big city.

Land-grant universities have served the American farming community since
the mid-nineteenth century, but as the only land-grant institution in the United
States with an exclusively urban focus, the University of the District of
Columbia (UDC) takes a different approach to the problem of growing food.

Compelling reasons to pay attention to that approach reach much farther
than the school’s campus in Washington, D.C.

According to a 2014 United Nations report, 81 percent of the U.S. population
lives in urban areas, up from 64 percent in 1950. Worldwide, 54 percent of
people live in urban areas, a number that is projected to grow to 66 percent
by 2050 (UN, 2014).

From the tight urban confines of
Washington, D.C., a university is growing

food on rooftops, using fish to make
fertilizer and trying to improve the

economics of urban farming. To engage
surrounding neighborhoods and

communicate its work to a broader online
community, researchers use a new online

tool called Plants Map, which combines
online profiles with interactive, QR-code-

labelled plant signs in the gardens. 

“If we’re serious about sustainability,
then we have to get back to producing
food closer to where we live.”
Sabine O’Hara, Director of land-grant
programs at the University of the
District of Columbia

Author: Emily Feehling

BUILDING
TOMORROW’S

FARMS: 
SEEKING

SOLUTIONS FOR
AN INCREASINGLY

URBAN WORLD

81% of the U.S. population lives in
urban areas, up from 64% in 1950.
United Nations

©Bill Blevins



BGCI • 2016 • Roots • Vol 13 (1)31

To sustainably feed a world where fewer and fewer people live near traditional
centres of farming, something has to change.

“For the first time in human history, the vast majority of us live in places where
we historically have not grown our food,” said Sabine O’Hara, director of land-
grant programs at UDC and dean of CAUSES. “That really requires a
completely new look at the food system.”

CAUSES approaches this challenge holistically. The school has developed an
intricate system of food hubs that try to anticipate every need an urban
community could have related to feeding itself, e.g. remediating bad soil,
reusing waste products and re-introducing populations that have long been
deprived of fresh produce to basic preparation methods.

“If we’re serious about sustainability, then we have to get back to producing
food closer to where we live,” O’Hara said.

From researching the best methods for growing in urban settings, to teaching
people how to prepare the foods, to running farmers markets and compost
facilities, these food hubs seek to address the complete cycle of food
production and consumption (O’Hara, 2015).

Through its various food hubs, CAUSES experiments with different means of
urban food production.

In summer 2015, O’Hara helped cut the ribbon on the largest food-producing
green roof on the East Coast. The 20,000-square-foot garden, the
centerpiece of a food hub on UDC’s Van Ness campus, grew a variety of
herbs, flowers and vegetables, including cucumbers, tomatoes and
sunflowers, in its inaugural season.

Green roofs have become a popular tool for storm-water management and
energy efficiency in all kinds of buildings. What makes this green roof different
is that it is specifically made to produce food. 

This is complicated by the fact that water, fertilizer and fruiting plants all affect
the weight load on a roof; therefore, careful documentation is necessary.

At another location in the District, directly across from the Capitol Heights
Metro station, UDC made an innovative arrangement with the city’s housing
authority to transform a 3-acre lot it owns, but wasn’t using, into the East
Capitol Urban Farm.

Volunteers from the District of Columbia Building Industry Association and
various grants and partnerships helped jump-start the project. About 1,000
people showed up on a September Saturday and completed 70 percent of
the work to establish the farm. A few weeks later, 200 more volunteers from
the local neighborhood, schools and other institutions came to move the
project further toward completion. The new farm is expected to be up and
running in spring 2016.

Through its work in the food hubs, CAUSES researchers have learned how
even challenging urban settings can be transformed into food production
sites without too much difficulty. 

Box gardens, for example, can be installed on existing surfaces. In areas
where soil contamination may be an issue, they can provide a solution.
CAUSES has pioneered the use of aquaponics as a way to grow large
amounts of produce in small urban settings. Aquaponics combines growing
fish with growing vegetables without soil.

“This is hugely important not just for
our own city but for the country and
for cities around the world.”
Sabine O’Hara, Director of land-grant
programs at the University of the
District of Columbia

n Tomatoes and bush basil grow in containers along
one side of the food-producing green roof at the
University of the District of Columbia  ©Bill Blevins

n Signs that include a scannable QR code linked to
each plant’s profile on the website PlantsMap.com
mean anyone can learn what is growing  ©Bill Blevins

Community viability is built into how
the school sets up its programs.
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By-products from the fish eliminate the vegetables’ need for fertilizer. This
method grows large amounts of vegetables faster, using 90 percent less water
and no commercial fertilizer, compared to growing in soil.

“That’s really what our work is about,” O’Hara said, “adopting sustainable
practices in a way that is applicable to densely populated urban environments.”

All of this work requires buy-in from the surrounding community to really take
root, and O’Hara is encouraged by the reception the school’s food hubs have
received.

Community viability is built into how the school sets up its programs. Training
programs in aquaponics are run with a view toward hiring neighborhood
residents to eventually run the facilities.

Three of the five land-grant centers in CAUSES--Urban Agriculture, Sustainable
Development and Nutrition, Diet and Health--are collaborating on an ethnic
crops program, researching the production, preparation and marketability of
crops that aren’t native to the U.S., but are part of specific ethnic food
traditions.

Interest in these foods is high among both immigrant populations and urban
dwellers interested in ethnic cuisine, giving them high marketability. 
“When it comes to making it viable in small urban environments, the question
has to be which produce fetches the highest revenue, and which contributes
the highest nutrient value?” O’Hara said. “You want to focus there first.”

To help spread the word about its projects, UDC established an online profile
on a mobile-friendly website called Plants Map. 

The website allows individuals, organizations, schools and other entities to
establish profiles where they can upload their plant collections and organize
them with photos and notes. Mobile-friendly technology allows users to map
the actual location of their plants and order plant tags and signs that contain a
QR code allowing anyone with a smartphone to scan the tag and access the
information stored in that plant’s online profile.

O’Hara first learned about Plants Map when she was on an advisory panel for a
District-based investment fund.

She likes it both for its ability to communicate the school’s work and for the
internal features that make it easy to track and record data about crop
management and outcomes. Around the country, botanical gardens,
universities, landscaping companies and avid gardeners have begun using the
site as a way to reach a broader audience.

Over the winter, UDC students and faculty have been working to fill out the
plant profiles on the site.

O’Hara wants teachers, students and the general public to be able to use the
online descriptions and Plants Map interactive garden tags installed in the
Garden of the Senses, a community garden project filled with plants that
stimulate the five senses, to conduct self-directed tours and tie the garden into
STEM-focused lessons.

All of this work on producing food in small, populated spaces will have
increasing relevance as the world’s population continues to urbanize, O’Hara
said: “This is hugely important not just for our own city but for the country and
for cities around the world. Urban agriculture has come of age. We really need
focus on that, and to share what we’ve learned has to be an important focus of
what we do.”
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n UDC has pioneered the use of aquaponics, which
uses 90 percent less water than growing in soil
©Bill Blevins

n Plants in the Garden of the Senses, another UDC
initiative, are labelled with QR codes and tags that
display which senses each plant stimulates 
©Bill Blevins


