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Environmental stress, which results when the demands of an environment are 

beyond the capacity of an individual’s ability to cope, has been found to result in alarm, 

depression, illness, exhaustion, lowered task performance, and substance abuse (Keane & 

Wolf, 1990).  Common environmental stressors that overwhelmingly impact poor 

communities of color include crowding, lack of safety, traffic, and overstimulation from 

the ambient environment.  High density has been linked to decreased ability to tolerate 

frustration, disruptive and aggressive behavior, and difficulty in completing complex 

tasks (Nagar & Pandey, 1987).  Heavy traffic is associated with stress, withdrawal, 

minimal outdoor play, and the lack of a neighborhood support system (Appleyard & 

Lintell, 1972).   

Studies have found correlations between experiencing nature and reducing stress, 

promoting positive moods and feelings, and facilitating recovery from illness (Ulrich, 

Simons, Losito, Fiorito, Miles, & Zelson, 1991).  Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) argue nature 

is an intrinsic need.  Hull and Harvey (1989) found evidence that the amount of 

vegetation, and the size and density of trees, were positively related to elevated feelings 

of pleasure in suburban parks.  Nature is commonly considered a place that helps to 

relieve tension, achieve solitude, and provide opportunities for recreation and relaxation.  

Poor communities of color tend to lack these necessary green spaces, and any signs of 

vandalism, littering, or pollution further result in the reduction of the quality of the 

natural experience.   

Ecological Justice Theory 

 As with social justice theory, distributive, recognition, capabilities, and 

participation theorists seek to link the conception of environmental justice, but this time 
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to nature and nonhuman beings, believing similar arguments are pertinent to all three 

frameworks.  Although Rawls (1971) never extended his justice as fairness theory to 

include animals, plants, fungi, and the natural environment due to his belief in moral 

equality as a prerequisite for justice, he did acknowledge society’s obligations to future 

generations.   

 Distributive theorists interpret Rawls’ work to indicate citizens can develop 

political, if not moral, grounds for ecological concern by at least considering nature in 

policy decision-making (Barry, 2005; Bell, 2002).  The general belief is, “we cannot 

leave less to future generations than we ourselves enjoy, we cannot leave them without 

enough to construct their own conceptions of the good, and we cannot leave them with 

their lives endangered” (Schlosberg, pp. 112-113).  In order to accomplish this, it 

becomes necessary to safeguard the natural world in perpetuity and focus on 

sustainability.  To many distributive theorists, this means the protection of individuals, 

communities, species, and entire populations, to ensure continued survival of the natural 

world (Baxter, 2005).  

 Recognition theorists begin with recognizing nature as an integral link within our 

shared community of justice, viewed as the necessary context upon which humans are 

able to exist.  They focus on the similarities between humans and the natural world, 

rather than our differences, without necessitating a claim for equality: needs, sentience, 

interests, agency, physical integrity, and potential.   Theorists argue if the right to justice 

encompasses those who are unable to articulate their own needs and rights, such as 

infants and those with disabilities; if animals are sentient beings; and if the natural world 

requires clean air, water, sustenance, and healthy habitats to ensure survival, there is no 
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reason not to extend full aspects of justice to nonhuman beings and the natural world as 

well (Baxter, 2005; Benton, 1993).   

 Capabilities and participation theories are not, as of yet, as broadly discussed or 

organized.  However, these approaches are significant to the ecological justice discourse 

because flourishing does not simply apply to humans; all life forms contribute to an 

interconnected web of relationships that support the planet.  Damage to one species, 

which often occurs through pollution and subsequent habitat destruction, results in 

damage to an ecosystem as a whole.  Therefore, “systems themselves might be 

considered agents for the work they do in providing the various capacities for their parts 

to function – that is, purifying water, contributing oxygen, providing nutrition, and 

sustaining temperature” (Schlosberg, 2007, p.148).  Capabilities and participation 

theorists advocate for extending political equality to include the welfare of the natural 

world in the decision-making process (Sen, 2005; Nussbaum, 2000).      

 No singular environmental justice conceptual framework currently exists.  

Because the range of environmental concerns discussed in justice discourse includes, but 

is not limited to, individuals and communities; access to goods, political participation, 

nutritious food, and green space; racism, classism, and sexism; indigenous rights; mental 

and physical health; and impact on current and future generations, I believe it is 

imperative to include literature from social justice, environmental psychology, and 

ecological justice theories to most accurately and comprehensively frame the 

environmental justice conversation.   
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Educational Significance 

 Although prior research exists concerning the negative health and academic 

implications on underrepresented children living in urban areas; the psychological and 

physical benefits of engagement in outdoor activity; and the importance of community 

involvement, I have not located research from a qualitative, narrative perspective on 

student experiences and motivations for being involved in environmental justice work 

and the potential impact this has on their schools and communities.  I hope to research 

this impact to help provide compelling reasons as to why environmental education is so 

urgently needed in public schools.  

 As a Bay Area resident, some days it is easy to forget this is not simply the 

wealthy, successful, environmentally-forward region the Silicon Valley technological 

industry would have the rest of the world believe; it is a complicated, stratified, socio-

economically diverse area with a vast array of environmental, economic, and racial 

concerns.  The children of generational Bay Area families and recent immigrants attend 

the same schools, even if they do not live in the same neighborhoods.  Environmental 

injustices impact us all; water and air pollution, for example, are not enclosed by exact 

boundaries.  Local air and waterway contamination have global environmental 

implications, and climate change impacts the entire planet.  I believe it is imperative to 

gain a deep understanding of the young adults who will eventually become leaders in the 

fight against environmental racism to best comprehend student motivation, activism, the 

significance of their roles in the environmental justice movement, and long-term 

community impact. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The Birth of the United States Environmental Justice Movement 

Differences in quality of environmental surroundings between communities of 

poor people of color and more affluent, white neighborhoods stem from institutional 

racism which influences land use, enforcement of environmental regulations, location    

of industrial facilities, response time to environmental emergencies, and availability of 

parks and green spaces.  Environmental disparities also result in limitations in accessing 

healthy, locally grown food, such as through farmer’s markets, community gardens, fresh 

produce, and organic products sold in supermarkets.  Either by design or neglect, people 

of color,  

endure a disproportionate share of the cost of economic development and 

growth, without enjoying a corresponding share of either the economic or 

environmental benefits.  They have virtually no representation among the 

major nongovernmental environmental organization and below-average 

representation within environmental agencies such as the U.S. EPA 

(Rhodes, 2003, p.6).  

 

The not in my backyard (NIMBY) mentality plays a significant role in allowing those in 

positions of power to zone undesirable, polluting companies to poor, often immigrant 

neighborhoods, as those communities are the least likely and able to protest.  Evidence 

exists that this phenomenon dates to ancient Greece, Rome, and Egypt (Melosi, 2004), 

however, the U.S. environmental justice movement and the term “environmental racism” 

were not introduced until the mid-1980’s.   

The environmental justice movement was born from at least six distinct 

components of grassroots environmentalism.  The first, the anti-toxics movement, was 

founded in the neighborhood of Love Canal, New York in the late 1970’s, after the town 
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was revealed to be sitting upon 21,000 tons of buried toxic waste.  Construction and 

heavy rains released the waste, “caustics, alkalines, fatty acids and chlorinated 

hydrocarbons from the manufacturing of dyes, perfumes, solvents for rubber, and 

synthetic resins" into the air and local water supply (Blum, 2008, p. 22).  Children 

developed seizures, skin rashes, and abdominal pain; 56% of those born between 1974 

and1978 had at least one birth defect.  Residents also experienced abnormally high 

incidents of miscarriages, epilepsy, asthma, and early mortality.  Local politicians denied 

any wrong-doing.  Eventually, President Carter announced a federal health emergency, 

ordered trenches built to contain and transport the waste, and relocated and reimbursed 

more than 800 families.  Community reaction to Love Canal resulted in the 

Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) 

of 1980, more commonly known as the Superfund Act.  CERCLA established strict 

hazardous waste site requirements, holds polluters accountable for damages, and 

established a trust fund to provide for cleanup when no responsible party can be 

identified (EPA, 2011).  It was only in 1995 the Love Canal polluting company, now 

Occidental Petroleum, was sued by the EPA and agreed to pay $129 million in restitution 

to former residents (USDOJ, 1995). 

The anti-toxics movement continues to focus on increasing awareness of 

contamination and environmental threats to human health, such as toxic waste dumps, in 

working class communities.  However,  it has now expanded and includes, “not just old 

industrial waste sites (or new Superfund sites), but also municipal and hazardous waste 

dumps and incinerators, nuclear waste, industrial pollution in communities, pesticides, 

dioxin exposure, community sustainability, and brownfields redevelopment” (Schlosberg, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jimmy_Carter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Superfund
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pollution
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Occidental_Petroleum
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2007, p. 47).  The anti-toxics movement is characterized by a lack of prior political 

organizing led predominantly by women who are concerned for the health and well-being 

of their families and communities.  The concept and practice of pollution prevention, or 

eliminating the usage of toxic chemicals to avoid contamination by toxic waste, can be 

traced to the anti-toxics movement (Cole & Foster, 2001).  

 The second component encompassed by environmental justice is the movement 

against environmental racism, fueled by the Civil Rights Movement, and commonly 

traced to the early 1980’s in Warren County, North Carolina, a poor, predominantly 

African American neighborhood which came together to protest against the siting of a 

state toxic waste landfill.  Led by Reverend Ben Chavis, civil rights activist and head of 

the United Church of Christ’s Commission for Racial Justice, and other local church 

officials, Warren County represented one of the first instances of civil rights advocates 

and environmental groups working together to overcome issues of race, environmental 

risk, and poverty.   

Civil rights activists recognized disproportionate environmental hazards did not 

occur at random, but were rather, “a product of the same social and economic structure 

which had produced de jure and de facto segregation and other racial oppression” (Cole 

& Foster, 2001, p. 21), and used their prior activism experiences to lead Warren County 

civil disobedience protests.  The resulting study, the 1987 landmark Toxic Wastes and 

Race in the United States, revealed that race, more than household income, 

socioeconomic status, home value, age, religion, location, or any other factor, was the 

most significant determinant of the siting of commercial hazardous waste facilities. 
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Demographic patterns also revealed three out of five African American and Latino 

residents lived in communities with uncontrolled toxic waste sites.      

The third contributing factor to the birth of the environmental justice movement is 

the crucial role played by academia.  Led by Dr. Robert Bullard of the University of 

California, Riverside, who studied land use patterns and the disproportionate impact of 

garbage dumps on African Americans in Houston; Bunyan Bryant of the University of 

Michigan whose work focused on the Civil Right Movement, intervention, and 

negotiation; and Charles Lee, author of Toxic Wastes and Race and current director of the 

EPA’s Office of Environmental Justice, this assemblage of academics formed the 

Michigan Group in 1990 and proceeded to lobby the federal government based upon their 

research findings.  They also provided legal expertise and testimonials to community 

groups involved in local advocacy projects and continue to train the next generation of 

environmental justice advocates.  Since the original publication of Toxic Wastes and 

Race in 1987, these and other academics have published numerous subsequent studies 

that have found similar conclusions regarding the disproportionate impact of hazardous 

waste disposal, incinerators, water and air pollutants, and lead poisoning on poor 

communities of color (Bullard, 2005).     

 Three other movements contributed to the birth of environmental justice.  The 

first was labor, characterized mainly by Latino farm workers who struggled to gain 

control over their working conditions by organizing and banning dangerous pesticides 

such as DDT. 

Because farmworkers experienced pesticide exposure through their 

subordinated status and relative powerlessness, the only way they could 

reduce their vulnerability was by engaging in a major power struggle to 

alter the conditions of their powerlessness (Pulido, 1996, p. 59).  
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Agricultural workers won the right to unionize, while improving working conditions in 

the field, and regulating pesticide use.  Asian textile and technology workers also brought 

attention to environmental hazards at their work sites.  The second factor was the struggle 

by Native Americans for self-determination in land use decisions.  And the third was the 

traditional environmental movement, fueled by Rachel Carson’s critique of industrial 

practices in Silent Spring, the creation of Earth Day, and the expanding influence of 

legal-environmental groups such as the National Resources Defense Council (NRDC) 

and the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) (Cole & Foster, p. 29).  

In 1991, the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, 

recognized as the most important single event in the movement’s history, was organized 

and attended by more than 650 grassroots and national leaders representing the above-

mentioned six sources of environmental justice beginnings, as well as more than 300 

environmental groups.  It was the first opportunity for environmental justice activists, 

from backgrounds of seemingly different struggles, to recognize common themes: racism 

and economic exploitation; the coming together to fight for family and community 

health; poor, working-class, people of color who distrust the law and government 

agencies; and the need for broader, structural reform rather than a simple fix to a specific 

environmental concern.   

The movement continues to be defined by the 17 principles agreed upon as the 

representatives gathered to, “…promote economic alternatives which would contribute to 

the development of environmentally safe livelihoods; and, to secure our political, 

economic and cultural liberation” (Ejnet.org, 1996, Preamble).  The principles encompass 

protection from contamination, toxic alternatives, the right to participation and self-
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determination, reparations, cultural integrity, worker safety, land use, community 

empowerment, and sustainability.  But, more importantly, the summit demonstrated the 

ability for different groups throughout the country to form a multi-racial collaboration on 

environmental justice.   

Findings from Toxic Wastes and Race (1987), and community support in response 

to Love Canal and Warren County, were the impetus for the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) creating its Office on Environmental Equity (OEE) in 1991.  In 1992, the 

office released a report entitled Environmental Equity: Reducing Risk for All 

Communities that identified three main areas of concern for the organization: the policy-

making process, the administration of protection programs, and the impacts of 

environmental problems.  Then in 1994, President Clinton signed Executive Order 

12898: Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and 

Low-Income Populations.  He stated each, 

federal agency shall make achieving environmental justice part of its 

mission by identifying and addressing, as appropriate, disproportionately 

high and adverse human health or environmental effects of its programs, 

policies, and activities on minority populations and low-income 

populations in the United States (USEPA, 2009, para. 1).   

 

The order also incorporated provisions to provide low-income communities of color 

access to public information on, and an opportunity for participation in, matters relating 

to human health and the environment.  It sought to demand greater accountability from 

federal programs and was the first attempt at institutionalizing the environmental justice 

movement.  However, through the mid 2000’s, funding to the EPA declined, and a 

proposal in 2006 to drop race as a factor in the environmental equity decision-making 

process was eventually met with much public resistance. 
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 As the EPA’s OEE was being established, a 1992 investigation by The National 

Law Journal found evidence that people of color were not offered the same protection by 

environmental laws as white Americans.  The study indicated white communities see 

faster action to environmental emergencies, penalties are 500% higher when hazardous 

waste laws are applied in their neighborhoods, and it takes communities of color 20% 

longer to be listed as Superfund priority clean-up sites (Lavelle & Coyle, 1992).  The 

most recent example, in 2005, was when “Hurricane Katrina blew the lid off the ‘dirty 

little secret’ of race, vulnerable populations, disaster response, and unequal protection 

(United Church of Christ, 2007, p. vii)” as African American New Orleans’ residents 

continued to suffer through banking, emergency relief, and discriminatory housing 

practices.     

 In 2002, Morland, Wing, Diez-Roux, and Poole conducted a study to compare the 

availability of food stores and restaurants across a variety of neighborhoods in four 

different states by evaluating approximately 2,500 businesses, housing values, race, 

transportation access, and neighborhood socioeconomic status (Moreland & Wing, 2007).  

The authors discovered the presence of supermarkets, which are more likely to stock 

nutritious produce and health products, was three to four times greater in the highest 

socio-economic, white communities, while bars, taverns, small grocery stores, and 

convenience stores were three times more common in low-income, African American 

neighborhoods.   These findings translate to one supermarket per every 23,582 African 

American and 3,816 white residents.  The researchers also found a significant disparity in 

transportation access: in the lowest-wealth neighborhoods, less than 20% of white 

residents but more than 35% of African American residents did not have access to a 
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private vehicle, making access to out-of-town supermarkets expensive, time-consuming, 

and complicated.      

 A follow-up study (Morland, Wing, & Diez-Roux, 2002) addressed the health of 

the more than 10,000 residents who participated in the above study.  Participants were 

interviewed and reported on their dietary intake, results of which were compared to the 

national daily recommendations of fruits and vegetable servings, total calories, saturated 

fat, and cholesterol intake.  After controlling for household income and educational 

status, the presence of supermarkets was associated with healthier diets for African 

Americans: 54% more of those who lived in a neighborhood with a supermarket met their 

daily fruit and vegetable recommendations, 22% more reported consuming fewer calories 

from fat, and 30% more consumed fewer than the national recommendation for saturated 

fat.        

 Around this time, from some emerging community food groups, the food justice 

movement was born.  Linking advocates concerned with justice, health, the environment, 

food quality, farmworker’s rights, child labor laws, sustainable land use, and 

globalization, the new movement sought to transform where, what, and how food was 

grown, produced, transported, accessed, and eaten to ensure benefits and risks were 

shared fairly (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010).  The term ‘food desert’ was coined to characterize 

mostly low-income, urban areas lacking affordable, fresh, healthy food options within 

walking distance.  One Los Angeles County study found the area with the highest rates of 

poverty, food insecurity, and food deserts also had the highest rates of adult and child 

obesity, higher than average incidence of diabetes, and a 30% higher rate of heart disease 

deaths.  The link between nutrition, health, access, race, economics, and poverty is quite 
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clear.  In response, urban agriculture and community garden initiatives have taken 

multiple forms, including rooftop gardens, edible landscapes, urban farms in abandoned 

lots, backyard gardens, CSA farms, and school gardens.   

In 2007, the follow-up study to Toxic Wastes and Race, Toxic Wastes and Race at 

Twenty, found evidence that poor communities of color continued to face the same issues 

they did 20 years prior, and in many cases to a greater degree than previously reported.  

Nationally, neighborhoods that house commercial hazardous waste facilities are 

comprised of 56% people of color.  More than five million of the approximately nine 

million people who live within three kilometers of the 413 commercial hazardous waste 

facilities in the United States are people of color.  African Americans, Latinos, and 

Asians/Pacific Islanders in host neighborhoods are 1.7%, 2.3%, and 1.8% times greater 

than their white counterparts, respectively.  Poverty rates in host neighborhoods are 1.5 

times greater than non-host areas.  California is ranked tenth in the disproportionate 

percentage of people of color living in host (81%) versus non-host (51%) neighborhoods 

(United Church of Christ, 2007).   

Numerous other studies have analyzed the distribution of a wide array of 

environmental hazards, including air pollution, water contamination, garbage dumps, lead 

poisoning, noise pollutants, and occupational injuries.  Some disagreements do exist 

regarding specific statistics, causal relationships, and national and regional disparities in 

distribution, siting, and access.  However, the overwhelming consensus of these studies, 

researchers, academics, grassroots organizations, local and national leaders, textile and 

agricultural workers, and community organizers, is that environmental hazards, access, 

and representation continue to be inequitably distributed by income and race, with race 
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most often predicting exposure to dangerous, and often life-threatening, environmental 

risks. 

Environmental Racism in California  

California is home to 98 of the nation’s 1,305 Superfund sites, a minimum of 61 

of which have contaminated, or continue to threaten, the drinking water supply.  Santa 

Clara County hosts the most sites, at 23, the highest density anywhere in the nation, 

closely followed by Los Angeles County at 17, and the remainder of the Bay Area at nine 

sites (see Figure 1).  These Superfund sites are predominantly situated in Mountain View 

and Sunnyvale, the Santa Clara County cities which are comprised of the highest 

percentage of low socioeconomic immigrants of color, while Palo Alto and Cupertino, 

the cities with the highest percentage of white residents, host only two sites each and 

have established the strictest industrial and residential zoning requirements in the county.  

Other Superfund locations include Oakland, Bayview Hunter’s Point, and San Jose, areas 

that house a majority of low-income Latino and African American residents.   

Areas with the highest percentage of Latino residents are more than four times as 

likely to host a polluting industry, while low income households in communities of color 

are clustered along Highway 101, the area’s most toxic industrial belt, with 

contamination impacting air, water, and soil (Szasz, & Meuser, 2000) (see Figure 2). The 

most common contaminants detected at Superfund sites include trichloroethylene, a 

carcinogen used in building materials; lead compounds, carcinogens with developmental 

and reproductive side-effects; and N-Methyl-2-Pyrrolidone, a developmental toxicant 

used in consumer products that has been linked to indoor air pollution and internal organ 

damage (Scorecard, 2011).  It is quite apparent from Figures 1 and 2 that Bay Area 
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pollution has occurred to the greatest degree in areas inhabited mainly by low-income 

communities of color, most often Latino and African American neighborhoods, and has 

generally not occurred in more affluent, white neighborhoods.   

 

                                          Figure 1. Distribution of Superfund National Priority  

                                          List sites (large squares) and Toxic Release Inventory  

                              Facilities (small squares), 2010 data. From ToxMap:  

Environmental Health e-Maps:                  
http://toxmap.nlm.nih.gov/toxmap/superfund/navigate.do  

 

California is also currently home to two active toxic waste landfill sites, both 

located on the Southern end of the San Joaquin Valley, in the small towns of Kettleman 

City and Buttonwillow, the majority of whose residents are low-income, Latino 

agricultural and oil workers.  Reports estimate that, “1,000 farm workers die each year 

from pesticide poisoning, and more than 300,000 become ill.  Moreover, this population 

is about 90 percent people of color and/or immigrants” (Pellow & Park, 2002, p. 10).  

The Kettleman City community petitioned the EPA and California Department of Toxic 

http://toxmap.nlm.nih.gov/toxmap/superfund/navigate.do
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Substances Control (DTSC) to investigate if the landfill might be linked to severe birth 

defects such as heart problems and cleft palates, and were recently awarded a settlement 

that required the polluting company to pay $400,000 in fines, $600,000 on laboratory 

upgrades, and use an outside laboratory for a minimum of two years to test treatment and 

compliance standards (Sahagun, 2012).   

 

 

Figure 2. Bay Area low-income Latino and African-American               

population clusters, 1990 data.   

 

In a more recent decision, the EPA’s Office of Civil Rights dismissed an 

investigation of the DTSC into alleged violations filed by Latino communities of 

Westmorland, Kettleman City, and Buttonwillow alleging the siting, public participation 

processes, and permitting of commercial hazardous waste disposal facilities violated the 
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Civil Rights Act by intentional discrimination on the basis of race, color, and national 

origin.  The investigation could find no adverse health impacts to the surrounding 

communities or environment, based on information from accidental toxic releases, 

groundwater and surface water contamination, earthquakes, particulate emissions, ozone 

precursor emissions, and air toxics emissions (Raphael, 2012).  However, community 

members are convinced they experience higher percentages of sicknesses, miscarriages, 

and birth defects than the general population, and will, no doubt, be appealing the 

decision. 

Bay Area Environmental Justice: Why Should We Care? 

California is also home to four sewage treatment facilities, two of which are 

located in Bay Area cities with the highest percentages of African American and Latino 

residents: Richmond and San Jose (EnviroStor, 2007).  San Jose is the capital of Silicon 

Valley, the epicenter of the technology industry, and home to both the most millionaires 

in the country as well as a majority of non-white, low-income immigrants who occupy 

the lowest paid, highest risk jobs that allow the high tech industry to flourish.  In Santa 

Clara County, 

…70 to 80 percent of the production workforce is composed of Asian and 

Latino immigrants, most of whom are women.  Since the mid-1970s, 

epidemiological studies have emerged detailing alarmingly high rates of 

occupational illness among Silicon Valley production workers – rates 

more than three times that of any other basic industry.  These illnesses 

include respiratory disorders, miscarriages, birth defects, and cancer … 

While making the microchips, printed wire and circuit boards, printers, 

cables, and other components of the electronics hardware that millions of 

consumers and businesses depend upon, these workers are often exposed 

to upwards of seven hundred different chemicals (Pellow & Park, 2002, p. 

9-10).   
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Furthermore, the Alviso waste plant in San Jose, which was built in a Latino 

neighborhood, was designed to treat the contaminated sewage from local technology 

industries, but, in 1997, was found to be in violation of the Clean Water Act by dumping 

heavy metals and toxics such as, “nickel, cyanide, lead, and cadmium into the Bay, 

contaminating the oyster and shellfish population to the point that they are unsafe for 

human consumption today” (p. 70).  Polluting industries’ toxic chemicals and air 

pollutants, although not completely confined to a specific area, have the greatest impact 

on the low-income communities of color throughout California, and specifically, in the 

Bay Area, in which they are located (Figure 3).  

Another example is the Bayview-Hunter’s Point community of San Francisco.  

Comprised of approximately 50% African-American, 25% Asian, and 20% Latino 

residents, Bayview-Hunter’s Point is a notoriously high-crime, illicit drug-use area, 

where, English (2004) states because parking patrol officers are afraid of getting shot, 

street cleaners fail to collect trash, leaves, and other garbage lodged underneath un-

ticketed cars.  Until recently, no supermarkets existed in the area; residents were left to 

purchase food at corner mini-marts selling unhealthy food products, and cigarettes and 

alcohol at the abundance of liquor establishments, all of which contribute to the poor 

health of community members and the highest levels of hypertension, heart disease, 

diabetes, and obesity in San Francisco.   

The Hunter’s Point Naval Shipyard is responsible for the release of toxic and 

radioactive substances into the surrounding community: The decommissioning of WWII 

atomic bomb tester ships involved sandblasting to rid them of any radioactive residues, 

which sent clouds of dust containing radioactive fallout across the Bay.  This radiation 
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exposure has been held responsible for residents suffering from the highest incidences of 

asthma and other respiratory illnesses in California (English, 2004).  Much work has 

occurred in recent years to clean the Shipyard site and prepare it for redevelopment, but 

the lingering extent and impact of the radiation exposure remains unclear.   

Research has found much supporting evidence that low income children and 

teenagers of color exposed to environmental hazards, such as poor air and water quality, 

are disproportionately and negatively impacted in their health and school performance, 

and to a greater degree than adults, as their bodies are continuing to develop.  Gibbs and 

Melvin (2008) conducted a national study of the presence and impact of multiple forms 

of environmental hazards on approximately 900 K-12 school zip codes and found further 

evidence that race and class are most closely associated with the highest concentration of 

environmental hazards in school areas, increasing the risk of students to environmental 

toxins, potential negative health effects, and missed instructional time.  One positive 

school site change has been the banning, in recent years, of sugary drinks, sodas, and 

vending machine junk food that are often associated with childhood obesity and diabetes, 

led by the decisions of the Oakland and Los Angeles Unified School Districts’ school 

boards.   
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Figure 3. Distribution of environmental burdens throughout CA and Santa Clara and 

Contra Costa Counties. From EPA’s Scorecard, 2012: http://scorecard.goodguide.com/  

http://scorecard.goodguide.com/
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Environmental Justice Concerns and Student Impact 

Air pollution, an environmental concern that is more likely to impact poor, urban 

communities, has been linked to low birth rate, premature birth, and birth defects (Bobak, 

2000) and diminished lung functioning and development (Gauderman et al., 2004).  A 

2004 Bay Area respiratory health study on 1,000 children found evidence that those 

students living and attending schools near busy roads and highways experienced greater 

degrees of respiratory illnesses such as asthma and chronic bronchitis, have a higher risk 

for developing leukemia and cardiovascular disease, and are otherwise negatively 

impacted by the harmful noise and diesel pollution of freeway traffic in their overall 

health, school attendance, and academic performance (Kim et al, 2004).  In fact, asthma 

is the number one reason for childhood emergency visits in the United States.  Asthma 

impacts African American children at a rate of three to four times that of white children, 

and African American children are 200% more likely to die of asthma-related 

complications (Bullard, 2007).  As California’s urban, low-income, and immigrant 

populations continue to increase, and these students already face daunting socioeconomic 

challenges, understanding the link between environmental racism, health impacts, and 

school performance becomes even more essential.  

Pastor, Morello-Frosch, and Sadd (2006) compared California county air toxins, 

with school-based demographic information from all California public schools that 

operated in 2000, and respiratory hazard ratio data indicated by missed school days and 

hospitalizations.  Four of the six most hazardous counties in the state are located in the 

Bay Area and include San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, and Alameda.  The 

researchers found evidence that within every county, areas with higher respiratory hazard 
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ratios had significantly greater populations of poor students of color.  Also, analyses 

suggested a correlation between respiratory risk and 

lower academic performance, even after controlling for student socio-

economic status, teacher quality, parent education…as well as district, air 

basin, and county characteristics.  Taken together, these results suggest 

that attention to environmental quality at and around schools may be 

important issues for regulators and policymakers who are concerned about 

educational achievement in public schools, environmental justice, and 

children’s environmental health (p. 355).  

 

Improving air quality and eliminating environmental hazards continues to be linked to  

improvement in school performance and attendance, and is now considered one essential 

aspect of necessary school reform to help bridge the already substantial achievement gap 

and the disproportionate percentage of low-income, student of color high school drop-out 

rate (Mohai, Kweon, Lee, & Ard, 2011; Hart, Satterthwaite, Levy, Ross, & Stevens, 

1997).   

The Centers for Disease Control estimates some 300,000, mostly poor, children of 

color in the United States are poisoned by lead every year, found predominantly in the 

paint of older buildings.  Even exposure to small amounts of paint chips and lead-laden 

dust can poison a child, which can result in permanently reduced intellectual functioning 

and the diminished capacity of a student to learn (Ness, 2003).  Research also suggests 

that children who do not participate in outdoor activities lack problem-solving skills, 

creativity, and are at a greater risk for concentration and attention deficit disorders (Louv, 

2005; Healey, 2004), problems most often linked to children living in urban areas 

associated with crime, air pollution, and limited access to green space.    
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Significance of Biodiversity 

Biodiversity, defined as the variety of life at all levels, from genes to ecosystems, 

as well as the ecological and evolutionary processes that sustain life, is an essential 

component of the environmental justice conversation.  The Convention on Biological 

Diversity, which was opened for signature at the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992, 

recognized for the first time in international law that biodiversity is an integral link 

between conservation and sustainability.  The convention approved a multilateral treaty 

that calls for conservation of biodiversity, sustainability, and equitable sharing of 

resources.  In 2008, researchers gathered to investigate ways to implement the above 

recommendations and established the Erfurt Declaration, which was designed to promote 

the values of urban biodiversity (Competence Network Urban Ecology).  It stated 

because urban ecosystems are centers of evolution, adaptation, and complex hotspots for 

regional biodiversity, they can contribute significantly to the quality of life in an 

increasingly urban global society.  However, recommendations included linking research 

on climate change to urban biodiversity, intensifying dialogues and establishing a 

bridging mechanism between researchers, planners, policy makers, and citizens to 

improve the integration of research findings into urban design, and fostering education in 

urban biodiversity and urban design. 

According to the United Nation’s World Urbanization Prospects (2011), by 2050 

almost 70 percent of the world’s population will live in urban areas.  Traditionally, wide 

varieties of plant and animal life have been disregarded in urban planning, but a growing 

body of evidence suggests they are key elements to environmental, economic, and human 

health (Kiviat & Johnson, 2013).  Plants and trees provide medicinal agents, temperature 
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control, removal of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, and reduce the pollution of 

ground-level ozone which aggravates asthma and other respiratory illnesses.  Oysters and 

mussels filter water and provide a clean habitat for the commercial and sport fishing 

industries.  A diverse small mammal community reduces the risk of disease transmission 

to humans, such as with Lyme disease or Hantavirus (Keesing, et al. 2010, Ostfeld, et al. 

2002).  Urban biodiversity allows for cleaner air and water, pollination, healthy soil and 

erosion control, and food, medicine, and temperature control.   

Encouraging Examples of Environmental Justice Education  

 According to Cole and Foster (2001), the emergence of environmental justice 

networks represent a transformation of national advocacy from centralized, top-down 

politics to a geographically scattered but organized web of individuals, communities, and 

organizations who have created ‘free spaces’ that allow for the movement from victim to 

activist.   

The traditional dominant-subordinate model of power relations is ill suited 

to environmental justice activism…individuals in many vulnerable 

communities cometo wield some degree of power, as is illustrated by the 

countless examples of overburdened communities that have successfully 

defeated siting efforts by private and public interests (p. 153).  

  

Grassroots success stories have motivated non-traditional community leaders to find their 

voices, develop their personal efficacy, and become citizen experts on environmental 

injustices.       

 One small study of a charter high school science class comprised mainly of 

African American students in an urban North East neighborhood designated as a social 

justice educational curriculum found evidence (Dimick, 2012) that students’ awareness 

about their environmental work was heightened by their roles as participants, rather than 
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bystanders.  When students reflected on their experiences testing a local river for 

pollutants and project-based learning, they were able to push the boundaries of what they 

thought possible for their projects by gaining a deeper understanding by using elements 

and principles of science.  Dimick found evidence for an increase in student social, 

political, and academic empowerment in a community traditionally marginalized from 

science in school, higher education, and high technology careers.  

 Another teacher (Cermak, 2012) conducted a study over a four-year period in two 

low-income, urban, environmental science classrooms in Boston to link environmentally 

themed hip-hop music to ecological and justice literacy.  Students were challenged to 

compose green hip-hop lyrics based upon Mos Def’s New World Water lyrics and 

traditional environmental education.  One poignant example from a 16-year-old student 

follows:  

I think it’s a disgrace 

How waste is dumped in the face 

of people because of their economic status or race. 

I wonder how the world feels 

because of the harm caused by brownfields. 

Some benefit from richness 

while others constantly suffer from poverty sickness 

We need major remediation; 

sacrifice some time to clean up this nation. 

Apologies from rich companies are all the same, 

                        no matter what they’re still disturbing the food chain (p. 199). 

An analysis of more than 200 creative pieces collected provided evidence that ecological 

literacy can be used as a guiding concept for the creation of an environmental justice 

curriculum targeting urban areas and racially diverse learners.  

 Kushmerick, Young, and Stein (2007) examined the levels of inclusion of 

environmental justice concepts, as well as their context of representation, within a total of 
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224 lessons of United States, grades 6-12, environmental education curricula from 

organizations such as Project WILD, Project Learning Tree, Project WET, and the World 

Wildlife Fund.  All guides were developed between the late 1990s and early 2000s, but 

revised more recently, evaluated based on several environmental justice indicators, and 

coded for implied environmental justice content and conceptual framework.  The results 

suggested these curriculum guides addressed issues related to environmental justice, such 

as environmental health impact; however, they rarely presented issues within a specific 

environmental justice context or addressed issues traditionally considered to be 

environmental justice issues.  The authors identified many missed opportunities to 

incorporate traditional environmental justice concerns, indicating lessons could be 

adapted to become more inclusive and functional.  

Connecticut’s EPA’s New England office is one leader in adopting innovative 

policies to advocate for environmental justice through community organizations and 

educational strategies.  Coined “community-based environmental protection” (Mitchell, 

Jennings, & Younger, 2003, p. 126), the EPA office organizes public and private 

stakeholders to assess community needs, meaningfully involves low-income communities 

of color, identifies projects for joint action, and then provides the resources necessary to 

implement projects designed to improve public health.  For example, in the past 15 years, 

the Hartford Urban Environmental Initiative pilot program, in conjunction with 

approximately 40 public, private, and nonprofit groups, successfully prevented the 

expansion of a landfill, converted a two-acre contaminated lot into a park and community 

garden, held an asthma forum to discuss air contaminants, and converted an overgrown 

river area into an urban greenway.  And the Connecticut Coalition for Environmental 
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Justice teaches residents about recycling and the relationship between childhood lead 

poisoning and learning and behavioral problems, and educates low-income youth about 

the importance of the environment in their lives while providing recreational activities 

focused on an appreciation of nature. 

Bay Area Environmental Justice Education 

As described previously, nominal environmental education occurs at California 

public schools.  Two Bay Area counties, Santa Clara and San Mateo, encourage 

environmental education through a four to five day nature retreat that is made available to 

public school students, generally enrolled in the fifth grade.  Both programs employ a 

residential, science-based curriculum that emphasizes teamwork, hands-on learning, 

ecosystems, lifecycles, local flora and fauna, conservation, and enjoyment of the 

outdoors.  I recently spoke with a high school student who had participated in the 

program; she fondly recalled her first experiences hiking, stargazing, catching lizards, 

preserving leaves, and listening to stories around the campfire.  These programs can serve 

as a profound introduction, especially to students from urban communities, to 

environmental education.  Unfortunately, these are the sole environmental educational 

activities supported by the two counties, schools may choose to participate or not, 

students may opt out, and there is no follow-up program to maintain the momentum of 

newfound student interest.  

In contrast, Life Lab in Santa Cruz, a national leader in farm- and garden-based 

education, promotes experiential learning for all ages through children’s camps, field 

trips, youth and internship programs, and teacher workshops and has been working to 

connect gardening and nutritional activities with the new Common Core Math, Language 
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Arts, and Science standards rolling out in schools across the country.  Activities are 

aligned with California Science Content Standards and include topics such as soil, plants, 

cycles, ecology, weather, nutrition, and food systems and activities such as team-

building, sensory exploration, organic gardening skills, and information on how to create 

and sustain a successful school garden program (Life Lab, 2013).  

Also, 30 middle and high schools in Alameda County, enrolling more than 38,000 

students across 10 public districts, participate in the Service Learning Waste Reduction 

Project (Kaye, 2011).  Designed to engage students in environmental stewardship through 

service learning to better their schools and communities, they plant and maintain gardens, 

compost, recycle, and participate in waste and energy audits that inform policy.  One 

middle school located a block from the San Francisco Bay has students study litter and its 

impact on watersheds through clean-ups and restoration activities.  Students at one urban 

high school researched food justice, determined their families did not have access to fresh 

produce, received permission to plant a garden on campus, and now provide fresh, low-

cost vegetables to their community.  Another high school won a solar power grant, 

installed permeable parking lot concrete to minimize oil run-off, and requires all ninth 

grade students to, in groups, identify and research an environmental problem, and then 

take action.   

This academic model prepares students to successfully complete a senior 

exit project that demonstrates their mastery of core learning concepts and 

builds their sense of personal responsibility, communication and critical 

thinking skills, and social responsibility through applied content that 

focuses on community benefits (p. 27). 
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Although quite successful, unfortunately, these programs are more the exception than the 

rule, and require consistent and dedicated leadership, enthusiastic staff, and budgetary 

allowances.  

 Minimal disagreement seems to exist regarding the negative impact of 

environmental hazards on student performance.  At the same time, school districts and 

university admissions offices are encouraging high school students to participate in 

community service activities, become active in their local neighborhoods, and become as 

prepared as possible for new high technology careers.  Students and educators are, 

therefore, searching beyond the classroom setting for learning opportunities in the interest 

of encouraging well-rounded, politically aware, STEM (Science-Technology-

Engineering-Math)-educated, global citizens.  Research shows students active in 

community activities and social justice efforts have greater political knowledge, more 

political discussions with adults, and higher levels of political efficacy (Niemi, Hepburn, 

& Chapman, 2000; Hart, 1997; O’Donoghue, & Kirshner, 2008; Schwab, 1997; Shrader-

Frechette, 2002).  However, most, “urban schools seldom provide meaningful 

opportunities for young people to develop the identity, skills, and knowledge necessary to 

be active democratic citizens” (O’Donoghue & Kirshner, 2008, p. 228).    

 And colleges and universities are, simultaneously, developing new environmental 

concentrations such as Oakland’s Laney College’s 17-week Solar Photovoltaic Training 

Program, Bakersfield College’s nine-week Wind Energy Technology Training 

Certification, and the University of California at Berkeley’s Justice and Sustainability 

concentration in Society and Environment.  Much higher education in sustainability is 

based on the University of California Santa Cruz’s 50-year-old six-month agricultural 
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apprenticeship program in ecological horticulture, which immerses students in organic 

farming, food systems, and a culinary practicum.  In recent years,  

the number of sustainability degree programs offered nationwide jumped 

by an astounding 984% between 2008 and 2012, from 13 to 141.  And 

though the U.S. Department of Education recognized “sustainability 

studies” as a field only in 2010, degrees related to the environment 

accounted for more than 9% of college diplomas in 2011, marking a ten-

year high for a trend that’s grown annually since 2004 (McDonnell, 2013, 

p. 39).   

 

Therefore, in order to encourage young adults to be fully aware of how their 

environmental surroundings impact their health, academic potential, families, and 

communities, participation in environmental community organizations and activities 

outside the school day becomes crucial if they do not attend one of the few Bay Area 

high schools that make environmental stewardship a priority.  

 Several organizations in the Bay Area focus their efforts on the environmental 

justice movement and encourage the participatory efforts of students and young adults.  

In the past, environmental racism research has generally focused on quantitative efforts, 

such as percentages of pollution or birth defects, or case studies of the harmful 

implications of toxics on specific cities or communities.  This research expanded the 

limited body of prior research and centered on the implications of environmental 

injustices on individuals.  This current research focused on how individuals, namely Bay 

Area high school and college students, regularly battle environmental racism, and to what 

ends these young adults utilized their knowledge and political efficacy in the fight for 

environmental and food justice.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the motivations 

behind student participation in the environmental justice movement, to learn more about 

why the fight for environmental justice is so important to them, and to gain insight into 

the impact their work has on their own development and that of their communities.  

Because current qualitative, narrative literature from a student perspective did not 

previously exist, my goal was to capture the life stories and experiences of several young 

adults deeply involved in the fight for environmental justice.  

Research Design and Methodology 

 Having developed a keen interest in what motivates students to participate in their 

environmental justice activities, why this work is important to them, and the potential 

impact it has on their development and their communities, one goal for this research 

project was to gather data that has been, “termed soft, that is, rich in description of 

people, places, and conversations, and not easily handled by statistical procedures” 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2003, p. 2).  I conducted qualitative research by employing, “the 

techniques of participant observation and in-depth interviewing” (p. 2) of students who 

were actively involved in the environmental justice movement.  In hoping to gain a better 

understanding of participant behavior from their own frames of reference, I observed 

students while they were involved in activities at their environmental organization sites, 

schools, and in the field, and interviewed them regarding their motivations and life 

experiences.   
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 I employed a narrative research design to obtain the most honest, complete, and 

detailed depiction of the motivations, experiences, and implications of students involved 

in the environmental justice movement, by delving deep into participant life stories.  This 

strategy of inquiry, which was used to examine the lives of individuals, focused on not 

just specific life experiences, but the meaning participants have gained from these 

experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  By combining participant field observations, 

in-depth interviews, student artifacts, and details on life experiences, I had the 

opportunity to paint a comprehensive picture of six Bay Area student environmental 

justice advocates.  I collected observational, interview, and other student data throughout 

the spring and early summer of 2013.   

Research Setting 

 I initially identified 12 Bay Area college programs and environmental 

organizations that focus on justice work by enlisting the assistance of young adults, and 

contacted them regarding their active student members who might be interested in 

participating in my study.  I cold-called, emailed, and distributed a recruitment flyer 

(Appendix A) to the Ella Baker Center; Oakland Based Urban Gardens; Santa Clara 

University’s Department of Environmental Studies; Green For All; Green Action; 

Communities for a Better Environment; Center for Race, Poverty, and the Environment; 

Asian Pacific Environmental Network; and People Organizing to Demand Environmental 

& Economic Rights.  Based on student response, I chose to focus my research on students 

from three settings: the University of California at Berkeley, Planting Justice in Oakland, 

and Veggielution in San Jose.  I then observed, interviewed, and performed background 

research on six Bay Area student environmental justice advocates at their work sites, 
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schools, homes, and online to gain a better understanding of their environmental 

commitment and experiences.   

Participants 

 I employed the snowball sampling method to identify students in the range of 18-

22 years, who currently attended either public high school or college in the Bay Area, and 

who were heavily involved in the environmental justice movement.  My initial goal was 

to identify five to ten students who matched my research criteria, which included male 

and female participants from a variety of ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds who 

had graduated from the public school system in the Bay Area, who were planning to or 

were currently majoring in an environmentally-related university concentration, and were 

involved in environmental extracurricular activities within their community for a 

minimum of five hours per week.  I successfully recruited six research participants.  One 

participant fell outside the stated age range, but satisfied my other recruitment criteria.  I 

remained flexible with the type of environmental justice activities in which students were 

involved.  I contacted students by email, phone, and Facebook, to set interview and 

observational arrangements.  Detailed participant information will be discussed in 

Chapter 4.       

Interview Protocol 

I interviewed student participants to better understand their motivations, 

experiences, and life stories behind their environmental justice work.  Interviews took 

place at participant environmental work sites, their schools, and their homes.  I audio-

taped all interviews and transcribed interview sessions.  I interviewed each participant 

one to three times, depending on data needed, and emailed follow up questions as 
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necessary.  I also took photographs, with permission, of students at their worksites while 

they were involved in environmental justice activities, and utilized these photographs in 

constructing their narratives.  I asked the following semi-structured, open-ended 

questions to gain the best understanding of how participants thought, acted, and 

developed their current environmental justice perspectives:  

1. What role did environmentalism play in your home growing up?   

2. What was the moment you first remember being interested in this field?   

3. Why do you think it is important to be involved?   

4. What motivates your continued dedication? 

5. Who are the people who have been instrumental throughout your environmental 

journey and can you describe your relationship with them? 

6. What have you accomplished thus far? 

7. What do you still hope to accomplish through your involvement?   

8. What are some important lessons you have learned regarding the fight for 

environmental justice?  

9. What would you like your community or school to know about the work you do? 

10. What are your future plans, and do they include environmental activism? 

Pilot Study 

 In the fall of 2011 I conducted a related informal study during my University of 

San Francisco Qualitative Research class to help test my planned research questions, 

practice interviewing and observational skills, and provide a stronger understanding of 

what motivates students to become active in environmental issues.  I interviewed five 

students and conducted three hours of observations of group environmental activities at 
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the Veggielution farm in San Jose.  The students who participated in group activities 

were both male and female, ages 16 to 18, from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds 

and high schools, and of Vietnamese, Filipino, Indian, and Mexican descent, which 

represented the demographics of the local area.  I conducted my research at this non-

profit farm, whose mission is to empower community members of all ages, especially 

those in low income areas, to change the way they think about food by getting their hands 

in the soil, connecting with the land, and providing access to healthy and local food.  The 

organization promotes environmental justice and specifically works with and recruits 

high school students.   

  Students and their advisors employed a casual communication style when 

speaking with one another; however, their advisors remained authority figures who were 

responsible for teaching students a variety of environmental lessons.  The informal 

classroom setting and outdoor activity locations lent itself to a relaxed, first-name basis 

atmosphere and familiar style of speech, both between students and between students and 

their adult advisors.  Students communicated effectively with one another as well as with 

their advisors: they asked appropriate questions, offered helpful advice, encouraged one 

another when a mistake was made, and collaborated with one another by forming teams, 

taking turns, and working independently after being taught a lesson. 

 This group of students displayed many signs of maturity and altruism.  They 

regularly attended an extracurricular program, in some cases located miles from their 

homes, to learn something new.  They spoke passionately and effectively in their 

interviews, worked successfully with a diverse group of peers, and believed in the 

importance of their actions to do far more than pad their college applications.  They 
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incorporated what they learned in their homes and at their schools, and encouraged their 

families, friends, and peers to participate in activities such as recycling and volunteering.  

They spent sweaty afternoons picking up trash because it was important to them to 

maintain their neighborhoods.  They were out to beautify their schools, better their 

communities, and, like many of them stated throughout the interview process, save the 

world.      

 Limitations to this related informal study included the fact that, based on time 

constraints and availability of participants, all five interviewees were female students, so 

their perspectives may not have been representative of active male environmental 

students.  The limited amount of observation time made understanding the development 

of relationships impossible. Also, although I originally hoped to concentrate on the 

environmental justice movement, the activities I observed were more focused on 

conservation, farming, healthy eating, and recycling; the justice component was added 

later.  Based upon this initial investigation and my keen interest in the environmental 

justice movement, this current research project was structured.     

Validity/Reliability 

 To ensure the validity, or accuracy, of my research findings, I followed many of 

Creswell’s (2009) recommended primary strategies (pp. 191-192).  I triangulated data 

from field observation notes, interview transcripts, and participant artifacts such as 

photographs and online newspaper articles.  I employed thick, detailed narrative 

descriptions in conveying my findings to allow the reader to become deeply engaged in 

each participant account, as well as the world of environmental justice.  I incorporated 

member checks with student participants in helping to determine the accuracy of 
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timelines, details, emerging themes I discovered, and interpretations I made which then 

resulted in follow-up questions, either by email or phone calls.  I attempted to clarify my 

own biases, to myself and to readers, to explain the impact my personal background and 

experiences have on my understanding of the data.   I made certain to present discrepant 

data that failed to support the data and themes I uncovered to paint a credible, realistic, 

and honest perspective of my research.  And I spent as much time as possible in the field 

with the student participants to gain an in-depth understanding of their motivations, 

relationships, and experiences within the environmental justice movement. 

 To check for reliability throughout my research, I ensured all interview transcripts 

were accurate; I conducted coding checks to maintain regularity in the definition and 

usage of my codes; and I cross-checked my codes with those previously developed by 

other researchers to determine consistency across results that were independently derived 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 190).     

Data Collection 

I observed participants during their environmental justice activities and gathered 

both descriptive (i.e. illustrating the setting, dialogue, events, details) and reflective (i.e. 

my own personal thoughts and impressions) field notes strictly as an observer.  I 

organized notes in a binder which helped me arrange field notes, data, memos, 

photographs, and themes.  I spent approximately five to six hours engaging in 

observations of and interviews with each student participant.  I audio-taped interviews, 

transcribed all communication, and recorded observations I made for accurate future use.  

I collected follow-up information by email and phone, based on the needs that emerged.  

Finally, I collected participant artifacts, such as photographs, videos at work sites, and 
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internet articles, which contributed to my holistic understanding of the motivations, 

behaviors, interactions, and life stories of the student participants and their environmental 

justice endeavors.   

Data Analysis 

While collecting and organizing field notes, transcribing interviews, and amassing 

other student documents, I prepared, “the data for analysis, conducting different analyses, 

moving deeper and deeper into understanding the data … representing the data, and 

making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data” (Creswell, 2009, p. 183).  

This on-going process involved continual reflection, interpretation, analyzing, and 

organization of data, including follow-up field observations, questions, and interviews, 

which depended on the questions and information revealed throughout the research 

process.   

I then coded all the data into themes and searched for commonalities and 

inconsistencies using the “constant comparative method of data analysis” (Creswell, 

2007, p. 64).  I triangulated the information from interviews, observations, and student 

documents.  I then reported participant motivations and experiences by interconnecting 

themes into a descriptive story line using a narrative approach.  Narrative technique, the 

paradigm proposed by Walter Fisher (1987) which holds that narration is the basis of all 

human forms of communication, or storytelling, and best appeals to our sense of reason, 

is viewed by a collection of stories shaped by our history, culture, perceptions, and 

character.  According to Creswell (2009), I proposed to “present these descriptions and 

themes that convey multiple perspectives from participants and detailed descriptions of 

the setting [and] individuals” (p. 193). 
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Human Subjects Protection 

 This study focused on high school and college students who were involved in the 

environmental justice and food movements in the Bay Area.  I obtained official 

permission from the University of San Francisco’s Institutional Review Board before the 

start of this study, ensuring appropriate measures were in place to protect the identity of 

all participants, research sites, and data.  I obtained written consent from the participants 

who participated in my study with a signed consent form (Appendix B).  I stored all 

collected data, including interview transcripts, observational notes, and any collected 

participant work and photographs, in a locked filing cabinet.  I adhered to all professional 

research standards to protect the confidentiality of all study participants.  However, when 

provided the opportunity to choose their own pseudonyms, all research participants 

insisted I state their given names and names of their organizations to promote all the 

positive environmental justice work with which they were invested.  I chose to identify 

participants by their first names only.   

Background of the Researcher 

 As an educator, high school environmental club advisor, avid environmentalist, 

and lover of all things outdoors, I was interested in conducting a qualitative study on 

young adults involved in the environmental justice movement in the Bay Area.  School 

districts and university admissions offices encourage high school students to participate 

in community service activities, and that is a major reason why many students do so, but I 

believe becoming active in one’s community is a life-long process resulting in numerous 

intrinsic rewards.  For these reasons, and because it is not nearly as interesting and 

relevant to learn environmentalism indoors, I advocate for all my students, especially 
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those interested in environmental concerns, social justice, and human rights, to get 

involved in campus and local organizing events, and to share their knowledge within their 

communities.   

 Growing up in a safe, suburban neighborhood, I spent all my free time outdoors.  

In all seasons and all weather, I came home from school, changed into play clothes, and 

did not return until dinnertime.  My friends and I rode our bikes, played sports, swam, 

and climbed trees.  We watched minimal television, played few video games, did not own 

cell phones, text, or spend our time online.  There were far fewer students who struggled 

with obesity and attention deficit disorders.  I currently work in a low-socioeconomic 

school district, the majority of whose students are first-generation, live near several 

Superfund sites, and have parents who work in agricultural and manufacturing jobs.  I am 

even more grateful today for my childhood experiences and, although I recognize the 

contrast in my own upbringing, believe it is that much more important to encourage 

healthy, active, educated, politically aware young adults who will eventually become 

instrumental in advocating for the rights of their own communities.  In conducting this 

research, my goals were to gain a better understanding of the motivations, interactions, 

and experiences of students who are committed to their communities while fighting for 

environmental justice, and to help inform educational policy of the benefits of an 

environmental education in the Californian public high school system.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 Throughout the spring and early summer of 2013, I had the opportunity to spend 

many hours observing, interviewing, and performing background research on six Bay 

Area student environmental justice advocates, at their work sites, schools, homes, and 

online.  Throughout this process, my research questions continually guided my 

investigation:  

1. What factors, motivations, and life experiences inspired these students to devote 

such significant time and energy into environmental justice work?   

2. Why is the fight for environmental justice, conservation, and environmental 

stewardship so important to them?    

3. What tangible impact does student environmental justice work have on their 

development and that of their communities?  

In this chapter, I present the narrative stories of six Bay Area student environmental 

justice advocates, in the order in which I had the pleasure of interviewing and observing 

them.  I provided each student the opportunity to choose their own pseudonym.  Perhaps 

not surprisingly, each participant requested I utilize their real names and the names of 

their schools and organizations in the hopes of drawing as much positive attention as 

possible to their environmental justice struggles.   All participants are, deservedly, proud 

of the work they do and strongly believe environmental justice activism and community 

organizations dedicated to fighting against environmental injustices deserve all the 

awareness and recognition they can amass.  Table 1 summarizes research participants’ 

profiles.   
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  Table 1 

  Research Participants 

   Name    Age     Ethnicity         Location     Organization 

    Ellie   32           Mixed                 Berkeley                 UC Berkeley 

     Sal    20    Latino                 Oakland               Planting Justice 

   Diego  23           Latino       San Jose                 Veggielution 

    Rose  21            Caucasian      Berkeley            UC Berkeley/Ceres 

    Julio   20    Latino                 Oakland               Planting Justice 

   Jenny   18           Vietnamese       San Jose                 Veggielution 

 

Ellie’s Story  

“There’s a sort of magic that happens, when creativity and the environment intersect” 

 Ellie was the first student who responded to my recruitment flyer and volunteered 

to participate in my study, and I could not have been more ecstatic.  A Bay Area native 

and current University of California at Berkeley student, she invited me to spend a class 

session observing her teach for the Student Organic Gardening Association (SOGA).  We 

connected immediately during our first phone conversation so I assumed she was the 

perfect, well-spoken, highly mature, research participant.  When she eventually revealed 

she was, in fact, 32-years-old, I should not have been surprised.  I spent a hot, sun-

drenched, early spring Wednesday in Berkeley’s teaching and research garden observing 

and interviewing her anyway.  And I later decided, because she was a first-time college 

student, met my other participant criteria, and had such an interesting story to tell, to 
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incorporate her narrative even though her age fell outside my originally stated 

parameters.        

Identity and Early Years 

 Ellie grew up in San Francisco with a father she described as, “kind of like a 

hermit, shut-in type guy” and his now ex-wife who she credited with displaying a ton of 

patience for her step-children and first exposing her, during her middle school years, to 

gardening, cooking, canning, and making her own food.  Ellie also spent several of her 

early years living with her mother in the small Southern California beach community of 

Carpenteria after her parents divorced, developing her love of the ocean, surfing, and not 

wearing shoes to school.  Ellie described her mother as extremely supportive and 

encouraging.  She related one story of how when she was six and sick in bed with 

pneumonia she passed the time by designing some Barbie clothes which impressed her 

mother so much that when she recovered her mother began to drop Ellie off at an older 

female seamstress’s house in the neighborhood to learn how to sew person-size clothing 

on sewing machines.  Later, when Ellie entered her colorful friendship bracelet-making 

stage, her mother encouraged a local surf shop to purchase her daughter’s creations in 

exchange for a $24 check.  “My first moment of entrepreneurship was born,” she 

reminisced with a smile.  

Ellie grew up with three siblings, one of whom has since passed away from 

complications due to a heroin overdose.  She described San Francisco as a special place 

to grow up because so many of her peer’s parents came to the city to be green and create 

a lifestyle involving drugs, partying, and freedoms that could not help but influence their 

children.  She credited all the parental figures in her life as being progressive and 
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although they were not specifically environmental, they were political, anti-government, 

and anti-capitalism.  Ellie’s parents were not vegetarians but her best friend’s parents 

were and their powerful food awareness influenced her culinary choices.  “I was 

vegetarian before it was cool to be vegetarian, but it was cool for us, because we were 

city kids,” she explained.  “I became vegan when I was 16 and so I just got into eating 

what I thought was non-industrial food.  I grew up in a sub-culture of being aware of 

capitalism and trying to support our local small businesses.”  She also remembered artist 

neighbors who made giant puppets for protests and theatre performances who she and her 

sister assisted after school.   

Ellie is tall, lean, and olive-skinned.  She was raised with a strong Mexican 

influence by her mother, but her actual ethnicity is a mixture of Hawaiian, Portuguese, 

Chinese, Mexican, and Native American.  I asked her about the impact of her cultural 

background in relationship to the land and if she has noticed any correlations between her 

students’ ethnicities and their own connections.  She saw this more impacting her mother 

who was raised by Ellie’s grandmother who slaughtered her own chickens and grew her 

own food.  Ellie and her peers were mostly raised on Costco items, until her own choices 

and awareness influenced her current lifestyle.   

But there’s a fascination for me and some of my peers because of a sense 

of identity that we don’t directly have…There’s a sense of reclaiming of a 

certain amount of identity.  I’ve seen it as a reaction if parents didn’t teach 

their kids, in my generation, the native language.  They did it because they 

wanted us to be successful but now we’re like, ‘wait, we’d be more 

successful if we were bilingual.’   

 

Now, because so many of Ellie’s generation, especially in the Bay Area, are a product of 

intermarriage and a mixture of ethnicities, the cultures she notices in and around Berkeley 

are more based on self-identity or chosen-identity: gardeners, garden educators, bikers, 
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social justice advocates, and environmental justice activists, rather than simply based on 

ethnic identity.   

 One of Ellie’s main identities is that of an artist.  Her interests lie in incorporating 

art practices and art resources into collaborative education, perhaps in the form of 

teaching gardens or homestead schools, or eventually establishing her own school.  Her 

main goal is collaboration.  “If any artist is going to do public art work, they need a big 

group of people,” she asserted.  “They need resources and connections…I want to spend 

time outside and I want to make art and educate people, essentially focusing on the 

environment and empowerment and inspiration.”  Although she had taught community 

do-it-yourself sewing workshops, the Student Organic Gardening position was her first 

official, if unpaid, teaching position.  And she had already felt the frustration and 

complexities in the limited opportunities this class had to offer.  Students met once per 

week for a semester in a course that could essentially stretch throughout their Berkeley 

experience.  And, of course, the curriculum was seasonal and weather-dependent, which 

meant Ellie could only teach based on what the season allowed.   

Education 

Ellie attended public schools throughout her K-12 education, enrolling in Lincoln 

High School during her freshman, sophomore, and junior years before transferring to the 

now dissolved alternative and art-focused McAteer High School for the first half of her 

senior year.  She managed to broker a deal with her teachers and the school dean to leave 

a semester early to travel and agreed to submit her work through an independent study 

plan to ensure her on-time graduation.  “And I was such a good student they agreed,” she 

reported, somewhat incomprehensibly in today’s atmosphere of standardized testing and 
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accountability measurements.  She left the Bay Area to travel in a van with some friends 

across the country.  One of her remaining graduation requirements was to complete Earth 

Science which she fulfilled by reporting on the weather in all the places she visited and 

how weather patterns changed depending on her geographical region.  “I remember that 

bringing some attention to environmental issues,” Ellie recalled, but she was not 

previously exposed to any specific environmental awareness or gardening programs 

throughout her public school experience.  She remembered another now defunct 

alternative program entitled Urban Pioneers, a multi-day forest survival course, which 

several of her friends attended after they were caught spray painting graffiti, as an 

alternative to dropping out of high school.  She recalled, “there was a lot of 

environmental awareness in that program for survival.  It was pretty scary; maybe that’s 

why they no longer offer it.”  Looking back, she seemed somewhat amazed she was 

granted so much freedom at such a young age.   

But I think about who I am, and I think I would trust me now and I would 

have trusted me then, too.  Maybe they just knew that.  I never got into 

trouble…You can’t control kids in the city, especially in San Francisco.  

The public transportation system is amazing. 

 

She believed her parents probably had some concerns about her freedom, but their trust in 

her and their open-minded lifestyle resulted in a flexible, hands-off parenting approach 

which focused on her safety rather than controlling her energy, enthusiasm, and desire to 

see the country.  

 Ellie travelled with her friends for several months; they eventually decided to 

return to California, while she ran out of money and hitchhiked to Philadelphia.  

Although she did not know anyone, she decided to stay.  She was homeless for a short 

while and lived under a bridge, but quickly secured a job in a burrito shop.  “I said I was 
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from California and they assumed I knew how to make burritos,” she recollected, 

laughing.  Her next job was as a bike messenger and, employing her substantial sewing 

skills, partnered with another bike messenger friend to design and create their own 

messenger bags.   

The bike messenger culture is very supportive of each other and I was able 

to get support from within the culture for my business…it’s not 

competition-based like it is here, it’s more collaborative and supportive.  I 

don’t think I could have actually done that if I had been in San Francisco.  

There’s too much competition here. 

 

Ellie spent seven years as a bike messenger and believes working outside every day 

helped develop her passion for the environment and the outdoors.  She cherished the 

opportunity to come to know a city so intimately and to be able to witness the daily 

changes that helped her forge such a strong connection with so many different types of 

people.   

 After a short stint living and running a store in Seattle, Ellie returned to the Bay 

Area, all while continuing to own and operate her messenger bag business.  However, 

after spending more than a decade in the manufacturing business emphasizing the need to 

create all products in-house while passing on her design and sewing skills to employees, 

she discovered, 

No matter how hard I tried it’s really hard to make a business with the 

values that I hold of being able to build skills and materials that aren’t bad 

for the environment.  It’s really hard to make a living doing that…I just 

got sick of trying to run a sustainable business practice in this system that 

is not able to make it happen.   

 

She decided she needed a change.  Ellie had always anticipated she would experience 

more than one career in her lifetime and was determined to dedicate this next chapter to 

interacting with people based on teaching, rather than selling, products.  She transferred 
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to Berkeley after two years spent at San Francisco City College, and chose both because, 

by maintaining her California residency while out-of-state, she knew she could attend by 

paying minimal tuition.   

 As a 32-year-old junior-level college undergraduate, Ellie was not at all bothered 

by being one of the oldest students in her class, and rather enjoyed serving as a mentor to 

her classmates and a semi-colleague to her professors, one of whom suggested she apply 

to teach the gardening course in which we eventually met.  She believed her perspective 

and life experiences made class conversations more dynamic.  But she also knew she still 

had a lot to learn, and was more than willing to form study groups and relationships with 

younger students, all of whom had something to teach her, as well.  She described them 

as a friendly and loving cohort.  “We’re people people.  We’re doing this work because 

we love people and we love helping people,” she explained.  I observed this during my 

session with her gardening group.  It was a collaborative journey by students of different 

ages, backgrounds, ethnicities, and concentrations who enjoyed a flexible, voluntary 

learning experience minus the power differential based on the traditional professor-

student relationship.    

Current Environmental Justice Work 

The Berkeley Student Organic Garden (SOG) is located a few short blocks north 

of campus in a residential neighborhood at the end of a lot approximately one block long 

by one block wide.  The lot is largely comprised of the Genetics and Plant Biology Field, 

also known as the research and test garden.  Ellie and other students voiced their 

frustration regarding the irony of having to fight to keep the organic SOG in existence, 

while the adjacent scientific garden continually received sufficient university funding and 
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personnel support.  SOGA members referred to it as the “anti-garden” and believed 

questionable experiments occurred on the other side of the metal chain link fence that 

separated the two.  When classes were held in both gardens simultaneously, students 

could hear each others’ lessons.  On the day I observed, only a group of ten SOG students 

were present for their Democratic Education course, which followed the previous 

semester’s Urban Gardening class, but offered zero credit because it was student-taught.  

During the lesson I overheard one student proudly exclaim, “I had always heard about the 

science behind compost and I even had to give a presentation about it in class, but 

actually doing it today really made me understand what carbon and nitrogen are.”  

Students attended simply because they wanted to gain practical agricultural skills while 

spending time in an urban garden oasis. 

   I arrived to the SOG as Ellie greeted me with a big smile, her dark hair pulled 

back into a messy ponytail, her black jeans and old sneakers dirty, wearing sunglasses 

and a fitted gray sleeveless shirt that showed off the many tattoos that ran up and down 

her sinewy arms.  She directed me to the stump circle to join the arriving students who 

had recently returned from Spring Break, and began class with a zen-like centering 

activity in which we closed our eyes, breathed deeply, and woke our senses to the sights, 

sounds, and senses of the garden: there was no doubt I was in Berkeley.  We smelled the 

herbs and flowering plant life, and listened to birds chirping and bees buzzing.  We also 

heard the city garbage collection that served to remind us of the urban location of our 

little green oasis.  Ellie instructed the students to begin by offering reflections on their 

previous class assignment, to which they enthusiastically responded by discussing topics 

such as monocropping, how best to connect people to local food sources, sustainability, 
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multifunctional community gardens, new recipes tested during break, and how gardening 

had personally impacted their lives.  “I really get motivated when people get excited 

about sharing ideas and…when I see people expand when they realize it’s ok to be who 

they are,” she explained, and I believed her as I spent hours observing her encouraging 

students to discuss personal experiences and the sense of empowerment they derived 

from gardening.   

 The second part of class consisted of a food lesson.  During the previous week’s 

class students chose a food item, and were tasked with purchasing or cooking with the 

main ingredient, and providing a sample to classmates while discussing its origin, 

historical significance, and health properties.  Today’s items were pecans and maple.  I 

discovered how a declining bee population threatens to leave the nation’s approximately 

ten million pecan trees un-pollinated, and how to extract and prepare maple syrup.  And, 

along with the rest of the class, I enjoyed delicious home-cooked snacks while Ellie 

launched into a discussion about how urban agriculture can provide enough food for an 

entire city and the potential crisis of a population being so far removed from their food 

sources.  She later told me, 

You never really ever totally change.  I was going through some old stuff 

the other day and found a book that everyone in my first grade class had to 

write what their favorite thing was, and mine says, ‘arts and crafts, sewing, 

gardening, and riding my bike,’ which apparently means I’ve never 

changed – those are still my favorite things to do…I’ve always had 

interests in making and doing things and educating and connecting people 

…learning about how much the U.S. consumes, taking a climate change 

class, really understanding there’s a lot of work to be done.  I like that 

challenge, and I see a place for myself in that work.   

Ellie continued leading the class discussion which evolved into a conversation about 

alternative sustainability systems, local organizations attempting to utilize millions of 



66 
 

 

pounds and dollars of regularly wasted supermarket produce, and the documentary Dive!, 

which examined a group of young Los Angeles dumpster divers as they regularly 

salvaged thousands of dollars worth of discarded food and which most of the group had 

already viewed.  Ellie believed Berkeley is in a unique position because the city and 

university attract students who are forward-thinking, overachieving, socially and 

environmentally conscious, and motivated to innovate.  “It creates this really interesting 

environment.  This garden exists because of the students,” she said.  She was in the 

process of writing a paper on local land acquisition and land tenure and believed, unlike 

other California universities which have access to expand their land holdings, “no matter 

how much Berkeley talks about urban agriculture, we’re not ever going to really be able 

to scale it up, because it’s all privately owned,” she explained.  She was hoping to help 

educate students to find answers to that dilemma.   

 After the warm-up activities and food sharing, students learned to compost.  They 

listened to Ellie’s quick lesson on carbon and nitrogen, and I discovered the appropriate 

temperature to kill pathogens (130+ degrees), the most effective compost bin size (3ftᶾ), 

and how composting is an actual science and not simply an opportunity to discard 

decomposing produce.  Students gathered yard waste from the current crops of turnips, 

radishes, bok choy, kale, beets, artichokes, and onions.  They took turns transporting it to 

the compost bins while talking, sharing stories of their Spring Break exploits, and asking 

questions of one another and Ellie.  I was surrounded by wheelbarrows, hoses, hoes, 

gardening gloves, hay, and piles of dirt and manure.  Community members wandered into 

the garden from the adjacent streets, strolled on the stepping stones that formed a circular 

path throughout the garden, and sat and chatted on the park bench inside.  One lady who 
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walked her dog inquired as to a tree that flowered the previous year.   The garden was 

green, lush, alive, and full of hard-working, sweaty undergraduates.  And Ellie kept them 

all on task.  She rotated between the different groups of students, answered questions, and 

discussed practical gardening tips such as determining the perfect squishiness to pick a 

ripe eggplant and the many ways to cook kale.   

 Ellie took great pride in creating lessons that appealed to students and teaching 

them something practical that could then be translated to enhance traditional, academic 

classroom activities.  She was inspired by Daniel Goldman’s 2012 Ecoliterate: How 

Educators Are Cultivating Emotional, Social, and Ecological Intelligence and cites 

examples of one teacher who was able to raise funds through grant writing to educate his 

class about mountain top removal by taking students to Appalachia in a small plane to see 

the consequences from above, and another teacher whose first and second grade students 

spent hours building a kelp forest and returned the next day to find it covered with plastic 

bags simulating a fake oil spill.  The young students were visibly upset, but learned all 

about how oil spills impact ecosystems.   

I definitely think we need to focus on any possibility of providing 

experiential education.  That’s why I love garden education…being able to 

have a space…goes a long way to allow that sensory experience.  I think 

there’s a lot to say for art in general and the practice of making art in 

science and art to educate.  

 

Ellie was interested in establishing workable plots of land on school grounds for students 

to have access to educational gardens no matter their age, although she preferred to 

educate adults and older teenagers because of the immediacy of their consumer choices 

that directly impact the world.  “Especially with city youth…[who] feel so 

disempowered,” she asserted passionately.  “When you do justice work or community 
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building work within your own community, your sense of empowerment is given a voice.  

An action.  It comes back to feeling completely human, allowing yourself to feel that.”  

She wanted to allow others to feel that, as well.  Ellie planned to establish a learning 

environment in which students felt comfortable making mistakes, were encouraged to 

build collaborative understanding and connections, and did not have to relate abstractly to 

issues because they had previously encountered real experiences.    

Ellie also recognized the necessity of ensuring that students were able to relate to 

other people and the world around them, rather than simply learning specific science and 

skills.  One of the encumbrances she witnessed regularly, and had witnessed throughout 

her entrepreneurial career, were young adults who lacked people skills, awareness, the 

ability to communicate, and emotional intelligence.  Education for the environment is 

collaborative in nature.  “If you don’t develop that awareness of yourself and 

understanding of how you relate and what your own limits are, and how to be as open and 

non-judgmental as possible,” she explained, “any organization or group you’re part of is 

going to suffer.”  Ellie was grateful her current group of gardening students displayed 

interpersonal awareness and were able to work closely together in team situations.  She 

was not required to employ her conflict resolution strategies, although she was well 

equipped, if necessary.   

Especially in the work we do, you’re essentially talking to people who 

don’t agree with you and so you have to figure out how to talk to people 

and still see each other as people, and convince them the work you’re 

doing is important even if they don’t agree.  

  

Recently she was faced with confronting another garden group who hosted a welcome 

party in the communal SOGA space but failed to discard their soda cans and plastic 

Hostess wrappers.  “It was so strange to find in such an organic, healthy environment,” 
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she sadly recalled.  She wished education offered all the time and space necessary to have 

larger conversations about how experiences such as those overlap with culture, organic 

gardening, nutrition, and lifestyle choices, but recognized the limitations of her newly 

chosen career.  

Future Plans 

 Ellie was aware of her current privileged position within Berkeley’s tradition of 

social justice and activism.  “This place is such a bubble and,” she freely admitted, 

“we’re so lucky.”  She proudly planned to carry on this same legacy.  “We’re not here by 

accident.  We’re here because this is where we want to be.”  She recognized her good 

fortune of living and working in a safe, happy community filled with such an air of 

freedom and potential.  She had designed her own major which is not actually taught in a 

Berkeley classroom; one that focused on how elements of storytelling, art, education, and 

the environment intersect.  Her culminating thesis might result in an independent study 

program in the spring of 2014.  And then?  Maybe a graduate program at a university 

somewhere along coastal California with an aquatic focus, where the weather and ocean 

are warmer so she can pursue her love of surfing, combined with education, art, ocean 

stewardship, gardening, and sustainability.  Ellie was interested in possibly pursuing a 

career that allowed her to educate younger women while spending as much time as 

possible in the water.  “The most amount of fun as possible,” she daydreamed, “and 

something great for the world at the same time.”  

Sal’s Story  

“My mind was completely opened and I gained an entirely new outlook” 
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 Sal was already something of a local celebrity in his Oakland neighborhood by 

the time we met.  His vision of eliminating urban food deserts and providing connections 

to the Earth and one’s ancestors had led to his work establishing a greener community by 

enhancing the accessibility of healthy foods through building raised garden beds for low-

income families.  His ambition was to establish gardens in the backyards of families who 

do not have access to healthy food, saving money at the grocery store and in 

transportation costs; reducing diet-related diseases such as type II diabetes, heart disease, 

and obesity; and reducing carbon dioxide emissions in the community by eliminating the 

use of pesticides and fossil fuels in the transportation of food.  Sal, inspired by justice 

literature he read in high school, understands food access is a basic human right, and all 

people, regardless of location, income, and ethnicity, should have the opportunity to eat 

healthy.  At 20-years old, he was already a community leader, environmental justice 

activist, and local authority on permaculture, a form of sustainable, natural, and self-

maintaining agricultural engineering and design.   

Identity and Early Years  

 Sal did not grow up in an environmental justice kind of home.  He moved several 

times as a child, always attending public schools, including to a few locations around the 

Bay Area, spending two years on the East Coast, and a year in Mexico during which he 

did not attend school at all because the expenses were too sizeable for his family.  They 

finally settled in the East Bay where his step-father, the lead manager of a construction 

company and an alcoholic, helped build their home.  When he was deported, Sal’s mother 

was unable to make the house payments so they, along with his two sisters, moved  
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several more times.  Their belongings were looted, they were forced to take in 

questionable renters, and once they lived in a large, empty, “old prostitute house,” filthy 

from years of pet and human activity.  The family eventually settled into a one bedroom 

apartment, but when Sal was a high school senior his mother was jailed for criminal 

behavior and deported as well.  At the time of our meeting, both parents were barred from 

reentering the country.   

Sal’s older sister married and started a family while he tried to raise his younger 

sister, but with no money and after two weeks of missed high school, his principal 

showed up at the apartment.  “She was able to get us bus passes, money for clothes for 

me and my sister, food money, and she tried to help us out as much as she could.  A lot of 

it came out of her pocket,” he remembered with plenty of appreciation.  He tried his best 

to care for his sister, but she recognized his need for a better life.  She attempted suicide 

by drug overdose, lied to the police about her brother’s behavior, and was eventually 

placed into the foster care system.  “It was a lot of trouble my whole senior year,” he 

explained in perhaps the understatement of the century.  Sal now rented a spare room 

from the mother of a high school friend and provided her with fresh produce as often as 

possible to supplement his rental payments.  He currently visited his sisters irregularly, 

but tried to maintain relationships, albeit difficult with one rebellious teenager and one 

busy mother of two.  Sal credited his mother, friends, principal, teachers, and 

environmental justice group with providing the support he needed to complete high 

school and create a productive, healthy, and meaningful existence.  He understood how 

easy it could have been for him to end up on the other side of the law.   
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Sal would be considered obese by medical standards, which is even more 

pronounced on his short frame, although he had successfully lost over one hundred 

pounds in recent years and continued to strive towards a healthy weight.  He wore his 

thick, black hair long, and preferred old baggy jeans, a hooded sweatshirt, and a black 

baseball cap worn backwards with his name spelled out in rainbow letters.  Both of his 

ears were pierced, shell bracelets decorated one wrist, and his soft-spoken demeanor was 

often punctuated by smiles and laughter.  Sal attributed his weight gain to a lack of 

education about healthy eating and a lack of healthy, affordable food options in his 

community.  “I was one of those people who used to think the $1 menu was everything,” 

he disclosed, and a contributing factor to his current work combating food deserts, or 

low-income urban areas whose residents are forced to rely on convenience stores and fast 

food because of the lack of available healthy options.  On the day I met Sal we ate lunch 

at a Subway across the street from his high school.  Besides the bullet-proof glass which, 

admittedly, was a first for me, I was surprised to see some attractive, newer construction 

in a neighborhood characterized by barred windows, burnt lawns, and check cashing 

signs.  He explained the buildings had been around for several years, but the revolving 

doors of businesses were limited to fast food and fish and chips establishments, a liquor 

store, and a Chinese restaurant.  Those were his limited lunchtime high school options: 

“It was either those or the taco trucks.”  We both ordered six-inch sandwiches loaded 

with vegetables, no dessert.  

Sal was told his father’s side of the family owned a ranch in Mexico, raised cattle, 

and grew their own produce.  He remembered his father from when he was a child, and 

described him as, “super tall and skinny and raised on corn, rice, eggs, and beans.  He 
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was never into fast food, or fat.”  And that is one of the many reasons Sal was studying 

farming, to teach people how to grow their own food.  And how to survive without 

having to live off government services.   

I know the government helps a lot, but food stamps just don’t cut it.  

That’s why it’s so important, especially for this community and why I  

find it so satisfying when we go into a low-income community to build a 

garden, because I know that family will be able to use their money for 

something else.  I know what they’ll have in their garden will allow them 

to save money and pay for a different way of eating.   

 

Sal was now opposed to eating meat that could not be cooked to order and preferred 

grass-fed and free range options, although the cost was sometimes prohibitive.  Some 

healthy market options existed on his side of town, but they were more expensive and 

farther away, which was another reason why he was so invested in providing the 

opportunity for his community to grow their own produce.  “It’s so important to know 

what you’re eating,” Sal explained.  He recognized the rationale for his low-income 

neighbors purchasing cheap produce that had been treated with pesticides, insecticides, 

and herbicides rather than the more expensive organic options.   But now that he 

understood how growing produce was, by far, the most cost effective option, his goal was 

to share that information with his community.  “It’s so much cheaper.  All you need to do 

is add water,” he stated, matter-of-factly.  And, of course, nothing compares to the taste 

of produce fresh-picked.    

Education 

Sal was an academically strong student in high school, whose grades never dipped 

below a 3.5 GPA.  But, because it was not “cool” to be smart in his neighborhood, he 

never flaunted his intelligence or motivation to learn.   
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I got good grades but didn’t show it.  I had a bad image, but underground 

super good grades.  During class time I would mess around to try to fit in, 

but I always did my work.  I asked teachers not to announce my grades or 

call me up, just give me my grades quietly without any other students 

around.  I grew up without a positive male figure, so why bother because 

I’m just going to end up like that?  But it’s not like that.  I’m going to try 

hard to succeed to prove people wrong and not become that other 

stereotype.   

 

Sal’s mother was always very supportive of his academics, and his best friend Julio grew 

up in a similar family situation, so the two young men relied on one another, pushed each 

other to succeed, and competed over grades, in a supportive way.  He described their 

relationship as a competition meant to better themselves, and one that began in freshman 

year Biology class during a group quiz when Sal surprised Julio by knowing all the 

correct answers.  A friendship akin to brotherhood was formed.  The two friends 

discussed their community environmental woes off and on throughout high school, but in 

an abstract way with no concrete plans for action.  

In their senior year, the best friends’ Art teacher, who was one year away from a 

Costa Rican retirement and had struggled for years for the opportunity to leave a green 

legacy, was the first educator who fought to teach environmentalism in their high school.  

She finally won the battle with her sixth period class, renamed it Environmental Art, and 

created projects like assigning the class to analyze the Great Pacific Ocean Garbage Patch 

through photography and drawings, created hallway displays detailing the connection 

between consumption levels and climate change, and required her students to educate 

their peers on environmental justice in a United Nations Human Rights assembly.  It was 

through his human rights work that Sal met a fellow University of San Francisco graduate 

student who eventually referred me to him.  His teacher also invited Planting Justice, a 

local non-profit organization dedicated to food justice, economic justice, and sustainable 
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local food systems, to help create an energy- and water-efficient school garden to 

demonstrate to the community the possibilities of growing a nutritional diet in the middle 

of their city.  One day per week, students were engaged in environmental and culinary 

class work, discussing the benefits of produce and how plants and herbs help fight 

disease.   

Sal took this opportunity to incorporate all he learned into his Senior Project 

which focused on local urban food deserts.  His Art teacher was so impressed with both 

his and Julio’s environmental commitment and interest, she nominated them for a youth 

social entrepreneurship program and grant that provided resources, networking, and 

support to students who demonstrated great potential to make a positive social impact.  

Sal and Julio convinced a panel of judges to provide $1,000 in seed money for their 

school garden and to use on behalf of Planting Justice to create their own program which 

they entitled Eat Grub: Enhancing Access to Gardens and Revolutionizing Urban 

Backyards.  The program was so popular that Planting Justice hired both students directly 

from high school as Edible Landscapers, and Eat Grub is now the organization’s official 

youth branch.   

Current Environmental Justice Work 

But Sal’s work did not stop there.  He and Julio had recently completed a three-

week permaculture design course while camping in the Southern Californian desert, 

which espoused a holistic way of designing human environments, by integrating farming, 

development, land stewardship, health, and social harmony.  It was his first experience 

with 120-degree weather, rattlesnakes, quail, and scorpions.  Planting Justice paid for the 

pricey certification as well as transportation and supplies.  Sal was most intrigued by their 
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discussions of irrigation, seasonal sun and wind direction impact, sustainability, 

monocropping, and companion planting. 

We could hear heavy footsteps and something sniffing our tent and we 

think it was a mountain lion.  It was really scary but cool, and a great 

experience.  By the end of the program none of us wanted to leave.  It  

was such a beautiful place full of really nice people.  We had to hike  

eight miles one day up a mountain.  

 

Sal’s newfound knowledge served him well during the Friday afternoons he spent 

mentoring students at his high school, where he and Julio continued to teach Planting 

Justice’s after school program for those interested in earning senior project credit, much 

like they once did when they attended.  Obtaining certifications and educating the 

community enhanced Sal’s learning opportunities and garden experiences, however his 

official job responsibilities were as Permaculture Designer, a promotion that required he 

be shadowed by a more experienced designer for several weeks to ensure his project 

expertise.   

As a designer, Sal had the opportunity to work on different projects just about 

every other week.  He had been called upon to create gardens for private residences, low-

income housing projects, apartment duplexes, schools, churches, and local businesses.  

He toured me around his high school gardens and lovingly pointed out marigolds, lemon 

balm, artichokes, figs, plums, peaches, apples, chocolate mint, kale, collard greens, 

strawberries, sweet peas, purple and pineapple sage, and flowers planted to attract 

pollinators.  When he was a student, his class sold the produce to teachers at a cheap 

price and reinvested their profits to buy more seeds and plants; in plentiful months they 

raised upwards of $500.  The current group of seniors had decided to allow staff and local 

families to pick for free.  I also had the pleasure of touring an edible garden landscape 
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located in the outdoor area behind a local restaurant, a recently completed redwood fence, 

and an ecological lawn that will never need to be mowed or watered, as it stopped 

growing at four inches.  The variety of work he had, so far, accomplished was 

astonishing.  

For every three full-fee clients, Planting Justice provides one free garden so, 

technically, every paying client actually pays for one low-income garden.  Clients 

complete an online application and receive a free consultation.  Projects last from one day 

to two months, although the average project is completed in a few days to one week.  

Many members of the Planting Justice team graduated from the San Quentin Inside 

Garden program and demonstrated not only an aptitude for the work but an interest in 

transforming their previous lives and learning a legal, employable skill.  Employees are 

paid a living wage at more than twice the California minimum.  Originally, the program 

was designed to be transitional, and many former inmates have since gone on to land 

successful landscaping careers.  However, several employees decided to stay, earned 

promotions and trainer certificates, and are now responsible for instructing new hires.  

Most new clients had seen or heard about Planting Justice work, as their reputation and 

gardens have spread throughout the Bay Area, and word-of-mouth remains the most 

common type of reference.    

Sal did not simply design and construct an intricate gardening system and then 

leave the new owners to navigate the complicated world of gardening maintenance 

themselves.  He helped create a Primer Handbook which was now provided to all clients; 

it discusses garden maintenance, watering, seasonal plantings, companion planting, 

produce benefits, medicinal herbs, and culinary recipes.  Planting Justice also offers to 
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return seasonally as temperature and atmospheric patterns differ and plants die.   “We’re 

really busy,” he emphasized.  Oftentimes Sal’s work was interrupted by the needs of 

another project, and he began to find himself working on two or three projects at the 

same time, with no break in between.  “I guess that’s a good thing,” he said with a grin.  

Unfortunately, all of this work had momentarily interrupted Sal’s college plans.  He was 

enrolled at Merritt Community College, taking part-time online courses while attempting 

to balance his full-time work assignments, but found himself exhausted at the end of his 

long gardening days.  He also recently experienced some financial aid trouble relating to 

his mother not paying taxes.  He was informed by the college that he would be welcome 

back after he filed his own taxes the next year, which will be a first for his family.  

“When you start making money, you start paying.  I guess that’s a good thing, too,” he 

considered, as if realizing some problems are just fine to have.    

Sal was the first to admit his life had undergone massive changes in the past few 

years.  He was recently able to purchase a used SUV, which helped him transport 

materials and access harder-to-reach job sites.  He remained passionate about sharing his 

knowledge and educating others.  Teaching continued to provide him immense 

satisfaction: “When a student approaches me and asks for help, I don’t just say an 

answer, I say ‘let’s do it together.’  And then they’re able to show someone else.”  He 

recognized this kind of work required hands-on demonstration; one cannot learn 

gardening from a textbook.  Sal’s favorite aspect of his profession was the building stage.  

He explained how he looked forward to every new day, showing up at a worksite with the 

materials that would aid in creating something amazing, and helping others to enjoy their 

lives more.  At the high school site, many students already know how to do much of the 
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work without being told; he believed their knowledge is in their blood, transferred from 

their own parents and cultural background.   

Some students claim when they feel the dirt in their hands, they feel 

different – find peace, feel calm.  Some students used to act like thugs, run 

the school.  As soon as they started putting their hands in the dirt, their 

whole personality changed.  That whole person who they were, it was like, 

‘where did they go?’ and you see them over there planting lettuce and 

making sure their lettuce grows all nice.  If you get the cool kids to do it, 

everyone else is going to want to do it, too.  

 

Other students have never had any previous gardening or fresh produce experience and 

do not know a cucumber from a celery stalk.  The only way they recognized fruit is in a 

tin can floating in syrup and preservatives.  When they participated in the garden program 

they tasted organic for the first time and were surprised fruit and vegetables taste better 

than what came from the store, because this was their first encounter with fresh-picked, 

and natural, sweetness.  Sugar snap peas were the biggest hit: they crunch when bitten, 

they do not need to be cooked, and they are naturally super sweet.  Sal hoped to start a 

sugar snap pea high school snack revolution.      

Future Plans 

 Sal and Julio won the 2011 Bay Area Schools Environmental Conference Green 

Star Outstanding Students of the Year award and were presented with a recycled and 

engraved glass plate honoring their community successes.  “It was just a bunch of people 

who were doing such amazing things in the world,” he reported with such admiration for 

his fellow environmental advocates.  Next up for Sal were possible electrical and 

plumbing certifications to learn water and electrical line assembly for gray water system 

installation, for what Planting Justice refers to as laundry to landscape gardening.  He was 

also currently training to become more adept at financial planning for each garden, 
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shadowing a more experienced designer during the new client intake process.  His goals 

were to keep working for Planting Justice, continually expand his environmental and 

design knowledge, return to college and earn his degree in agriculture, and, most 

importantly, be grateful that not only does he have a well-paying job, but he has a career 

he loves.  “I wake up in the morning and I can’t wait to go to work, to build a fence or a 

bed, to move soil, to plant something,” he asserted, with a huge smile on his face.  “My 

mom always asks if it’s hard and if I’m tired, and it is, but in the morning I always feel 

fresh and ready to start a new day.”   

Sal had the opportunity to visit his family in Mexico the previous year, surprising 

his mother with a trip to the resort town of Acapulco.  “She was amazed I was able to 

afford it,” he declared, proudly.   He hoped to visit again the following year, but in the 

meantime spoke with his mother almost daily on the phone.  He was not in contact with 

his father or step-father.  Sal was deeply concerned for the safety of his family: Recently 

his mother witnessed a violent armed robbery over an I-Pod but the police ignored her 

report.  When I inquired as to the safety of his own community, Sal admitted to being 

robbed and beaten four or five times in high school, always at night.  “My mom worked 

so hard to buy me what I had.  They’d pull out a gun and I would say, ‘no’.”  He believed 

the culprits were mostly young students whose families were economically unable to 

purchase expensive phones and sneakers, many of whom treated school as a business to 

sell drugs and stolen items, and who have since been incarcerated.  Police confrontations 

were so frequent, in fact, high school administrators instituted a required Street Law 

course, taught by local law school students, to discuss contemporary issues such as 
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dressing to avoid conflict, interacting respectfully with police officers, and what to say if 

arrested.   

And yet Sal had no plans to relocate.  He fondly recalled his middle school years 

spent in a safe, middle-class Virginian neighborhood where there were, “no gangs, 

everything was peaceful, bad was cursing or smoking a cigarette.  You come here and it’s 

a whole different story with the violence, the guns, people stealing cars.”  Sal planned to 

help transform his community to make it a better, greener place for his generation as well 

as those to come.  His mind was occupied with plans for his newest client who was 

interested in a backyard garden that could be repositioned to follow seasonal sunshine.  

He was considering creating raised beds from lighter-weight recycled materials, and was 

in the process of researching several wheeled options.  But he will also be required to 

incorporate irrigation, rain water harvesting, and native vegetation.  It promised to be an 

extensive project, and Sal could not have been more excited.   By creating enough well-

paying, meaningful jobs, transforming the natural environment, and establishing healthy 

eateries, he believes community members will not have to resort to theft, violence, and 

other crime.  “People shouldn’t just listen to the news,” he explained.  “There’s really 

good things that are happening here, too.” 

Diego’s Story 

“If you’re doing it for the community, you’re not doing it just to satisfy yourself”  

 Diego was referred to me by one of my now-graduated high school students 

whose weekend farm volunteer work resulted in their acquaintanceship.  After a few 

logistical email exchanges, Diego invited me to spend a busy Saturday observing his 

work at Veggielution, a community farm in East San Jose, and a later, quieter afternoon 

conducting an interview.  I was already familiar with the location, having conducted 
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research and interviews there in the past, however recently the farm received a one-time 

$500,000 grant from a Santa Clara-based high-tech company in exchange for some 

strategically placed donation signs, and I found the improvements to the space to be 

astonishing: four new acres of land with full water access; six new open-air buildings 

made from locally-sourced materials, including a central office, full gourmet kitchen, and 

picnic area; fragrant ground-covering mulch donated by a tree-trimming company that 

now covered much of the once-muddy earth; a 100 fruit tree orchard; and one very new, 

expensive, shiny orange tractor to assist with the expansion.  “It’s the biggest challenge 

because there’s so much to harvest, so much pruning and weeding and seeding to do.  Do 

we really have enough volunteers to do it all?” Diego pondered.  On this clear, sun-

drenched, early spring day, there are so many volunteers in attendance I cannot imagine 

otherwise.   

Identity and Early Years 

In 1925, almost 7,000 farms encompassing 125,000 acres of orchards and 

vineyards blanketed Santa Clara County.  Today, roughly 1,500 acres remain, a fact not 

lost upon Diego.  “If we’re thinking about food justice here…you can’t find anything  

organic within eight to ten miles,” he lamented, “and there’s so many people who live 

within eight to ten miles.  Anything you can find that was organic is now processed or 

canned or packaged or in a bag.  There’s no loose produce, no bulk sales of grains.”  For 

this 23-year-old San Jose native and adopted son of Mexican parents, a first generation 

mother from the East Bay and a migrant worker father from Texas who was also 

responsible for cultivating his family’s strawberry fields, Diego was taught at an early 

age the meaning and value of hard work and the importance of learning how to cultivate 



83 
 

 

land, which his father always referred to as a skill.  The family spent much time outdoors 

together, in their backyard garden and camping and fishing around Yosemite, Mammoth, 

and Tahoe; any excuse to leave the city was devoted to appreciating nature.  Being an 

only child, Diego was privileged enough to not work in the fields, something in the last 

few years he came to regret.  “One way or another, in order to stay true to your family’s 

core values, you have to return to that sort of effort, that sort of work,” he explained.  

And so he had. 

Education 

 Diego attended public school throughout his K-12 years in the San Jose and 

recently graduated from Sonoma State University.  The closest he ever came to 

environmental consciousness in high school were organized community clean-up days 

coordinated through different campus clubs; he recalled no mention of environmentalism 

in classes.  He was a declared Business major until, in his sophomore year, he enrolled in 

an Introduction to Environmental Politics course which introduced him to global 

environmental issues.  “It wasn’t anything too intensive, but more a consciousness-

growing experience,” he explained.  “That was the first time I realized there are 

environmental problems that don’t necessarily just stem from global warming around the 

world.”  After that experience, Diego changed his major to Global Environmental Policy 

as he realized learning about policy and different areas of the world was going to provide 

him the strongest foundation to better understand international environmental concerns.  

And, for the first time, he had the opportunity to intern at a community farm and get his 

hands dirty.  That experience led to an internship at his current location, and when an 
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opening became available through Americorps for a one-year Farm Hand/Cooking 

Matters Coordinator, he jumped at the opportunity.   

 When I first spotted Diego he was lying face down in dirt and shrubbery, clad in 

khaki shorts, a tie-dyed t-shirt commemorating participation in a 2007 Mexican service 

project, and work boots, while a San Jose Sharks baseball cap, sunglasses, work gloves, 

walkie talkie, and tool belt momentarily laid on the ground to his side.  His thick, dark 

hair had some length to the back, he wore a trimmed beard, and one silver band on his 

right wrist.  He was in the process of setting a cement water pipe protector, a new 

technique and one Diego was very excited to learn.  “Community skills, people skills, 

farming skills.  I don’t think those skills ever stop developing,” he told me later.  Judging 

by the variety of just the day’s activities, learning was an everyday event around here.  In 

California, where the sun is generally always shining but seasonal changes result in 

temperature variations, there is an incredible amount of crop diversity which provided 

year-round work opportunities for learning, growth, and development.  Besides the 

current winter crops that continued to provide a regular and robust harvest throughout 

spring such as beets, radishes, greens, and cabbage, summer crops of potatoes, tomatoes, 

cucumbers, and peppers were being readied for planting.  And the farm’s greenhouses 

allowed workers to become skilled in indoor cultivation, as well.  In fact, Veggielution’s 

goal for the coming year was 80,000 pounds of produce.   

Besides laying water pipes, the day’s tasks included weeding, composting, 

installing fences, digging irrigation trenches, and mulching.  Forty to sixty volunteers are 

a Saturday norm; on this day I lost count when I reached 100, as they wandered up and 

down planted rows and over mounds of dirt navigating brightly colored wheelbarrows 
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and avoiding the resident goose who had claimed her own personal farm territory.  It was 

impossible to not smell the onions and wildflowers, and hear the buzzing of bees and 

hummingbirds, the ducks quacking, and the chickens clucking.  Diego proudly 

proclaimed,    

On Saturdays a lot of volunteers in the new acreage will hear big rigs drive 

by and honk – they’re not honking at other cars, they’re honking at us.  

The cool part is, they’re agriculture trucks.  They’re delivering food and 

they realize people are working down here.  It’s not a bunch of campesino 

farm workers down here, it’s the community.  That’s the cool part.   

 

Every day I commute past this South Bay oasis and wonder how many other drivers, who 

pass by regularly, have any idea of the effort and labor that actually occurs down there 

and how much produce is actually produced; I am pleased to hear of this trucking 

recognition. 

Volunteers were of all ages, backgrounds, and levels of expertise.  Community 

college and university students completed their required service hours at Veggielution, 

and there were always large numbers of fraternity and sorority members present.   Word 

of mouth is persuasive, as is the opportunity to work amongst friends, in the outdoors, 

learn something new, and meet likeminded individuals.  Sometimes volunteers worked 

for a few weeks and were never seen again, others had been volunteering for years.  

Some volunteered in groups through charitable organizations or school clubs, while other 

individuals were simply interested in gardening and looking to learn as much as possible 

from their experiences.  One retired female volunteer rode the bus from Santa Cruz three 

times a week.  Younger students were involved as well: they volunteered in the youth 

garden, painted murals, and fed the resident chickens.   
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Current Environmental Justice Work 

Diego spent his Saturdays coordinating groups of volunteers he had split into 

small teams.  I found myself trying to take notes with one hand and photographs with 

another, while I hustled to keep pace as he rotated between teams and regularly checked 

on their progress.  “It’s pretty simple stuff.  It’s about being able to properly gauge 

different types of people to motivate them to do what’s difficult without scaring them 

off,” he explained, which did not necessarily sound simple to me.  Diego was responsible 

for matching volunteers to appropriate tasks, simply by speaking with them for less than 

a minute.  He recognized volunteers would be more invested and willing to work hard 

when they enjoyed their tasks, felt appreciated, and truly comprehended their own value.  

Later, when I inquired as to his absolute favorite aspect of his numerous farming 

responsibilities, he passionately described: 

When you notice a group of volunteers are not super motivated…and 

they’re just like, ‘I need to get hours for this and I don’t want to be 

outside, it’s hot and I gotta work hard.’  When you…make sense of the 

work they’re doing, you’re feeding people, you’re not just out here raking 

and using a hoe to weed, you’re making these plants grow more efficiently 

so people can eat.  People take that investment and put that into their work 

and you see that, that’s rewarding…You hand someone a pick axe and tell 

them I need you to do this and they do it wholeheartedly because they 

want to and because they realize what they’re doing is making an impact, 

that’s my favorite part.   

I observed how Diego complimented hard work; taught others how to use new tools such 

as hula hoes while avoiding plant roots; demonstrated techniques for more effective 

mulch spreading; revealed differences between some plants and weeds which, 

surprisingly, looked quite similar; explained the importance of the upcoming 1,600-foot 

water pipe to a group of college students who were not thrilled with their trench digging 
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task; acknowledged many volunteers by name; and suggested numerous water breaks on 

such a hot day.  And that was just a typical Saturday morning.  

On Tuesday through Friday mornings, Diego was responsible for facilitating the 

work of five to 25 volunteers in the hopes of piquing their interest enough to see them 

return.  Afternoons were reserved for individual farm and office work and activities that 

were too challenging or technical for volunteers, although in the height of summer, field 

work became an all-day activity.  Diego and the other three Americorps workers met with 

the farm director once per week to determine that week’s priorities, including what 

needed to be planted, watered, harvested, brought in and removed from the greenhouse, 

constructed, cleaned, and fixed.  “It’s a non-stop prioritizing of jobs,” he explained.  

Luckily, it was a hardworking, close-knit team with differing interests and preferences.  

One was dubbed the Greenhouse Queen, one was responsible for processing and quality 

control, one was the heavy lifter, and Diego enjoyed his status as the one who was there 

to learn as much as possible, including such mundane tasks as organizing the tool shed 

and repairing leaks.  “It combines hard work, a little bit of strategy, and ultimately, 

execution,” he explained.  “Being able to do the job properly isn’t hard because if you 

repair something incorrectly what’s the point of repairing it in the first place?” he 

contemplated.   

Although Diego admitted farm work can be exhausting, constant movement and 

task changes help to focus his, at times, frustrating Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder (ADHD).   

I can definitely use it to my advantage.  When we’re short on staff and 

have 60 to 80 volunteers, running around and doing all these different jobs 

at once is good.  I can bring a box of trowels to one place and hoes to 

another and teach them how to use them and then back to the trowels to 
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make sure they’re not screwing up.  I can bounce back and forth like that.  

When the afternoon hits and it’s the end of the work day, I can then focus 

on doing one job at a time.  

Diego also spoke highly of a college professor who was the first educator to truly 

understand how ADHD negatively impacted his ability to be a good student, and why he 

had trouble focusing, sitting, and paying attention to one thing for a long time.  “I was all 

over the place,” he remembered.  They spent many office hours together focused on 

centering and setting goals, rather than specific academic lessons.  Diego learned how not 

to get distracted by unnecessary information and details.  “Let the core value of the goal 

guide you,” he explained.  And a core value of the farm is community.  After the 

Saturday morning work day, volunteers and staff shared food in a lunch potluck, which 

created a space where people from a multitude of different backgrounds exchanged 

stories, discussed events, and shared their farm experiences.  Diego sat at a different table 

each week to ensure he had the opportunity to speak with all volunteers, to learn as much 

as possible from such a diverse community.  “I want to always be a sponge of food, 

cooking, culture, traditions, and community,” he espoused. 

When he had a moment to put aside his farming responsibilities, Diego switched 

gears and focused on community outreach.  He spoke at neighborhood association 

meetings about the importance of farming, answered questions about nutrition and food 

production, and translated, into Spanish, for students who shared their justice and 

agricultural perspectives.  He was also responsible for organizing the Cooking Matters 

classes, a free series of community courses offered in Spanish once per week for two 

hours over a six-week period.  The main goal was to demonstrate healthy, nutritious 

eating and to showcase all the food Veggielution had to offer.  The first hour was 
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dedicated to teaching fundamentals of healthy eating and the second hour was a cooking 

demonstration that utilized the produce available from the farm.  Participants left each 

evening with the written curriculum, lesson book, reusable farm bag, cutting board, 

leftovers from each lesson, and a practical education which the educators were hoping 

they pass along to others in their families and community.  Class discussions revolved 

around shared recipes and community experiences.   

Approximately 30 people participated per series, mostly older, Latina women 

from the immediate community who brought their children, and walked or took the 

public bus to the farm.  “A lot of these women are not necessarily healthy or health 

conscious and they haven’t been for a long time,” Diego described sadly, “so the fact that 

they’re willing to learn and change is one of the most valuable experiences that happens 

here.”  Balancing the two aspects of his demanding job can be challenging, and Diego 

often found himself not devoting enough time to community outreach and making 

Cooking Matters successful.  However his main goal was to become proficient at food 

production, and he had enjoyed the community outreach aspect of his work as much as 

possible within the limited time available.  “I love to cook, it’s one of my favorite 

pastimes,” Diego revealed, “so combining the production of food with the cooking of it, 

it’s a really powerful thing.”  And after class, many participants wandered through the 

gardens, purchased organic eggs and other products from the farm stand even though they 

are not cheap, and brought their families to volunteer on Saturdays.   They also 

introduced their children to the youth garden which invited the youngest farm participants 

to listen for bees and hummingbirds, taste herbs, and participate in environmental story 

time.   
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Community participation at the farm was not simply a preference, but rather a 

necessity.  Being a non-profit organization in the Bay Area, limited funds were available 

for staffing and purchasing supplies, so volunteers were heavily relied upon to take 

ownership of many of the programs and activities offered.   Further expansion and 

improvements were possible with continued investment of time and labor.  Diego was 

hoping that effort would begin to come more from local families like those enrolled in 

Cooking Matters.  He explained: 

The families that live around here aren’t necessarily focused on food 

justice; they have their own priorities to attend to.  To be able to get a 

message into that group, they’re hard to reach, especially when the staff 

here is primarily young and English-speaking.  It’s difficult to connect 

with them… 

 

The previous outreach coordinators were older Latinas who spent a lot of time and effort 

infiltrating the local community; Diego hoped to continue their groundbreaking work.  

But in the meantime, the farm staff was entirely grateful for their dedicated, hardworking 

community volunteers.  Diego met one such young man at a local flea market and 

convinced him to check out the farm; the volunteer enjoyed his experience so much he 

attended the workday leader training sessions and became one of the most senior 

volunteer leaders who then motivated a close friend to volunteer as well.  “So he’s 

become a teacher too,” Diego exclaimed proudly, “and that’s a pretty cool thing, to see 

that through your efforts, a few minutes worth of talking at a flea market, turned into two 

different people learning about food production and healthy eating.”  

 One obstacle with which the farm staff regularly contends was convincing 

reluctant potential volunteers to venture to a part of the South Bay that continues to have 

a reputation for crime and violence.  Although Veggielution offers annual paid summer 
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internships for high school students, a rare opportunity these days, Diego and I both 

sometimes find it difficult to convince students and parents of the benefits of spending 

time in that part of their city.  “You never know unless you get here,” Diego rationalized, 

“and if you’re not willing to get here, or are hesitant, or are one of those volunteers on the 

sidelines, I’ll put you on the easiest task possible because you’re not gonna get invested.”  

And what a shame that would be.  Besides the fact that the farm produced healthy food, it 

also provided opportunities for kids, teens, and adults to learn about food, health, 

nutrition, and food justice, and was a beautiful green space to wander, meditate, and find 

comfort and community.  Volunteers do not need to know anyone prior.  “You can be an 

outcast, and you can find something to do here, you can find a place to fit in.  It’s an all-

inclusive community.  No one is ever excluded or shunned or looked down upon,” Diego 

told me.  His expectations included hard work and a positive attitude.  “If I see somebody 

who’s not working, I’m going to work twice as hard to prove to that guy how much this 

work really matters,” he said, passionately.  And that’s the bottom line at Veggielution: 

hard work, providing for the community, and sharing food.  

 When I asked Diego how he stayed so motivated he told me, over the roar of 

trucks passing overhead, power tools, and piercing peacock calls, although he was still 

trying to determine his path in life, for the moment he was appreciating learning so much, 

everyday, from the different perspectives of the intelligent, quirky, fun, weird folks he 

met regularly.  He described his work as a daily seminar class in which a diverse group of 

people with uncommon views were regularly invited to offer their perceptions and 

experiences, which allowed him the opportunity to absorb bits and pieces of knowledge 
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from them all, forming a solid agricultural, environmental, community, and justice 

outlook.  

Motivation to be a farmer is being able to take ownership of the plants that 

you planted yourself and come back every day, every week, and realize 

they’re growing and you’re about to feed about 200 people over the span 

of two months with the work you did.  If I can harness those skills and 

maybe one day take them somewhere else where I can produce my own 

food and live off my own effort, that’s what motivates me most.  Being 

self-sufficient is a pretty powerful thing and I like to think that one day I 

can get to that point.  

 

Diego traced the foundation for his desire to be self-sufficient and his fight for 

community food justice to his college Environmental Policy class.  At that time it became 

clear to him that the Western world injected capitalism into every aspect of business, and 

as soon as it infiltrated agriculture, the people and systems that did not possess a 

capitalistic frame of mind were taken advantage of.  Although Diego was not currently 

interested in determining policy or politics, or working with data as an “office slave,” he 

was optimistic his hands-on effort would challenge how people perceived food within his 

own community, even if for only a miniscule amount.  The most important experience for 

Diego was having the availability of fresh produce, fruits and vegetables consumers 

could actually hold in their hands, know how they came to be, and know they had not 

been produced in a way that was harmful or full of chemicals.    

Future Plans 

 After Diego completed his current internship, he next planned to focus his energy 

and farming skills across a series of Latin and South American locations through 

WWOOFing, or World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms, an international 

agricultural organization that matched volunteer farm workers in exchange for room, 

board, and an opportunity to learn organic lifestyles.  Diego’s undergraduate thesis 
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detailed how Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) farms could reverse trends of 

industrialized globalization, having focused on movements in both the United States and 

Latin America, which promised to provide some academic background to his next 

project.  And his prior college internship experience translating and facilitating the work 

of farm hands, between a farm owner who spoke only English, and a lead farmer who 

spoke only Spanish, will help provide some practical expertise.  He was eager to discover 

a different system of food production, one that potentially varies greatly depending on 

whether his placement is on a family farm, in a small community, or a large-scale 

production for export.  And he was looking forward, with much anticipation, to 

diversifying his agricultural knowledge to include a wider variety of produce, orchards, 

maybe cocoa and flowers, and even some potential cattle ranching.  “Bounce around a 

little and try different things,” explained this energetic, creative, and enthusiastic young 

farmer who was searching for change, space, adventure, and a way to combat his self-

proclaimed hyperactivity.  “But the best thing?  My parents tell me, whenever I’m ready 

to return, I’ll always have San Jose.”   

Rose’s Story 

“It’s not like an environmental curriculum should be such a radical idea” 

 “If there’s one thing I’d like people to know about me,” began Rose as we shared 

an organic oatmeal breakfast while seated on wooden picnic benches in the front yard of 

her University of California at Berkeley co-op dorm, “it’s my work with Ceres and my 

plans to bring it to this side of the Bay.”  Originally hailing from the small, privileged 

North Bay community of Sebastopol, Rose was hard at work completing her 

undergraduate degree, volunteering in the campus student garden where we initially met, 

planning for life after graduation in a few short months, and laying the foundation for 
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community partnerships to eventually establish a Ceres East Bay chapter.  Our 

conversation on this already balmy early summer morning was shaded by beautiful old 

Berkeley oak trees and punctuated by the, at times, cacophonous co-op chickens whose 

enclosures were located adjacent to the home’s picnic area.  Our interview was also 

regularly interrupted by garbage trucks, bike-riding co-op members, a roommate wearing 

a borrowed dress, and a fire station representative responsible for checking regulations 

before the evening’s end-of-semester celebration.  I was immediately transported back to 

college dormitory life, albeit Berkeley-style.    

Identity and Early Years 

Throughout her childhood, Rose was very much encouraged by her parents, who 

she referred to as her role models.  Her mother previously worked for the parks 

department rehabilitating trails and encouraged all her childhood outdoor adventures.  

She explained, “my mom was always an inspiration.  As a child I wasn’t into gardening 

that much like her, but more into exploring, like backpacking and camping, and that was 

definitely from her.”  Rose’s father, a retired general contractor, was currently active in 

the fight against climate change and excited about doing environmental justice work; he 

had recently flown to Washington D.C. to participate in the pipeline protest.  And he was 

also working with a company to create efficient cook stoves operated by new technology 

with the goal of helping combat female morbidity by smoke inhalation in developing 

nations.  “The development of my own interest and love for the environment came in a 

very natural and organic way…growing up I was already aware of environmental 

impacts, like it was in my blood,” she proclaimed, proudly.  Rose’s home was located on 

a large, and what she described as a beautiful piece of land with a big garden; her mother 
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was responsible for the produce and herbs while her father cared for the trees.  They 

shared cooking responsibilities, unless, of course, Rose visited.  

Rose had garnered much inspiration from her family.  She spoke highly of her 

twin brother, who lived in the same Berkeley co-op and was hoping to transfer into the 

agriculture program at the University of California at Davis, and mentioned him and his 

interests in food culture and sustainability several times throughout our conversations.  

He convinced her to apply to the co-op, having moved in one year earlier, and was 

currently serving as the garden manager.  She also had two older brothers, and although 

not very close or interested in environmental work, she was excited one would soon be 

moving back to San Francisco from the East Coast.    

Rose had lived in the co-op for two years and was currently serving as the kitchen 

manager, an elected position whose responsibilities included keeping a daily budget for 

the 50 house members, ordering food from a central supplier, and organizing shifts to 

ensure dinner is cooked and dishes are washed.   At 21-years old, Rose was a cheerful 

character; she was full of smiles and laughter and claimed a robust family and friend 

support system kept her grounded and in good spirits.  The word spunky came to mind 

when describing her disposition.  She was petite, with curly dark hair and dark eyes, a 

product of her Italian and Ukrainian ancestry.  But her youthfulness and lighthearted 

personality were replaced with a passionate, and quite mature intensity, as she instructed 

fellow students in the school garden, moved like a professional throughout her co-op’s 

enormous kitchen, and expounded on the numerous benefits to opening a local Ceres 

office for nearby community members.   
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Ceres Community Project, named after the Roman goddess of agriculture, 

supports individuals dealing with serious illness by providing nutritional education and a 

caring community and delivering free, nutrient-rich, prepared meals.  They are invested 

in involving young people as volunteer gardeners and chefs to help showcase how their 

contributions can contribute to the difference that fresh, healthy foods and community 

can provide to those with serious illnesses.  Ceres also educates the broader community, 

including healthcare professionals, about the connections between fresh, healthy food, 

strong social networks, healing, and wellness.  The Northern California Ceres Chapter is 

located in Rose’s hometown, and the woman responsible for starting it was a family 

friend.  “I love cooking.  I’ve cooked my whole life.  So I started cooking in the kitchen.  

It was the smallest kitchen ever in the back of a church,” she told me.  Four or five 

volunteers crowded into the kitchen and supplies were minimal, at first.  “They only had 

a small salad spinner and one shift would be doing the salad for 4 hours.  It was like, ‘no, 

no, please don’t give me the salad shift!  Anything but that!’” she recalled, laughing.  

Rose volunteered in the kitchen for four hours, once a week, throughout high school.  She 

was then invited to become the official teen representative and started attending board 

meetings once per month.  It was a family and community pursuit: Rose’s mother, her 

friends, and their parents all volunteered, but she also quickly bonded with other 

volunteers and made many strong neighborhood connections which would otherwise not 

have been possible considering her somewhat limited social interactions during her high 

school years.  
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Education 

Rose began her early education at an independent Waldorf school, but when her 

grandfather became sick during her third grade year, her mother un-enrolled both her and 

her twin brother and placed them in an independent study program through a charter 

school of the public system to allow them to spend more time with their grandfather.  

Rose attended this program throughout high school, minus one brief and unsuccessful 

foray into the mainstream system in the ninth grade.  “I tried it for a year and hated it 

because it was boring to sit in classrooms all day with a bunch of other freshman,” she 

explained.  “No one learns anything interesting freshman year.”  Rose had difficulty 

connecting with her classmates, and admitted her shyness resulted in intimidation.  She 

did participate on the cross country team, and her independent study program was not at 

all lonely.  Teachers were assigned a small group of five to eight students, developed a 

curriculum for the year based on public school California state requirements, and ensured 

students remained on-track for graduation.  Rose clarified, “so it was kinda like home-

schooling, but instead of your parent you had an actual teacher…and there were lots of 

opportunities to meet people; it wasn’t completely antisocial.”   

The program’s flexibility appealed to Rose’s mother, a preschool teacher, avid 

gardener, and outdoor enthusiast.  Students were assigned textbooks and required to 

complete specific courses, just like in the public school classroom, but how they learned 

and their specific assignments were more open-ended.  For example, American History 

lessons were supplemented by attending local events and visiting museums.  Biology 

lessons took place on local farms or in the forest.  Students were expected to keep 

journals detailing their adventures and completed research papers on a variety of 
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academic topics.  Traditional education occurred as well: different math subjects were 

taught every semester in a teacher’s office that resembled a small classroom on the 

middle school campus at which they were housed.  Students were also encouraged to 

enroll concurrently at the local community college to attend specialty courses the 

independent studies program was unable to offer.  Because of these credits, Rose 

graduated a semester early, with a group of approximately 50 students which included 

some of her, still, closest friends.  She then spent one full-time semester taking courses at 

the community college while applying to universities, and one gap-semester in Bolivia 

and Peru trekking, working in bakeries and kitchens, and practicing her Spanish while 

living with local families.  “That experience was pretty amazing,” she remembered, 

wistfully.    

 To supplement the basic and traditional required high school lessons, Rose’s 

mother and a group of neighborhood parents worked together to create opportunities for 

their students  to participate in backpacking and camping trips along the coast where she 

recollected learning about marine life and the tides.   One student lived on a farm which 

boasted a variety of animals and a large plot of land, so classmates were assigned 

gardening tasks and learned the basics of animal husbandry.  They were taught the 

science of composting, how to prepare healthy lunches, and ways to improve campus 

food systems.   

Rose was also involved in an outdoor educational organization whose mission 

was to develop social consciousness, environmental stewardship, and young social justice 

leaders.  She participated in ropes courses to build collaboration and team work, and 

created a documentary highlighting the politics and environmental consequences of the 
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damning of a local river.  “Those experiences were really influential for me,” she said, 

and credited the work and program leaders with inspiring her own environmental justice 

path.    

I met a lot of people doing environmental justice work and was really 

introduced to how complicated and satisfying the work could be.  I was 

definitely struck by the passion a lot of people who were doing 

environmental justice work had for their work – that was a big inspiration 

for me for a long time.  The amount of passion people have for the 

environment is really something that’s amazing to see … that was the first 

time I saw people who were like, ‘I love this, I love my job, and I want to 

do this forever, this is amazing, don’t you want to understand it and 

understand this river and try to make this environment as good as 

possible?’  That was huge for me.    

 

An emerging environmentalist, Rose aspired to be just like those trip leaders, and 

participated in a summer program which included traveling throughout California and 

speaking with others about environmental issues.  These experiences, along with her 

family camping trips and love of the outdoors, cemented her passion for backpacking, 

being outside in nature, and environmental justice activities.   

 Back at Berkeley, Rose was taking advantage of all her new surroundings had to 

offer, even if she was not initially drawn to the esteem that comes with such a privileged  

education.  “Prestige is fine, but it’s not my focus,” she explained, rather humbly.  In fact, 

she originally envisioned herself at a smaller, less well-known, liberal arts college 

majoring in Anthropology, but decided the Berkeley location and opportunities available 

had too much potential to ignore.  After deciding against a lifetime of, “trying to make 

sense of too many things that don’t matter, things that aren’t active enough or engaging 

enough for me,’ she transferred to the Department of Conservation Resource Studies.  

“It’s much more concrete than Anthropology.  And I’d rather have my hands in the dirt 

and be active,” she reasoned.  Similar to her high school experience, this concentration is 
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one that allowed for academic freedom and innovation.  Students chose three focus areas, 

enrolled in a wide variety of courses, and designed their own research projects: Rose was 

combining coursework in Agricultural Ecology, Environmental Science, and Geography.  

Her major was Food Systems and International Development, one that she personally 

created.  “There are no specific classes; it’s an Independent Study Program.  So it’s 

comfortable for me.  And it’s like the co-op major – a lot of students I live with do it,” 

she reasoned.  In the past two years, she had taken classes in agriculture, nutrition, 

geography, critical development studies, and economics.   

Of course, with so much freedom comes a myriad of possibilities for a senior 

thesis or capstone project, which she would eventually be required to present to faculty 

members describing how her major actually came together.  Rose was considering all her 

possibilities and, after much contemplation, was leaning towards how international 

development had influenced social movements and the discourse of food systems in 

California.   

It’s taken me a while to see how all of it fits.  In the beginning of the year I 

was like ‘uh, what did you do to yourself?’  That’s the problem with 

designing your own major – it’s great that it’s flexible, but then sometimes 

it’s too flexible.  I just put all the things I’m interested in together and 

hoped something amazing would come out.   

 

Rose had focused all her classes towards a greater understanding of natural resource 

management and food systems.  She taught weekly on a voluntary basis in the Berkeley 

Student Organic Garden (SOG); topics included how to assemble vegetable beds, what to 

grow in each season, and how to organize a successful composting system.  She and Ellie 

became close and have worked on class projects together.  Like Ellie, she did not earn 

money or credits for her work, but she relished meeting like-minded classmates, enjoyed 
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spending time that was not stressful or academically challenging, loved getting her hands 

dirty, and earned practical experience to include on her future resume.   

Current Environmental Justice Work 

  Rose was diligently working with representatives from a private, college-

preparatory East Bay high school to ensure teenager participation; a health clinic that 

provided free alternative medical treatments, including acupuncture, homeopathy, herbs, 

and massage to low-income women with cancer; a small, private college that offered 

programs in holistic nutrition and culinary arts and was willing to train teacher 

volunteers; and Whole Foods because they already acted as the main Ceres food supplier.  

Whole Foods donates non-perishables and day-old produce they are legally restricted 

from selling.  Other food contributions are provided by various local farmers who support 

the organization: some who grow specifically for Ceres and some who donate their 

leftovers farmer’s market produce.  The organization also receives discounts at local 

markets for meat and seafood.  Nonprofit funding covers items that need to be purchased.  

Rose was meticulously working on establishing the same kind of dedicated and durable 

connections for the new location.  “If you look at each part individually it seems easy, but 

when you have to deal with all the parts you wonder how it’s all going to come together,” 

she said, with just a hint of apprehension.   

 Luckily for Rose, the Northern California Ceres chapter already pledged their 

support for the opening of a new location.  And instead of struggling to locate business 

partners, Rose was pleasantly overwhelmed with the sheer number of options available in 

her new community.  “There are so many places that are doing amazing work around 

here that we really want to connect with,” she stated, pensively, “but they’re always the 
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most difficult because they’re already so busy doing all these other amazing things.”  So 

Rose was looking into ways to ingratiate herself and her business plan, while also 

investigating alternative options, like connecting with catering companies and places that 

collect unused restaurant food.  She was also researching advertising options to seek out 

clients, which was a new concept to this small-town girl whose clients traditionally found 

the program through information placed in clinics and doctors’ offices, but mostly by 

word-of-mouth.   

It’s such a different population over here.  People aren’t eating because 

they just don’t have food.  Where I’m from that’s more of the exception.  

Here it’s not at all an exception, especially at the local clinics.  People are 

living twice below the poverty line and everyone’s having a hard time 

getting enough food.  

 

Determining an appropriate client selection process had become Rose’s most pressing 

challenge.  

 Rose was mostly looking forward to getting to know a new group of clients in 

need of nutritional assistance and extensive emotional support.  Generally, clients visit 

the kitchen once per week and she visits their homes to listen to their stories.  Clients are 

chosen based upon their nutritional need, family circumstances, and the severity of their 

illness.  They stay on the program for approximately three months, in which times Ceres 

feeds the entire family.  The program is so popular there is usually a waiting list: if a 

client meets with the organization early enough, they could schedule their meal delivery 

for the most projected critical time of their illness, which is usually when they begin 

undergoing chemotherapy treatment.   

We just went and spoke with a clinic.  The lady was talking about giving 

the food to people after they’re already sick.  Coming from a background 

of understanding food as medicine and the importance of having healthy 

food when you’re sick, it was so frustrating.  She said, ‘well, people want 
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to eat milkshakes when they’re sick,” and we’re like, ‘that’s the point.’  

That was really hard to hear, especially when it’s an extended sickness.  

For one day if you want a milkshake, that’s fine.  But for a cancer patient, 

different kinds of food are appetizing over the course of their illness, and 

you can’t just live on milkshakes for months at a time.    

 

Rose was currently working on a pilot program as a way to work out some of the kinks 

and to gain initial support in her new community, and she also expressed interest in 

eventually creating a photography and interview program to highlight the client’s stories, 

with possible future plans for publication.  

Rose learned much throughout her years of leadership in service to her 

community, including the necessity of keeping an open mind when it came to hearing 

new perspectives, being open to whatever new things were going to fall into place, and 

continuing to keep her own focus and intentions while allowing things to happen around 

her.  She credited her motivation to her love of the work she does, the subjects she studies 

and the material she learns, the physicality of cooking and farming, and her belief that 

every single day holds so much possibility.  She also maintained strong, supportive 

friendships and familial relationships, and managed to balance her workload with time 

for personal reflection.   

When I’m feeling really healthy and active and engaged and I can use my 

mind and my whole body, I notice how much I can engage in the world, 

and that motivates me to continue with these activities and keeps me in 

that state.  

 

Not only did Rose take great pride in finding her own path, but she also thrived on 

nurturing environments that were designed to advocate for the incorporation of organic 

food, a healthy lifestyle, healing, restoring balance, and supporting others.  Perhaps her 

research into international movements and global food systems were to credit as sources 

of inspiration.  “My favorite answer right now is, ‘I just love life,’” she claimed, 
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laughing, but serious at the same time.  “I’ve been saying that to myself this entire 

semester, and I think I’ll be saying it for a long time.”    

Future Plans 

 As for where the future might lead Rose, it was still undecided and dependent on 

several factors.  She saw herself possibly interning in a kitchen, and was in the process of 

applying for a summer work practice program in Big Sur.  She dreamed aloud: “I’d love 

to experience that, working in a retreat or yoga center in a kitchen or garden 

apprenticeship and learning all the aspects of coordinating the culinary program.”  

Another option was overseas travel – she told me she was intensely feeling the travel bug 

right now – possibly because she chose not to take advantage of Berkeley’s study abroad 

program when she realized she actually enjoyed her time on campus and exploring the 

city’s many creeks, secret staircases, parks, walking paths, and her co-op’s backyard 

amphitheatre.  Some friends were contemplating a post-graduation visit to Thailand, 

India, Holland, and Brazil, where they could stay with classmates’ families and possibly 

start a café and yoga center.  “That is a really cool dream,” Rose considered, somewhat 

musingly.   

She was also considering a graduate program, especially at the University of 

California at Santa Cruz, which would allow her to experience a long period of time 

gaining farming and gardening experience.   

I think being in all these outdoor programs, the most important part is 

learning about that connection with the land and being outside and how 

you can expand your food circle.  It’s so satisfying to me and just feels so 

good to be part of that.  So I want to go back and see what that might be 

like.  Which means I kinda want to leave Berkeley, but at the same time, I 

really want to stay. 
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What she did know was that her decision will be directly associated with food, farming, 

and cooking.  And much of that decision depended on the success of her plans to make 

Ceres happen in the East Bay.  She had given herself a year to establish, at minimum, the 

foundations of the program.  If, by graduation, she could see Ceres potential, she would 

happily remain in Berkeley for the next stage of her life.   

Julio’s Story 

“There were a lot of students who participated, but I felt a calling” 

 “You should interview my best friend Julio,” Sal suggested, “he’s really into all 

this environmental justice stuff, too.”  I was so thrilled I doubt if I successfully contained 

my excitement.  Both of these young male environmental justice advocates had been 

referred to me weeks before, but I had been having difficulty making contact with Julio.  

When we eventually met, I began to understand why.  Between full-time college classes, 

homework to maintain a transferable GPA, a part-time agricultural job that helped 

support his family, and environmental community activism, Julio resorted to a virtually 

unheard of behavior for a young adult in the year 2013 to help manage his time: he had 

de-activated his Facebook account.      

 I met Julio on a warm, sunny, Friday May afternoon at the same public high 

school in the East Bay from which both he and Sal had graduated.  But on this occasion it 

was a weekday, the final bell had just rang, and I easily passed by the security station 

with a nod to the police officer who must have felt I appeared harmless enough, and 

wandered through the imposing black iron gate onto school grounds.  I took the 

opportunity to turn around to view the community through a barred entry system, and, in 

the process, noticed the same police officer stop and question the next few individuals 
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who attempted entry, all of whom were Latino or African American, and who reflected 

the neighborhood demographics.  As I wandered around the relatively compact campus, I 

noticed it was generally tidy with well-maintained grounds, with typical high school-style 

posters advertising club happenings, the upcoming prom, and graduation details.  Most 

students exited campus immediately to begin their weekend, but several stayed to hang 

out with friends, talking in small groups.  A few students rode bicycles or skateboards, 

some waited for rides, a small handful drove their own vehicles home, but most students 

walked to and from school or took the city bus.  Besides Julio’s group, I did not notice 

any other Friday afternoon club or activity meetings.    

 I also wandered freely around the raised planter beds I had previously only 

viewed through the black chain-link fence.  I examined them closely, and observed well-

placed signage that indicated apricot, apple, orange, plum, and fig trees, as well as 

artichoke, rosemary, mint, sage, kale, and cilantro, all of which would be utilized in that 

afternoon’s lesson.  The beds appeared cared for, if slightly wild, occupied an entire 

section of campus visible from classrooms, the courtyard, and the main road adjacent to 

the school, and smelled deliciously aromatic.  I remembered Sal telling me this initial 

location for the beds was chosen to be visible to the entire school and community, rather 

than hidden in a corner to be appreciated by only a select few.   

 As I examined this lovingly tended outdoor classroom, Julio and Sal arrived and 

began unloading their supplies and coordinating the day’s activities.  Sal greeted me 

warmly and I introduced myself to Julio.  Julio’s appearance was every bit the college 

student; he wore new fitted jeans, a smart striped polo, his black hair cut short and he 

accessorized with a well-trimmed mustache and goatee, as well as a couple of braided 
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rope bracelets.  He did not appear ready to get dirty, but the afternoon’s lesson only 

began outdoors.  Julio shook my hand and as we began to chat, in trickled the group of 

after-school students.  Only five showed, and when I inquired if this was the entire group 

Julio told me sadly, “yeah, we used to have a whole class, like 27 students, but it’s been 

slowly decreasing.  Some students stop coming when they complete their hours.  Others 

just really aren’t into it.  It’s the technology moving them away, making them less 

social.”  However, not showing to this afternoon class, although voluntary, failed to earn 

students their required volunteer hours towards high school graduation and contributed to 

the already high drop-out rate in this low-income, low-performing school.  That is why 

Julio was there, attempting to interest students in something that might help keep them 

connected to their school and community.  

Identity and Early Years 

 Julio, 20, described himself as Mexican-American, and moved to California at the 

age of two with his mother and baby brother.  The brothers had never met their biological 

fathers, as both men left upon learning of Julio’s mother’s pregnancies.  Julio’s younger 

brother was a university student and talented artist interested in architecture, who took 

time from his own busy schedule to volunteer to paint at Julio’s garden sites.  Julio 

described their relationship as a close one.  

Growing up in a single-parent home with a mother who relied on public 

assistance, the opportunity to contribute healthy, free produce provided an extra incentive 

to his work.  Bringing home produce is now one of Julio’s favorite aspects of farming.  

These days, Julio’s mother was overwhelmed with the variety and quantity of fresh 
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produce crowding her kitchen, and encouraged her son to help provide for others, as well.  

And Julio could not be happier to oblige.   

She’s proud of the work I do and every time I come home she’s like, ‘what 

did you bring me from the garden today?’ and, ‘what you brought was 

really good.’ She has my back and I have all the support I need from her 

…She doesn’t think maybe if I just go one way it’s enough, I should be 

able to go all sorts of ways.  She describes it as having your roots and your 

stems that come from that one tree, but it doesn’t only have one branch, it 

has a whole bunch of branches and gives out a whole bunch of fruit, and if 

I can grow up like a tree than I can provide for more people and help more 

people.  

 

It was clear from the first few minutes of our interview that Julio’s inspiration and 

support system come directly from his mother.  He proudly told of how his mother 

cooked a variety of delicious and special cultural meals for holidays and birthdays, 

ensured supermarket trips, even without owning a car, to purchase the healthiest options 

possible rather than relying on more convenient fast food, and encouraged him to be as 

creative as possible and always try new things.   

My mom is one of my strongest idols.  She’s the person who inspires me 

the most.  She pushes me to do the best.  She’s always been the person on 

top of me, like, ‘you need to do good, you need to prevail in school, you 

need to get educated, I don’t want you to live the same life style as me, I 

always want you to do better in your life.’  

 

Julio admitted that growing up without a father, in a low-income household that struggled 

to pay the bills, was difficult.  He also faced challenges while awaiting official 

citizenship, like not being able to visit his extended family in Mexico.  Perhaps that was 

one of the reasons he was so invested in establishing connections and respecting his 

community elders.  They spent much time teaching him that, “you’re never in the wrong 

place,” and to respect the land because, “there’s a whole history, your ancestors and 

people who came before you and everything’s connected.”   
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Education 

 On the afternoon we met, Julio was continuing the work he began as a public high 

school student at a large school in urban Oakland.  As an academically-inclined 

Advanced Placement student and avid debater who graduated high school at the top of his 

class with a 3.83 GPA, having always attended low-income public schools did not afford 

him all the enriching environmental opportunities he craved.  More than one teacher took 

notice.  Besides a small elementary school garden which was mostly ignored, his first 

opportunity arose with New Voices Arising, through the Rose Foundation.  The teacher 

selected a small group of 12-15 promising students from different backgrounds and 

schools and led a summer program to inform about environmental justice and climate 

change.   

We had field trips every Friday where we would go to different places like 

the Toxic Triangle in Richmond and into West Oakland where we learned 

all about the traffic routes that’s extremely biased against low-income.  

Like if you’re higher income and live along the 580 you don’t have any 

trucks going through there, but the 880, where mostly low-income people 

live, is highly polluted.  Oxygen levels are different; there’s only a few 

blocks that separate us, but our life spans are extremely different.  She 

would take us to certain places where the food was organic and would 

show us this is what organic food tastes like.  I started scrutinizing 

everything I used to eat.  They taught me how to be healthy and what 

pesticides and what kind of chemicals go into your food. Even the green 

foods that are supposed to be healthy for you, they have a whole bunch of 

pesticides.  From then on I just knew I just wanted to learn about 

environmental racism.  It’s really important because as a minority you 

don’t realize that factories are built in low-income neighborhoods.  So I 

decided to get more into the environmental justice and did a lot of research 

about it, and discovered some shocking facts, and I knew I wanted to do 

something about it, because it was just so captivating, and so shocking to 

me to find out that the way I’ve been living is not the right way, and that 

people don’t even really know what environmental justice is.  It’s an 

unspoken topic that just lives throughout the life of low-income people.  It 

affected me, and I knew it affected lots of other people in my community. 
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Julio was a politically-active high school student who had, for two summers, participated 

in a Youth-in-Government program that challenged students throughout California to 

create new bills and laws and to, “take over Sacramento” by learning about lobbying and 

senate careers.  He was also a dedicated community youth activist who, through the 

YMCA’s Dare to Dream initiative, built a culinary program that helped younger students 

understand basic cooking and nutrition, which was still in operation.  “It was designed to 

help kids figure out how to feed themselves, like if you don’t have a mother cooking for 

you and fast food can’t be your only outlet,” he described.  For him, the summer 

introduction to an environmental justice program sparked a powerful new awareness that 

necessitated further investigation.   

 Upon returning from his summer of hands-on environmental justice education, 

Julio began academically researching and reading articles, “looking at both sides, not just 

the extremely biased research.”  He was involved with the group Student Learning Waste 

Reduction Program (SLWRP) at his high school site, which educated their peers about 

environmental basics, including recycling, how to avoid harming ecosystems, and the 

importance of unplugging chargers and turning off electricity.  They presented mini-

workshops in classrooms by asking students to choose one thing they could do every day 

to help the planet.  It was around this time Julio and Sal’s Art teacher received permission 

to begin a small-scale agricultural program on campus; their class was the lucky period 

chosen.  When the Oakland-based organization Planting Justice was invited to teach basic 

gardening and farming techniques, Julio was hooked.  “Teachers don’t teach the 

environmental kind of stuff ; it’s more about subjects that you probably should be 

knowing about, but not really real-world kind of education,” he stated, quite 
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disapprovingly.  To counter his lack of academic environmental learning, Julio 

participated in all the weekly Planting Justice sessions and stayed after school with the 

volunteers to absorb as much knowledge as possible.  His research and knowledge-

building continued as he talked to Planting Justice volunteers, completed all the lessons 

they offered, and learned about gardening, medicinal herbs, and growing vegetables with 

ease.   

For Julio’s required senior project he completed an environmental justice paper, 

provided further classroom presentations through SLWRP, asked his peers to complete 

surveys to better understand what high school students knew about climate change, 

earned more than enough community service hours by taking students to the garden and 

teaching them everything he had learned, and presented his research to an audience of 

teachers.  It was the first time this self-described outspoken young man, who thrived on 

public speaking, engaging with his teachers, taking the opposing side of the debate to 

learn more, and developing a strong vocabulary, felt anxious.  “I was really nervous 

because I had the principal in my presentation,” he recalled, perhaps the only statement 

he made during our interview that served to remind me I was speaking to a recent high 

school graduate.   

 Julio’s Art teacher was so impressed with his dedication she recommended him 

for the environmental program Ashoka Youth Venture, which he completed in three 

months.   

We decided to do something like building gardens … to provide for low-

income families who don’t have access to organic produce.  Because once 

I discovered food deserts and it was totally striking that we don’t have any 

organic produce where I live, and you have to travel all these miles to 

places where people aren’t willing to go.  It’s very detrimental, knowing 

all these shocking facts and the people you’re trying to educate, they don’t 
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even know ... They think the way they’re eating, as long as they get food 

in their belly, they’re going to be good.   

 

And the founders of Planting Justice were so impressed with his initiative, they offered to 

serve as mentors to him and Sal.  “It’s an extreme honor that two people who are very 

passionate about the work they do would take the time to work so closely with us.  That’s 

what totally kicked me off to continue doing the same work,” he remembered, with much 

appreciation.  After the best friends completed the mentorship program, Planting Justice 

provided each young man with $1000 seed funding to continue their work and, for the 

first time in the organization’s history, offered full-time jobs to both high school students 

upon graduation.   

That was one of the best things ever to happen to me.  They believe in 

living wage jobs and educating youth and keeping the Bay Area green.  

And I just love everything about working with them … they promote a  

… ‘you can do it no matter what’ and ‘don’t let anyone put you down’ 

attitude.  

 

Julio continued to work for Planting Justice part-time as they flexibly worked around his 

college schedule.  Fridays were reserved for school educational days, when he returned to 

his high school campus with Sal to run the courses in which he once participated as a 

student.  It was during one of these Friday lessons where I was fortunate to learn all about 

medicinal herbs.   

Current Environmental Justice Work 

Students first met in the garden and were greeted warmly by Julio and Sal, who 

were on a first name basis with all the participating seniors.  They discussed the past 

week and their upcoming weekend plans and were given their warm-up task: walk around 

the garden and notice what changes had occurred since their last meeting.  Students 

described how lettuce and garlic were beginning to grow, artichokes had doubled, and 
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fruit trees were flowering.  “The trees paid attention to all the love we gave them,” one 

student expressed, with much affection.  Today’s lesson was a continuation from last 

week when the young educators introduced the medicinal qualities of herbs.  Students 

reviewed what they learned, and then proceed to pick mint, sage, parsley, rosemary, kale, 

cilantro, and lemon balm.  Along with locally-harvested strawberries, lemon, honey, and 

apple juice, they made vitamin water.  Today’s lesson included a discussion of the 

vitamins and minerals present in each student’s creation.  “What we have in the garden 

dictates what we teach, so it changes all the time and what we have one year or one 

season might not be what we have the next year or season.  Everyone loves when the 

basil grows so we can make pesto,” Julio cheerfully explained.   

  Julio was warm, helpful, engaging, and hard-working.  He provided reusable 

glass bottles for students to take home, gathered supplies, spoke to school administrators 

to secure a preparation and seating area near the school kitchen, washed produce, and 

made kale smoothies while students chose and chopped herbs, created their own vitamin 

water combination, and discussed the healing properties of plants.  For example, I learned 

mint helps to lower high blood pressure, parsley protects the body against arthritis, and 

cilantro is a known remedy for diabetes.  All students were engaged, active, and 

interested in trying new combinations of flavors as they personalized their vitamin water 

ingredients and glass.  They were also encouraged to take home any available produce 

from the garden.   

 When not taking college courses or volunteering at the high school, Julio 

continued to work part time for Planting Justice.  He taught community members to plant 

gardens in small spaces where they would previously not have believed growing produce 
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was possible.  And he educated them on how to maintain the gardens after his work is 

completed, by encouraging the maintaining of their new connection through email and 

phone calls.  He regularly answered questions regarding pesticides and insects, and as a 

bilingual Spanish-speaking educator, translated information regarding nutrition and 

backyard gardening at community meetings.   

They love it.  Many of them talk about having land in their home country 

but once they come out here there’s no land, just a bunch of buildings and 

concrete.  Once they get a couple beds, and people start interacting with 

each other a lot more, and there’s this bond that’s created and it gives this 

sense of community.  That there is a community and people do talk to 

each other and not just, ‘I’m gonna go in my house and close the door and 

not speak to no one.’  Once they’re out there people take care of each 

other’s gardens.  There’s something about having community gardens that 

brings people together.  Like if I’m growing corn and you’re growing 

lettuce and we can trade and have some shared space, it’s something 

incredible.  I like to see the smiles on people’s faces as they’re planting.  

We have the whole community we’re serving come outside and plant and 

get them engaged.   

.   

He also planted trees to help combat urban heat islands, volunteered at elementary 

schools to discuss environmental issues with younger students, and searched for potential 

committed and passionate high school students to become paid Planting Justice summer 

employees.  

Thursdays were reserved for working in the field.  Julio’s official Planting Justice 

title was Landscaping Manager, although he completed his permaculture designer 

certification course, along with Sal, which meant he was responsible for deciding how to 

transform a piece of land into a growing oasis of fruits and vegetables.  Through courses 

paid for by Planting Justice, he had gained knowledge about soil, composting, building 

raised beds, keeping livestock, and maximizing fruit and vegetable production.  “Now 

when I look at open spaces, for example, I always think, ‘what a waste, you could be 
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growing a whole bunch of vegetables or fruit.’  You end up not even needing to go the 

supermarket.  It saves a ton of money.”  And community members could not be more 

grateful for his work and dedication.  For every three clients who pay for a new garden, a 

low-income family received one for free or at a subsidized cost.  And they were always 

encouraged to participate in the building and planting process. 

They come outside and they have their gloves and their shovels and their 

tools and they’re ready to start planting and many of the families and 

communities we serve have kids so they have their kids come outside and 

we teach their kids how to do it, so we’re educating the kids and having 

the entire community be part of the job we do.   

 

Even the families who can pay do not pay much.  But they always greeted Planting 

Justice workers with a smile and often tried to provide a home-cooked lunch, drinks, and 

snacks throughout the workday.   

Julio used his knowledge to work with a variety of people, from 5-year-olds to 

men recently released from prison, and everyone in between.  “I enjoy working with all 

sorts of ages – they all have something different to teach me.  I learn different styles from 

interacting with different ages,” he asserted.  When I inquired as to what he had learned 

throughout his whole environmental justice journey, he emphasized the importance of 

treating agricultural workers fairly and with adequate compensation, comprehending 

where food comes from and why gas prices are so high, and not believing that all food 

products come from cans and just magically appear in the supermarket.  Through 

Planting Justice he was currently launching a 5-acre, Community-Supported Agriculture 

(CSA) project in El Sobrante that will eventually allow the local community access to 

fresh and healthy local food.  “Whole Foods and Trader Joe’s are too far away from this 

community and the prices are way too high for low-income people.  So this way we can 
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help.”  By establishing a farm within easy reach of a low-income population, and 

providing opportunities for learning to grow food at their own homes, Julio was hoping to 

combat food deserts, food ignorance, and some of the many environmental 

misconceptions that exist in communities like the one in which he grew up.  

Julio was a born educator and leader.  His values included compromise and 

learning from others, be it those more or less experienced.  His current project involved 

building an elementary school garden not too far from his own home that will eventually 

become a farmer market stand which the parents of the students growing the produce will 

be able to access.  Teaching others was not a new experience.  

I had a thing throughout high school for big words and developing a 

strong vocabulary…there was this word on a test, ‘what is flabbergast?’ 

And because I used to use that word in class all the time, there was this 

one student who came up to me and said, ‘You know Julio, you helped me 

during the exam because I knew what ‘flabbergast’ was.  Thanks to you, I 

was able to get the right answer.’  So that was pretty cool.   

 

He talked extensively about the importance of educating today’s youth to ensure they 

were equipped with the knowledge to make the wisest possible environmental decisions.  

“We’re giving them the seeds to allow them to pick the fruits later on.  Literally and 

figuratively,” he mused.  He knew the information was accessible, but worried that 

students were not interested enough to understand why certain communities had higher 

rates of disease or why certain areas had higher levels of air and water pollution, or why 

environmental racism directly impacted them.  And he mostly worried they were too 

focused on technology and  bombarded with advertisements for unhealthy food items like 

Coca-Cola and McDonald’s to focus on where their food came from, maintaining their 

ancestors’ connection to the land, and the current agricultural system and plight of 

agricultural workers.   
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Future Plans 

Julio was attending Chabot Community College in Hayward, and was in his third 

semester attempting to complete the transfer requirements needed for the University of 

California at Davis to major in Sustainable Agriculture.  His goal?  “To work land on a 

larger scale.  To figure out how do we bring food to the people who really need it,” he 

explained.  This dream was not cultivated by a long line of family agriculturalists; rather, 

as far as Julio was aware, he would be the first in his family to pursue such a career.  And 

his mother, of whom he spoke so highly throughout our interview, could not be more 

proud.  

I guess every mother has that dream that her son is going to become a 

doctor or lawyer or one of those jobs that our society looks upon as really 

high-level status.  But when I told her I actually wanted to become a 

farmer and cultivate land and teach people, she wasn’t mad at me, she 

actually encouraged me to keep doing the same thing.   

 

Julio’s future goals were relatively straight-forward: saving the planet and encouraging 

others, especially youth, to do the same.   

Julio hoped before he left for university he had the opportunity to see proof that 

someone he taught was now improvising and adapting his methods to teach to others.  He 

knew he was making positive changes in his community, but he also knew, with such a 

large low-income population in Oakland and around the entire Bay Area, more young 

people needed to become active leaders in order to see real change occur.  And, if public 

schools were not encouraging youth to become environmental justice activists, 

community members needed to take on that role.  “Encouraging youth and empowering 

them to understand that if I came from the same high school and neighborhood you came 

from, then it’s possible to follow your own dreams and make a positive impact in your 
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community.”  Julio believed certain things happen for certain reasons, and people were 

led to the path that would make them happiest.  “I’m very passionate about the work I 

do,” he declared.  “If your passion is farming then you should go for it.”   

Jenny’s Story 

“You do something, you get something back” 

 

“Are you a reporter?” I heard above the whirl of farm machinery and overhead 

traffic, as I struggled to keep pace with Diego whom I had come to observe and interview 

on a hot and sunny May Saturday morning Veggielution farm workday.  As there were 

several volunteers weeding, hoeing, and spreading fresh dirt while chatting with other 

volunteers located within a close radius, I was not immediately aware of the author of the 

inquiry, or even if it was directed at me.  However, since I was quite obviously the only 

individual that morning holding a pen, notebook, camera, and tape recorder instead of a 

farming contraption or vegetable to be planted, and since I was still in need of securing 

research participants, I made a split-second decision and hoped such a question, if indeed 

directed at me, meant someone else in this agricultural crowd was potentially interested 

in sharing their story.   

I turned around to scan the crowd for possible sources, in the process lost step 

with Diego whom I was trailing and with whom I would catch up again later, and 

observed Jenny watching me intently.  A young, petite Asian girl with long, flowing dark 

hair down her back, round cheeks, and a big smile full of braces approximately 20 feet 

from where I stood wielding a shovel almost taller than her asked me again, “are you a 

reporter?”  Immediately, I recognized that although she was of small stature, her presence 
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and personality were quite impressive, and when we met again later in her own 

environment, my initial impression did not disappoint.   

I trudged over and through several mounds of dirt, introduced myself, and 

explained my graduate student status and the environmental justice focus of my research.  

Jenny wanted to know what exactly I was researching, what university I attended, if my 

information would be published, and why the field of environmental justice interested 

me.  Initially it seemed I was the one being interviewed.  We established that she attended 

a school in the same district for which I worked and when I spoke of being an 

environmental club advisor at my site, she went on to explain she had recently founded 

her school’s first ever environmental organization, Green Club, and was attempting to 

solicit advice for overcoming several bureaucratic and personnel obstacles.  Most 

importantly, she hoped I would be interested in highlighting her environmental struggle 

for the good of her school and community, and, in exchange, she would gain insight into 

new club ideas to share with her peers, club members, and school.  Hers was an offer I 

simply could not refuse, so I recorded Jenny’s contact information, and we met again 

approximately two weeks later at her high school site. 

Identity and Early Years 

 Jenny, who appeared younger than her now-18 years, revealed that she was born 

in the Bay Area to immigrant Vietnamese parents.  She was bilingual and switched with 

ease between English and Vietnamese throughout our conversation as she was interrupted 

with questions by students, teachers, and the custodial staff.  She had two older brothers, 

one of whom she described as mentally disabled, “… so we always try to be involved, 

doing family activities, especially for him.  I think that’s the reason we started going 



120 
 

 

camping and started doing outdoor family things together.  Because he really likes it,” 

she stated.  When I asked Jenny if her family was ‘green’ she responded:  

We go camping a lot, that’s our favorite family activity.  The last time we 

went, we went hiking and when we came back to our campsite all of our 

food was gone.  And the tent was open.  I think it was the raccoons.  And 

they actually opened the tent.  It was crazy [laughs].  Now my mom is 

scared to go back, but we’ll try again this summer…And my dad likes 

being green.  He loves the environment, he loves animals, he loves nature 

…we recycle, we garden…my dad gardens all the time.   

 

Family was a recurring theme in Jenny’s explanations.  And, unlike many other teenagers 

with whom I work, Jenny did not seem embarrassed or uncomfortable discussing her 

family’s limitations.  She discussed how her mother still attempted to garden since an 

accident resulting in a broken hip, but her disability now made that activity nearly 

impossible.  Later, Jenny went on to mention how she planned to attend college locally to 

allow for the time necessary to assist her father with her brother’s and mother’s special 

needs.  She stated she was quite close with her siblings.  And she spoke rather highly of 

her father as well, citing him as the most important influence on her ever-growing 

environmental agenda: 

He has these certain plants in the back he never lets us touch.  He doesn’t 

even let the dogs go near them.  There’s a gate around them and 

everything.  They’re just his.  It’s cool.  I don’t know what they’re called 

in English, but they’re minty and you can smell them and he likes to put 

them in with all of his food.  He has diabetes, so he doesn’t like eating 

anything that’s unhealthy now.  On the side of the house he has other 

plants.  He grows aloe vera.  If I asked my dad to come with us and help 

garden with us here, he would definitely.  He’d like volunteering at 

Veggielution, too.   

 

Jenny went on to mention how she became an inspired young environmental activist by 

spending time with her father, watching movies like Ice Age and You-Tube videos on 

environmental issues such as urban farming and global warming.  She strongly valued 
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this time spent together and the impact it had on her knowledge and understanding of the 

planet.   

Education 

Jenny attended a large, public, low-socioeconomic, low-performing San Jose high 

school located in a predominantly Vietnamese and Mexican immigrant neighborhood.  

Driving by her high school, it was impossible not to notice the local community – the 

liquor and check cashing shops advertising in Vietnamese and Spanish; the patrolling 

police vehicles; the Walmart located a few blocks away where, Jenny told me later, most 

people in the neighborhood purchased their produce for lack of healthier options; and the 

general lack of greenery in an area that used to be the center of the Valley of Heart’s 

Delight.  In her own words:  

When you get off campus and you see around this area, it’s not very 

inspiring.  Actually, it’s very ugly and dull, and you would be really sad if 

you walked around…it’s like a slum and it’s very dirty…there’s so much 

pollution and it just seems like there’s nothing we can do about it.   

 

As I wandered around her neighborhood before and after our interview, I saw she was far 

from exaggerating.  

Also glaringly apparent in the local neighborhood were the abandoned buildings, 

barred house windows, and vacant lots.  It was hearing Jenny speak of one of these 

vacant lots which initially piqued my interest in learning more about her environmental 

justice struggle.  At our first meeting she briefly mentioned she and several other club 

members were volunteering at the Veggielution farm to absorb as many farming 

techniques as possible with the goal of securing an abandoned plot, located adjacent to 

her high school, and transforming it into an urban garden.  I recognized the plot 

immediately, with no further description necessary.  A full block long and running the 
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depth of the school, Jenny informed me the land would cost approximately one million 

dollars to purchase from the city of San Jose.  Perhaps surprisingly, her school principal 

had recently expressed interest in this proposition and was looking into securing funding 

options.   

Current Environmental Justice Work 

Jenny invited me to attend a Friday afternoon Green Club meeting located on 

campus, a surprisingly green oasis amidst all the surrounding concrete and dilapidation.  

Appreciating the trash-free, manicured green lawns, well-kept buildings, and full and 

abundant trees providing much-needed shade for the 1,500 students on this hot May 

afternoon, it came to surprise me less and less when Jenny spoke of how supportive her 

principal and school staff were for her Green Club efforts.  When I mentioned how 

impressed I was with her 100% classroom and teacher participation, a feat I had yet to 

accomplish at my own site, at the end of just the first year of the school’s first-ever 

recycling program that she personally established, she said although most teachers would 

choose to participate on their own, her principal has made the paper, bottles, and cans 

recycle program mandatory in all classrooms.  He had also provided buses, free of 

charge, for Green Club members when they organized beach clean-ups and had promised 

more support for future activities.  As I follow Jenny around campus, it seemed every 

staff member knew her by name and thanked her for her efforts and commitment to their 

school.  “They’ve been really happy about the recycling,” she stated.  “More than happy, 

actually, because they said the paper just piled up and they would just throw it away.  

They don’t like to stay after school on Fridays, they like to go home, but a lot of them 
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will stay later just to make sure we can get into their rooms.  That’s pretty awesome of 

them,” she declared, proudly.   

When I inquired as to how Green Club came into existence, Jenny happily 

elaborated:  

It was just kind of an enlightenment I had over the summer.  I wasn’t 

really doing much in the summer and I’ve always wanted to be an 

environmentalist…and I always wanted to meet similar people like that 

and I wanted a new club to be active so I asked a teacher and she said we 

had a previous green club, because that’s how I heard of it, but they never 

were active, never, and the most members they had was four and that’s not 

even enough for officers.  So she said she would happily be our advisor, 

but she’s also very busy, so then another teacher came into the picture and 

she tries to make us more active.  It really was very recreational because 

all of us, we don’t really know what we’re doing, but we’re just doing it 

because we want to.  We know when you want to do something you can 

just do it.  We’re all juniors and we’re all friends…it’s a solid group of 

friends and I’m just the president.   

 

Jenny spoke rapidly, and with so much energy and excitement, she tended to bounce 

between subjects.  She alternated between Green Club president responsibilities and 

junior prom details, as she was also a student body representative in charge of the 

evening’s dance.  I observed her in action, providing instructions for both activities to 

different groups of students, switching between locating missing trash bins to hanging 

gym decorations.  She recorded each club member’s activity log and time spent, and they 

regularly look to her for instructions.  But Jenny did not simply supervise; I had to 

practically run to stay on her pace as we checked classroom recycle bins, collected the 

cache, deposited in the large collection bin behind campus, and continued to more 

classrooms.  I found myself exhausted keeping up with her.   

 Jenny chose to conduct her own personal research because environmental topics 

had generally not been discussed throughout her public school experience.  One 
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exception was when she participated in a sixth-grade, four-day, environmental camp 

associated with Santa Clara County in the Santa Cruz Mountains, and still remembered 

the experience fondly:  

It was awesome when we did it.  The food was great!  That was one of the 

reasons why everyone wanted to go, b/c we heard the food was great...we 

stayed in cabins and went hiking, and hiking at night.  We had our own 

hiking leader, and there were only six or seven of us in a group, and when 

we got up the mountain, we would play games, environmental games, like 

“who can spot this kind of tree?”  They gave us paperwork so we knew 

what to look for.  It was a great way to get to know your plants and native 

flowers.  Green Club is planning to start volunteering there this summer as 

cabin leaders.  

 

Now as a high school student, Jenny, fortunately, attended one of the few schools in her 

district that offered AP Environmental Science.  However, students had unofficially 

labeled this two-period, college-level, laboratory course the most difficult class offered at 

school, which tended to scare off many otherwise interested students.  Jenny mentioned 

the teacher was attempting to recruit Green Club students:  

He says that if Green Club were to participate, to actually learn and know 

all of the environmental stuff, like, officially, we would have the 

knowledge to bring it to the school and the community.  And then we 

could incorporate some of what we’re learning into our plans.  It’s a good 

idea; we’ll see who he can convince… 

 

 This teacher succinctly vocalized one of Jenny’s main concerns: student recruitment and 

retention.  Surprisingly to me, however, even she did not seem wholly convinced of the 

worthwhile nature of this academic endeavor, or perhaps her fear had overshadowed 

some of her desire to learn.   

Although Jenny had spent time conducting individual environmental research, had 

attempted to incorporate her learning into other classroom assignments, started a 

recycling program, volunteered in a variety of community environmental activities, 
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planned to start a community garden to help provide fresh produce to her neighborhood, 

and was always searching for new opportunities in which to involve Green Club, she felt 

insecure and as if she did not know what she was doing.  She mentioned this several 

times during our interview.  In response to my question regarding how she started Green 

Club she stated, “we don’t really know what we’re doing, but we’re just doing it because 

we want to.  We know when you want to do something you can just do it.”  When we 

discussed turning the empty plot of land into a farm she stated, “we don’t know how to 

start a farm – so we know we need professionals to come in and help us get it started.”  

And when we spoke of establishing new Green Club activities she stated, “but it’s hard 

here because we’re so young and our advisors are always so busy, that they don’t really 

tell us where we can go or places we can connect with, so we kinda have to figure that 

out on our own.”  Far from appearing daunted by the prospect of self-education, Jenny 

gave the impression she was energized by environmental challenges and willing to spend 

much of her free time researching answers and opportunities to share with her fellow club 

members.   

Jenny was an A student, at the top of her class, enrolled in Advanced Placement 

courses, and like many of her high-achieving peers, slept little but displayed vast amounts 

of frenetic energy.  She valued persistence and hard work, was a fervent multi-tasker, 

coordinated events and organized activities through social media on her I-Phone which 

she constantly checked, devoted many extracurricular hours to her high school campus, 

and was strongly focused on improving the future of her community.  Jenny and other 

Green Club members began volunteering at Veggielution where we met with the specific 

goal of absorbing farming techniques to apply to the empty plot next to their own school.  



126 
 

 

We met on a Saturday morning during their seventh week of attendance; the following 

day they planned to spend volunteering with a local agency planting trees in their San 

Jose community, an organization they volunteered with once a month.  However, this 

weekend was in May, in the middle of Advanced Placement and final examinations, and 

they still devoted at least ten hours to environmental causes outside their school.  When I 

commended Jenny and her team on their dedication to community environmental work, 

she responded, “well, I’d like to do more on campus activities, but I’m not sure how 

much there’s to do around here.  We have a lot of greenery already, so we don’t need to 

do much to make it pretty.”   

Besides recycling, planting trees, and learning agricultural techniques, Green Club 

had volunteered at a local food bank, and volunteered regularly at a local church to earn 

their required 20 service hours towards graduation, not that they could possibly need to 

accumulate additional hours.  This work was not environmental, rather they helped 

provide transportation and escort the elderly as needed.  As Jenny explained, “we wanted 

to help out in the community, too,” as if their environmental work did not help enough.   

The next day they were scheduled to return to Veggielution, and on Sunday they planned 

to volunteer with the Red Cross, another 10-plus hour environmental volunteering May 

weekend.  They also organized and completed a beach clean-up, and scheduled two more 

during summer vacation, including one end-of-school-year celebration in June.  Most 

students would spend a day at the beach celebrating summer; Green Club spends their 

time cleaning it.   

The people at the beach and the security were very supportive about us, 

because we worked alone and didn’t partner up with any company.  They 

told us if we needed anything they would help us out, and all we brought 

were gloves and bags and little picker-thingies and when we were done we 
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just hung out for a while.  It was just our little group, like 15-20 people.  It 

was a good day.   

 

A further summer goal is to expand the recycling program to Great America, where, 

currently, bottles and cans were not recycled, and where Jenny had contacts and planned 

to work during the summer.  She had also recently organized a campus battery-recycling 

program at the request of teachers, and was busy researching environmentally-friendly 

cleaning materials to host a Green Club car-wash fundraiser.   

 There were limits to her abilities.  She was frustrated about not being able to 

recruit and motivate more students.  “They’re not busy,” she lamented, “they’re not 

working.  They’re just hanging out playing video games.  Well, some of them do play 

sports after school.”  There were 26 official Green Club members, but only eight 

participated regularly.  Some students initially expressed interest but stopped attending 

meetings when the hard work began.  Jenny and the other officers had been strategizing 

recruitment techniques, maintaining interest, and how to make such hard work more 

enjoyable to those who would not normally find it so.   

If they see us enjoying ourselves we should get more participants. That’s 

what we try to do, that’s what I’ve tried to do all year, but it’s hard, and it 

doesn’t always happen.  Sometimes I want to give up and I don’t want to 

do it anymore because it’s so much work just doing it by yourself.  The 

other members, they even said it in a meeting before that, ‘the only reason 

we’re here is to support you, Jenny,’ and I was like, ‘oh, no, please don’t 

say that.’   

 

Jenny had officially entitled their summer program the 100-Day Challenge believing, “if 

you give something a title then it’ll always work.  If you have a goal and a time limit set 

for it, it’ll work…otherwise it’ll all be very disorganized.”  The Friday I spent shadowing 

and interviewing Jenny was also her high school’s Food Fair day, a club lunchtime 

fundraising activity.  Green Club spent the previous evening assembling sushi rolls made 
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of organic rice and meat wrapped in seaweed, and was thrilled when they sold out their 

entire spread in the first seven minutes, helping to further highlight the club’s many 

social activities.   

Future Plans 

Green Club had big plans for more fun activities the following year, but the 

current group of officers will become seniors, and college planning will take precedence.  

Jenny was undecided about her major and future career, but she was intrigued with 

forensics and was interested in exploring that field more, preferably at San Jose State 

University.  When I expressed surprise that she did not list an environmental subject as 

her intended major, she responded, “it’s hard when I don’t see a lot of inspiration around 

me, and I’m not sure if I’ll ever really be able to do enough to make it worthwhile.  But 

I’m still considering it.”  She hoped to attend graduate school at the University of 

California at Santa Cruz to be in close proximity to the beach and the mountains, yet 

close enough to visit home regularly.  I had not expected this young, green, community 

activist to give up her environmental fight so easily, and only hope she finds further 

inspiration and like-minded individuals throughout her future educational endeavors to 

keep her on a green, justice path.   

However, accomplishing a mountain of work was on the agenda before any 

current Green Club member ventured off to university, foremost of which was acquiring 

the empty, overgrown plot of land located so close to campus it could be incorporated 

without any questioning of spatial logistics.  Jenny envisioned transforming the plot into 

a community farm, providing fresh, locally-grown, organic produce for members of her 

low-income community who were less fortunate and could not afford the money or time 
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to purchase, grow, or drive to where it was available.  Jenny was on a mission to provide 

healthy alternatives in a traditionally unhealthy neighborhood.  “We’re all so unhealthy 

around here,” she stated, “and I’ve always wanted to grow a farm and that piece of land 

gives us the opportunity to do that.”  She had thought out details such as web-based 

advertising in conjunction with Veggielution, which was located on the other side of 

town, community member participation in the form of planting and upkeep in exchange 

for free produce, and requiring reusable bags.  But why is this project of such 

importance?  She explained with such conviction: 

All we need is get some help getting it started – we don’t know how to 

start a farm – so we know we need professionals to come in and help us 

get it started.  It’s the city’s land, and it’s just going to waste right now.  

And we figure if we can do this, it’ll be something very visible for our 

club, so the other students can see it happening and maybe want to get 

involved more.  They would have to see it because they walk right past it 

every day.   That’s why I want our Green Club to be in charge of 

something that could benefit the entire community.  Right now what we’re 

doing benefits, but it’s just a little bit…I want everyone in this 

neighborhood to be involved, so they can see how important it is when 

you get something back.  You do something, you get something back.  

 

Jenny aspired to make her community a better place to live; a place people can be proud 

to call home.  She hoped by creating change, first at her school, then in the neighborhood 

beyond, she can then help inspire a movement of change, one that will eventually result 

in a better place to live.  The plot of land had been vacant for over ten years; it was 

expensive, but, as Jenny stated, “it would all be coming back to the community.”  She 

wanted to continue doing more, recruiting more students, and, perhaps most importantly, 

finding the right person to replace her when she graduated.  “People will help out, but 

they don’t want to step up and take the leadership role,” she bemoaned.  “We desperately 

need more leaders.”   
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS,  

AND CONCLUSIONS 

Summary of Findings  

Perhaps somewhat serendipitously, perhaps somewhat due to the snowball 

sampling technique I utilized, or perhaps living up to the Bay Area’s reputation of taking 

its culinary offerings and social justice protests seriously, all six of my research 

participants’ environmental justice focus was in the domain of food justice, albeit 

representing quite diverse aspects of the movement.  From Berkeley to Oakland to San 

Jose, I had the pleasure to interact with students working tirelessly to transform their low-

income neighborhoods by providing green oases, nutritious produce, community outreach 

and education, and low- or no-cost food options to allow African American, Latino, and 

other low-income and immigrant families to eat well.   

Although my three research questions continually guided my investigation, I also 

had the opportunity to discuss and learn about the history of the organic movement in the 

United States; the vast differences between industrial versus organic farming techniques; 

the health benefits of plants and herbs; the influence of art, family, educators, outdoor 

experiences, agricultural workers, crime, and obesity on the food justice movement; 

cultural relationships to land; and the intrinsic joys of a green transformation and food 

revolution.  In this chapter, I present my research findings and conclusions in relation to 

the Bay Area student environmental and food justice movements and my three research 

questions:  
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1. What factors, motivations, and life experiences inspired these students to 

devote such significant time and energy into environmental justice work?   

2. Why is the fight for environmental justice, conservation, and 

environmental stewardship so important to them?    

3. What tangible impact does student environmental justice work have on 

their development and that of their communities?  

Discussion 

Emerging Themes 

 The findings of this research spanned a wide range of themes, all of which were 

directly related to the food justice movement and were instrumental in gaining 

meaningful insight into the three research questions which guided this investigation.  

Themes were discussed by at least two, and sometimes all, participants involved.  

Although students drew on their personal life experiences to clarify their concerns and 

perceptions, these themes also represented significant and current areas of dialogue 

surrounding the environmental and food justice movements.   

Health and Nutrition 

 A main recurring theme throughout this research project was the need to provide a 

variety of fresh, nutritious, and wholesome culinary opportunities to low-income 

communities disproportionately plagued by obesity, heart disease, alcoholism, diabetes, 

high blood pressure, and cancer.  Many researchers link the urban, low-income, 

postindustrial health crisis with food deserts that have since given rise to junk food 

jungles.   
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The obesity epidemic is arguably the most pressing public health problem 

we face, costing the health care system an estimated $90 billion a year.  

Three of every five Americans are overweight; one of every five is obese.  

The disease formerly known as adult-onset diabetes has had to be renamed 

Type II diabetes since it now occurs so frequently in children…[who] 

have a one-in-three chance of developing diabetes.  An African American 

child’s chances are two in five.  Because of diabetes and all the other 

health problems that accompany obesity, today’s children may turn out to 

be the first generation of Americans whose life expectancy will actually be 

shorter than that of their parents (Pollan, 2006, p. 102).     

 

Fast food establishments and liquor stores have taken root in low-income communities of 

color where groceries and supermarkets have disappeared, providing primary access to 

cheap, convenient, and accessible quick meal opportunities.  Unfortunately, these food 

items are replete with high-fructose corn syrup, entirely devoid of nutritional value, and 

expensive (Goldstein, et al., 2008).  It is commonly accepted knowledge that food deserts 

disproportionately impact low-income communities of color (Beaulac, Kristjansson, & 

Cummins, 2009).   

The White House Kitchen Vegetable Garden, greatly expanded in 2009, was due 

largely in response to a social media petition campaign by food advocates across the 

country who advocated for a symbolic and substantial representation of the power of a 

small-scale, local garden, the results of which feed White House occupants and staff, 

while the excess is donated to area food banks.  The program fit the First Lady’s agenda 

and healthy eating campaign and has attracted thousands of local students on weekday 

tours.  It has also served as a national inspiration to encourage Americans, especially low-

income, African Americans, to increase their healthy food choices, prepare more meals at 

home, incorporate more fruits and vegetables into their daily meal planning, and decrease 

the likelihood of obesity and other illnesses associated with poor diets and lack of 

exercise (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010).    
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Sal was personally influenced by the need to maintain a healthy lifestyle and lose 

the weight he had gained as a teenager subsisting on the limited high-calorie, pre-

packaged, convenience store and fast food options prevalent in his community.  Luckily 

for him, the dimethylpolysiloxene and tertiary butylhydroquinone, carcinogens and 

butane added to fast food meats to preserve freshness, do not appear to have permanently 

impacted his health (Pollan, 2006).  Researchers have found that small corner stores and 

ethnic groceries are located in abundance in low-income communities of color, along 

with a disproportionate number of liquor stores (Short, Guthman, & Raskin, 2007).  

However fresh and nutritious produce are not available in these establishments, as 

shelves are commonly stocked with alcohol, tobacco paraphernalia, and packaged, poor-

quality, food products that are high in sugars, preservatives, and saturated fats (Raja, Ma, 

& Yadav, 2008).     

Rose and Ellie’s life work revolved around their strongly-held beliefs, and one 

confirmed by food justice activists, nutritionists, organic farmers, and the medical and 

scientific communities alike, that eating well and maintaining a healthy and active body 

and mind are intimately linked.  Julio, Sal, Diego, and Jenny recognized, all too well, the 

challenges low-income Latino and other immigrant neighborhoods face in combating 

local food deserts, and their lack of voice and influence in establishing their own 

community food system needs.  Students’ efforts to increase healthy, affordable, 

neighborhood food options ranged from creating backyard gardens to organizing urban 

farming to securing donated supermarket produce.  Although their techniques varied, 

their goals were the same: to transform their communities so that all members had equal, 

nutritious, and delicious food access.   
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One approach to providing young people with the nutritious food so necessary for 

their health and development is participation in a Farm to School lunch program, which 

advocates sourcing local food for schools and preschools breakfasts, lunches, and snacks.  

Begun in Santa Monica almost ten years ago when a pilot program provided enough 

evidence that given the opportunity, students would choose farmers’ market salad bar 

options over pizza and other traditional school lunch options, the program now operates 

nation-wide.  The Farm to School initiative also encourages agricultural, health, and 

nutritional education opportunities, such as the creation of school gardens, farming field 

trips, cooking lessons, and posting nutritional data for students to become familiar, at a 

young age, with their food selections.   

Farm to School lunches support local and regional farms and farmers, improve the 

health of children and communities by decreasing the likelihood of childhood obesity, 

and are cost-efficient due to relying on local, seasonal ingredients.  They also emphasize 

supporting school site diversity, local interests, and ethnic food preferences.  Both Sal 

and Julio lamented the lack of nutritious lunch offerings at their high school site which 

prompted their daily off-campus McDonald’s ventures, and because I work in the same 

district as Jenny, I am all too familiar with the pre-packaged, frozen, processed food on 

offer at her school site.  Approximately 70 California districts currently participate in a 

Farm to School food program, including schools in the Bay Area’s Berkeley, Hayward, 

Novato, and Monterey (National Farm to School Network, 2013).  

Oil and Energy Conservation 

 All six research participants were avid recyclers.  Ellie, Rose, and Diego were 

regular bike-riders.  Sal enjoyed walking and only recently acquired a vehicle.  Ellie and 
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Rose espoused the benefits of regular composting.  Jenny, Diego, and Rose spent much 

outdoor time with their families, camping, fishing, hiking, and exploring.  Ellie, Rose, 

Diego, and Jenny had access to backyard gardens as children and were taught about 

plants, local produce, and canning for the less productive winter months.  Ellie sewed her 

own clothing.  Rose worked closely with organizations that donated, rather than trashed, 

leftover food.  All six participants were concerned, on a local, as well as global scale, 

with the environmental consequences of their actions and how to minimize their own and 

others’ ecological footprints.  

 Approximately 50% of all packaging used globally is for food products, and 

beverages add another 20% to that total (Ackerman-Leist, 2013, p. 67).  Diego expressed 

concern for the lack of non-packaged foods available within several miles of his home 

and workplace, and the impact this waste has on local landfills.  Jenny stated, quite 

adamantly, that when the empty plot of land adjacent to her school is ready for 

harvesting, customers will be required to supply their own reusable bags.  Approximately 

40% of food produced in this country is wasted, while less than 3% of this food waste is 

diverted for the recycling of nutrients through composting or animal feed (p. 69).  

Meanwhile, the amount of food, manure, and yard waste that could be recycled is 

growing exponentially, and yet,    

we are absolutely dependent upon synthetic fertilizers to grow the majority 

of our food: fertilizers that pollute our water, increase our dependence on 

fossil fuels, contribute to climate change, and link food security to markets 

outside our control (p. 65).  

 

Ellie, Rose, and Diego taught composting methods at their worksites to students of all 

ages; Jenny and her club members were learning the scientific techniques during their 
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volunteer hours; and Sal and Julio had recently begun incorporating composting systems 

into their gardening plans for interested clients. 

   Sal and Julio became knowledgeable about highway trucking restrictions as part 

of their environmental justice curriculum, and quickly realized how limiting noise and 

emissions in one part of the Bay Area only increases these injustices in other, mostly low-

income communities of color.  One key area of concern for this group of young 

environmental justice activists is reliance on oil, and the ‘food miles’ that exist between 

farm sites and kitchens.  Transportation of food, along with chemical fertilizers and 

pesticides, uses the most energy in the food production and distribution process, and the 

farther food has to travel, the greater is the energy and oil usage.  In fact, 20% of 

America’s petroleum consumption is designated for the production and transportation of 

our food (Pollan, 2006).  Advocating for the local, small-scale, organic movement 

virtually eliminates costs associated with fossil fuel consumption, fertilizers, pesticides, 

refrigeration, and packaging.  It also decreases the probability toxic chemicals will end up 

contaminating our shared air and waterways.               

Cultural Impact  

As a relatively young nation comprised of multitudes of immigrant groups 

representing virtually every country throughout the world, Americans have never 

experienced a single culinary tradition.  Our food culture is driven by a vast array of 

ethnic contributions that have been at once modified, updated, and incorporated into 

regional and fusion dishes, while maintaining their essence and originality in many 

family kitchens throughout the country.  Immigrants longing for the tastes and smells of 

their homeland recognize the need to grow their own herbs and produce, if these items 
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are not readily available in grocery stores.  In fact, immigrant gardeners and farmers, who 

are able to revitalize unused or abandoned, oftentimes small plots of urban land, represent 

the most rapidly expanding group of food growers in the nation, in this time categorized 

by rapid loss of farmland and urban sprawl.   

Due to prices and location, low-income communities often cannot access a 

proper, nutritious diet, or follow recommendations from the medical community.  The 

current food movement that espouses an organic, grass-fed, and free range cuisine 

remains physically, economically, and socially out of reach for many.  Through food 

justice activism, these communities, and this study’s six student activists, sought to create 

local food systems that met their own cultural needs while imagining that all 

communities, regardless of race, income, or location, can boast access to nutritious, 

quality food.  The way we eat represents our relationship with the natural world.  The 

power to influence a food system that prioritizes environmental and human rights also 

places much value on other species such as plants, animals, and fungi, recognizes the 

significance of biodiversity, and signifies respect for our deep connections and 

intertwined relationships (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011).   

 Food and food practices are not simply individual preferences or physiological 

necessities; they are also physical manifestations of cultural values and practices.  Jenny 

discussed her father’s love of tending to and incorporating traditional herbs and plants 

into his diet.  Julio and Sal complemented their mothers’ cooking, especially in relation to 

traditional holiday and birthday meal preparation.  Diego’s adoptive father espoused the 

merits of cultivating his own land.  Sal’s father’s natural farm- and ranch-based diet and 

resulting slender frame served as a source of inspiration, even though their contact was 
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minimal.  Food and food practices can inform social and racial identity and assist first- 

and second-generation youth in developing relationships, appreciation, and insight into 

their cultural and family histories.       

Economics and Access 

 Between 1935 and 1987, the number of grocery stores in Oakland, for example, 

plummeted, from over 1,000 to approximately 200, as local industry declined, 

unemployment increased, and purchasing power plunged; the final West Oakland 

supermarket closed in 2006 (McClintock, 2011).  Many of these empty structures were 

eventually converted to dollar and liquor stores, which now serve as the primary source 

of the urban food retail industry and are more than twice as prevalent in the low-income, 

flatland area of Oakland than the rest of the city.  However, their prices are higher than 

those found at national supermarket chain stores, and they lack the availability of 

nutritious products and fresh produce.  Big box and superstores have attempted to fill this 

growing niche, but they are most often zoned in middle-class neighborhoods, off 

highways often only accessible by personal vehicles.  Those residents who do have 

transportation access to one of these establishments end up contributing to the already 

healthy economies of surrounding cities.   

Not only do most low-income communities of color lack access to fresh and 

nutritious food options, but supermarket prices in these neighborhoods are often more 

expensive for the exact same items found in supermarkets in suburban, middle-class 

neighborhoods, systematically disadvantaging low-income and urban communities of 

color (Winne, 2008).  And due to inequitable subsidy practices, high-calorie, unhealthy, 

high-fructose corn syrup items, such as potato chips and sodas, are generally cheaper than 
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whole foods like carrots and concentrated fruit juices.  Veggielution and Planting Justice 

are two of the many Bay Area organizations working to take over vacant lots and 

underutilized park land throughout Oakland and San Jose to provide residents with fresh 

produce via backyard gardens, sliding scale farm stands, local markets, supermarket 

donations, and Community Supported Agriculture initiatives.  And the nutritional, 

educational, and cultural food experiences that occur as a result are invaluable.  All six 

student research participants espoused the value of community education, through 

cooking classes, mentoring children and teenagers inside and outside the classroom, 

providing on-going and seasonal gardening assistance, and ensuring those most in need 

benefit from available services.      

Urban citizens also have to rally against local old zoning laws that prohibit 

homeowners from growing, selling, and donating their homegrown produce.  “It's an 

issue that's been controversial in cities like Oakland, which recently told a local grower 

she must pay possibly thousands of dollars for permits to sell any leftover food grown on 

her urban corner lot” (Coté, 2011, para. 4).  In May of 2011, San Francisco’s Mayor Lee 

signed legislation that permits urban agriculture throughout the city.  The new ordinance 

gives permission for the sale, pick up, and donation of fresh food and horticultural 

products grown throughout the city.  It also allows for the sale of "value-added products" 

such as jams, honey, pickles, or pies from any area, except those zoned exclusively for 

residential uses.  Growing food or horticultural products for personal use remains 

unregulated.  Other large cities like Seattle and New York recently established similar 

laws.  Urban agricultural proponents continue to advocate for rezoning regulations to 

accommodate edible gardening efforts (Ackerman-Leist, 2013).   
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Employment Opportunities 

Sal and Julio recognized, all too well, the devastating impact joblessness has on 

low-income communities.  Oakland’s flatland neighborhoods are home to a majority of 

the city’s low-income people of color.  Median income is 25% lower than the city 

average, unemployment is twice as high, approximately 30% of residents live below the 

poverty line, and crime statistics are representative of these factors (McClintock, 2011).  

Food deserts are glaringly apparent in these dilapidated landscapes of vacant lots, liquor 

stores, and barred storefronts.  As Van Jones, founder of Oakland’s Ella Baker Center for 

Human Rights and proponent of an inclusive green economy that is strong enough to lift 

people out of poverty, explains in The Green Collar Economy: How One Solution Can 

Fix Our Two Biggest Problems (2008), local food justice systems can result in social 

justice in the form of stable, meaningful, and sustainable employment in communities 

decimated by crime, violence, drug use, and the decline of the automotive and 

manufacturing industries.  

Not only were Sal and Julio incredibly grateful to work for an organization that 

believed in paying living wages and offered continual trainings for career advancement, 

but they also took great pride in working alongside men who were recently released from 

prison who appreciated their second chances and were just as thankful as the two young 

men for the opportunity to learn useful, employable, and legal skills.  Although the San 

Quentin Inside Garden graduates were technically limited to a six-month temporary 

employment status with Planting Justice, the organization did not dismiss any employees 

until a new position was secured, and had also managed to transition a few of the men to 

full-time, permanent status.  Begun in a Washington, D.C. restaurant in 1980, the nation's 
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first prison culinary-arts apprenticeship program, an innovative course that allowed those 

serving jail time to develop culinary skills in a three-year, five-hour-a-week program, 

proved so successful in keeping graduates employed and out of prison, it became the 

model for today’s correctional facilities that encourage programs in culinary arts, 

community service, and agricultural initiatives.  Recent studies provide evidence inmate 

recidivism rates for these programs are a fraction of that of conventional prisons 

(Ackerman-Leist, 2013).    

Farmworkers and Human Rights 

Both Julio and Diego expressed concern for and connection to the plight of the 

nameless and abundant farm laborers and the role they play in feeding the world’s 

population.  The food justice movement addresses a wide variety of crises for immigrant 

farmers and farmers of color, including land loss; intricate worker’s compensation and 

insurance laws that favor large, English-speaking, agribusiness corporations; organizing 

rights; wage labor; child labor restrictions; and limited inspectors dedicated to enforcing 

federal protections (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011).  Farmworkers face disproportionate 

exposure to noxious herbicides, pesticides, fungicides, fertilizers, and other chemicals 

that have been linked to sterility, birth defects, neurological diseases, and cancers; they 

experience the highest rate of poisonings of any labor sector in the nation (Bauer & 

Ramirez, 2010).  And perhaps ironically, those who are responsible for producing, 

packaging, pruning, catching, harvesting, and transporting the nation’s food are among 

those most likely to experience hunger or food insecurity.  Defined by the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, food security is having access, at all times, to enough food to 

maintain an active and healthy lifestyle for all family members and the assured ability to 
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acquire safe, nutritious, acceptable foods in socially acceptable, legal ways (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, 2013).   

In 2005, the University of California at Berkeley conducted the two-year Fresno 

Farmworker Food Security Assessment (FFFSA), which included a survey and focus 

groups consisting of 454 Fresno County agricultural workers, 394 of whom were native 

Spanish-speaking.  Fresno County is the most productive farming county in the country, 

home to the largest farmworker population in the nation, and simultaneously, one of the 

poorest counties in California.  The results of the FFFSA showed 45% of respondents 

were classified as food insecure with or without hunger, in comparison to 36% of the 

general Fresno County population, 15% of the overall national population, and 25% of 

the national African American and Hispanic populations.  Approximately half the 

agricultural workers in this study, who spend their days harvesting food for others, do not 

have the available means to feed their own families.  Determining factors included 

monthly income, level of documentation, migratory status, and availability of food 

stamps (Brown & Getz, 2011).   

Both Sal and Julio discussed the value human rights education had on their high 

school experiences and how becoming well-versed in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR) was practically implicit while attending a school named after 

Nelson Mandela.  Both young activists cited their intense confidence in the right to equal 

access to water and food as an impetus for their current work.  According to Article 25.1 

of the UDHR,  

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 

well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing 

and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in 

the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or 
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other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control (UDHR, 

2008).  

 

Brown and Getz (2011) frame food security as a critical human right, and the 

vulnerability experienced by agricultural workers as an internationally recognized 

inalienable right.  Sal, Diego, and Julio hoped to use their skills, influence, and growing 

knowledge to continue drawing attention to Californian agricultural worker rights and 

injustices.   

Connecting Bay Area Environmental and Food Justice to Theory  

Although much has been written pertaining to environmental justice in practice 

throughout the past two decades, and while justice literature in political and social theory 

has expanded and developed in that same timeframe, no universal agreement exists as to 

a specific environmental or food justice conceptual framework.  I now revisit my initial 

contention that it is imperative to combine literature from social justice theory, 

environmental psychology theory, and ecological justice theory to most accurately and 

comprehensively frame the environmental and food justice conversation.  All three are 

relevant to analyzing student environmental activism, motivations, and behaviors, and it 

is my contention that a synthesis of these theories is necessary to form an appropriate and 

universal environmental and food justice conceptual framework. 

Social Justice Theory 

Social justice theory is defined by three main concepts that have formed the basis 

for environmental justice literature, and generally relate to the needs and experiences of 

communities and societies as a whole.  Maldistribution refers to the fact that poor 

communities of color are more likely to be burdened with inequitable environmental 

hazards, while receiving fewer environmental protections.  Recognition focuses on the 



144 
 

 

processes and underlying causes that result in maldistribution, such as the lack of 

recognition in the social and political realms, demonstrated by various forms of insults, 

degradation, and absence of low-income, underrepresented community members on 

planning boards.  And capabilities theorists focus on the quality, not quantity, of how 

distribution impacts well-being, including: the ability to function, the processes necessary 

for human beings to flourish, bodily health and integrity, and recreational opportunities 

such as interactions with nature.   

All three social justice components were relevant to this study.  The lack of 

healthy, local, farm-fresh produce in low-income communities of Oakland and San Jose 

inspired Sal, Julio, Diego, and Jenny to become involved with local gardening and 

farming initiatives to allow for a more equal distribution of nutritious goods.  Rose and 

Diego worked with local community members to support their presence on newly 

established planning boards and in nutrition classes designed to better overall 

neighborhood health.  And all six participants enthusiastically espoused the necessity of 

health, nutrition, and regular interactions with nature.  In accordance with social justice 

theory, in order to fully comprehend injustice, it is necessary to continually examine the 

racial, social, cultural, symbolic, and institutional conditions that resulted in 

maldistribution, a lack of recognition, and the lack of healthy interactions with nature to 

focus on the elimination of institutionalized domination and oppression (Rawls, 1971; 

Bullard, 1990; Pulido, 2000; Nussbaum, 2000).  

Environmental Psychology Theory 

Environmental psychology models seek to interpret the behavior of individuals as 

they react to their social and physical environments, and recognize a person’s internal 
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representation, beliefs, and meanings about his or her environment help determine actions 

and experiences.  Environmental psychology is defined as a pragmatic discipline driven 

by environmental problems in today’s real world.  For example, common environmental 

stressors that overwhelmingly impact low-income communities of color include 

crowding, noise pollution, lack of safety, heavy traffic, and overstimulation from the 

ambient environment, which have been found to result in anxiety, depression, illness such 

as high blood pressure, exhaustion, lowered task performance, disruptive and aggressive 

behavior, substance abuse, minimal outdoor play, and the lack of a neighborhood support 

system.   

Sal and Julio were initially drawn to environmental justice activism upon learning 

about inequitable traffic route planning that resulted in significantly greater levels of 

noise and air pollution along the low-income I-880 corridor.  They were driven by the 

belief that providing access to nutritious food and livable wages can help combat the lack 

of safety in their communities.  Jenny expressed dismay regarding the slum-like 

appearance of her neighborhood.  Diego was looking forward to spending his foreseeable 

future in a rural community with limited urban distractions.  Ellie’s main goals included 

moving to a small seaside town to appreciate nature, the ocean, artistic expression, and a 

sustainable existence.  And Rose, although extremely invested in her schooling and 

mission to bring Ceres to Berkeley, found she accomplished her best work after 

recharging in the school garden or at her family’s rural home.  Many studies have found 

correlations between experiencing nature and reducing stress, promoting positive moods 

and feelings, and facilitating recovery from illness (Ulrich, Simons, Losito, Fiorito, 

Miles, & Zelson, 1991; Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989; Hull and Harvey, 1989), unfortunately, 
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low-income communities of color tend to lack these ever important, quiet, safe green 

spaces.    

Ecological Justice Theory 

The ecological justice model acknowledges society’s obligations to future 

generations; supports the consideration of nature in policy decision-making; encourages 

the safeguarding of the natural world, in perpetuity, with a necessary focus on 

sustainability; and defends the protection of individuals, communities, species, and entire 

populations, to ensure continued survival of the natural world.   Ecological justice 

theorists focus on the similarities, rather than differences, between humans and the 

natural world, recognize nature is an integral part of an interconnected web of 

relationships that support the planet, and argue the right to justice should encompass 

those who are unable to articulate their own needs and rights, including infants, those 

with disabilities, nonhuman beings, and the natural world (Baxter, 2005; Barry, 2005; 

Bell, 2002).   

 All six research participants were avid recyclers, outdoor enthusiasts, and 

conservationists, who endeavored to reduce their ecological footprints as much as 

possible, while attempting to preserve the planet for future generations.  They recognized 

that damage to one species, through pollution, urbanization, food deserts, or habitat 

destruction, resulted in damage to the planetary ecosystem.  They attempted, like Jenny, 

to secure unused plots of land for the good of their community, and, like Rose and Ellie, 

to ensure the Berkeley Student Organic Garden did not become subsumed by the research 

and testing site on the other side of the fence.  Sal and Julio hoped the addition of 

nutritious food in their community would allow for a healthier, safer, and more 
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productive population.  And Diego was optimistic that, by including as many community 

members as possible in the daily operations of his farm site, it would come to be a 

respected and highly valued piece of land for many generations to come.  This group of 

environmental and food justice advocates proved just as devoted to becoming experts in 

their fields as they were to benefitting their communities as a whole and safeguarding the 

natural world.              

     New Elements to Environmental Justice Literature 

As previously stated in the Background and Need for the Study section, very little 

research currently exists attempting to better understand the actual students deeply 

involved in environmental justice work and, to date, I have found no literature which tells 

the story of the fight for environmental and food justice from the perspectives of the 

actual students themselves.  Most literature is written, instead, about a specific 

community’s struggle against environmental racism (e.g., Erin Brockovich and the town 

of Hinkley, California’s legal case against Pacific Gas and Electric for ground water 

contamination).   The findings from this study help to contribute to a better understanding 

of the motivations and importance behind student participation in the environmental and 

food justice movements, and the tangible impact on Bay Area communities.  The 

following factors have emerged from the current research:   

 Movement Diversity  

In the past, environmental justice activism was predominantly the domain of low-

income, non-political Latina and African American women with children who were 

concerned for the health and well-being of their families and communities; they 

comprised the de facto foundation of the anti-toxics movement.  The movement against 
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environmental racism was orchestrated mainly by civil rights leaders and academia, 

generally represented by African American and Caucasian adult men.  In recent years, 

environmental justice advocates have expanded to include male and female youth and 

students, and immigrants of all ages, who now represent the fastest growing group of 

small-plot food growers in the nation (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011).    

One of my original research parameters was to ensure a diverse sampling of 

participants to represent the diversity of the Bay Area.  This did not prove challenging as 

I was able to easily identify male and female students from a variety of ethnic and 

socioeconomic backgrounds.  While I observed the six participants at their fieldwork 

sites, schools, and homes, I noticed they worked alongside male and female students and 

volunteers of all ages and ethnicities.  Several students enrolled in the Berkeley organic 

gardening course had recently transferred to the university from other states and 

countries.  Veggielution’s directors and staff were a diverse group all under the age of 40; 

volunteers ranged in age from elementary school thru retirement.  And Planting Justice 

employed men who were recently released from prison as well as high school graduates, 

whose resumes were devoid of job experience but ripe with enthusiasm and an aptitude 

for gardening.   

We’re not simply rejecting coal and unsustainable growth.  We’re not  

just using Facebook, but are forming a whole array of networks and cross-

organizational links involving individuals in political parties, pressure 

groups, local community groups, social groups, and mass movements  

with an international bent enabled by technology (Garman, 2009, para 3).  

 

The environmental and food justice movements have, in recent years, morphed into truly 

diverse initiatives characterized by a heterogeneous group of advocates, representing all 

ages, ethnicities, and socio-economic levels, and led by a technologically advanced, 



149 
 

 

youthful male and female student population focused on a singular mission: equality and 

access for all.  

Privilege 

  Out of this new wave of environmental and food justice leaders have emerged a 

non-traditional group of advocates: white, educated, middle to upper socioeconomic 

status students, who were not previously or personally impacted by environmental or 

food injustices in their communities.  Prior conventional wisdom held since 

environmental injustices predominantly impacted low-income African American and 

Latino populations, advocates would mainly hail from these communities.  However, this 

trend appears to be on the decline as the new generation of environmental and food 

justice advocates include youth who experienced more privileged upbringings, like Rose 

and Ellie.  Our new global, technologically advanced world has turned a spotlight onto 

the struggles of others: from the Middle East to marriage equality to global climate 

change, political, social, and societal concerns are now interconnected and of interest to a 

growing population of young, concerned citizens who understand their privilege does not 

shield them from the ills of society.  

  Universities recognize these new developments, as well, and have conformed to 

support these new societal norms.  Two examples from the Bay Area illustrate 

modifications in curriculum based on a growing demand of student interest.  San Jose 

State University’s Global Studies major has recently added courses in Hunger and 

Environmental Nutrition, Environmental Ethics and Philosophy, and Global Climate 

Changes.  The University of San Francisco’s Environmental Studies program now 

includes courses in Community Based Urban Agriculture, Community Garden Outreach, 
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International Environmental Politics, and Environmental Justice.  These courses and 

concentrations would not have been possible years ago, as technology, interest, and 

opportunity now allow students from a variety of diverse backgrounds to explore global 

and regional environmental and food concerns.     

 Today’s prevailing student perspective is one of interconnectedness and 

responsibility.  In the informal study I conducted the year prior to this research, most 

students I interviewed expressed dismay regarding the lack of environmental stewardship 

and accountability established by the current generation of lawmakers.  There appears to 

be limited disagreement amongst the current student population regarding the science 

behind global climate change, the expectation of universal equality, and the belief in 

human rights for all.  As a high school educator I often visit college campuses around the 

Bay Area: every campus I have visited in the last several years has instituted mandatory 

recycling programs, zero-waste initiatives, green energy transformations, and new 

environmental concentrations.  This educational environmental revolution has now 

become the norm across much of collegiate United States and is, therefore, bound to 

equally impact students across the spectrum of ethnicities, socio-economic status, and 

experiences.   

 A love for and appreciation of nature was instilled upon Rose at an early age, by 

politically active and environmentally conscious parents who used their privilege to allow 

for their child’s dynamic educational experience.  Freedom and social responsibility were 

taught to Ellie at an early age, by politically and socially conscious parents who used 

their privilege to allow for their child’s independent and laissez-faire educational 

experience.  Although Rose, Ellie, and their families were not the victims of 
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environmental injustices, they were always mindful of their surroundings and cognizant 

of society’s greater political and environmental woes.  I believe these young ladies, like 

many of today’s college students, knowingly use their privilege to contribute to the 

advocacy of a human rights violation – in this case, environmental and food injustice – 

and are aware the contribution of their white, middle class voices might improve the 

likelihood of success for their causes.   

Compensation 

 The students who are most invested in ensuring the survival of our earth appear to 

have minimal interest in monetarily benefiting from their investment.  One similarity that 

emerged throughout both my observations and interviews was the concept of becoming 

involved in environmental work for a much more significant cause: to help save the 

planet.  During a planting activity, I overheard one male student state, “it makes me feel 

good and I feel like I’m saving the world.”  Another male student told a female student 

who was not yet active, “you’re supposed to be working, you know!  You’re not saving 

the world doing nothing over there.”  In a casual conversation I had with one female 

student in the Berkeley garden, I was told, “one day I’m gonna have a family and I want 

the planet to be as good as, or better than, when I was a kid” and another male student 

stated, “we want to better our lives and we think about our futures…but it’s not just our 

futures.  We’re thinking about the futures of our children and families, our community, 

and the future of our planet, too.”     

 Both Julio and Sal were grateful for the opportunity to make a living wage in a 

community often characterized by unemployment and poverty.  Julio recognized his 

future farming plans may limit his income potential, but was more invested in making a 
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difference in his community.  Diego accepted his low-paid farming position for the 

experiences it provided, however his frustration with moving back to his parent’s home 

after college graduation was apparent.  Rose and Ellie expressed their desire to live 

meaningful lives by helping others and experiencing all natural California had to offer; 

they never once mentioned monetary compensation.  And Jenny offered the following 

insight in response to my interview question of the importance of involvement in 

environmental activities and activism:  

I was reading on-line all the articles about global warming…and it worried 

me, you know?  And it inspired us all.  I feel like I can make a change, no 

matter how small, there’s a significance.  And if I can get a lot of people to 

do it and then it builds up into something bigger and bigger.  I feel like 

I’m doing my part in helping the community.  If we don’t do something 

about it now, and if we don’t set a good example to younger generations, 

then it’s never gonna happen and we’re never gonna be able to change 

anything.  It’s kinda like a domino effect, I guess.  If we do something, 

then people are gonna do something later on, but if no one starts in the 

first place, then nothing’s gonna happen…[the club is] almost like your 

baby.  You want to watch it grow and you want to make a difference…I 

have a reason now, a purpose: I want to go out and change the world.  And 

I want to do that here, on my campus, and in my community, and 

eventually, when I go to college, and when I start working, I want it all to 

matter.  

 

Jenny, like the other student environmental justice activists in this study, expressed much 

more profound goals than that which money can buy.  This group of students displayed 

many signs of motivation and altruism.  They possessed personal commitments and 

responsibilities towards their environmental involvement that went far beyond 

completing experiences to add to their résumés.  They spoke passionately and effectively 

in their interviews, worked successfully with a diverse group of peers, incorporated what 

they learned in their homes and at their schools, and encouraged their families, friends, 

and peers to do the same.  Their dedication and hard work was grounded in an effort to 
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better themselves, their communities, and the planet, as a whole.  This group of 

environmental and food justice participants were less concerned with financial rewards, 

in part because they were too busy attempting to save the world.      

Support Systems 

 Without the love and encouragement of family, friends, and mentors, this group 

of young environmental and food justice advocates would most likely not be where they 

are today.  Each research participant attributed their path to success to the support of their 

loved ones.  Throughout the years, research participants were exposed to motivating life 

lessons, guided, educated, financially assisted, and championed by those loved ones, as 

they participated in a wide array of environmental undertakings.  Not all endeavors were 

immediately successful, but the support never wavered, and each student was able to 

grow and develop into the thriving environmental and food justice advocate they are 

today.        

 Julio’s most ardent supporter was his mother; without her blessing he would have 

chosen an altogether different career.  Sal would not have thrived in high school without 

the assistance of a caring administrator, teacher, and Planting Justice staff, who continued 

to serve as employment mentors.  Jenny credited her father’s love of gardening and the 

outdoors with her initial environmental involvement, and planned to live at home during 

her college years to help care for family members with disabilities.  Diego was ready to 

move out of his parents’ home, but was thankful for the opportunity to live rent-free 

while absorbing as many gardening skills as possible; his desire to see the world was 

balanced with the known safety net his parents would always provide.  Ellie attributed 

her creativity and enthusiasm to her parents’ defense of her independent and adventurous 



154 
 

 

spirit.  And Rose’s alternative educational history and life experiences would not have 

been possible without the sponsorship and encouragement of politically and 

environmentally active parents.    

Recommendations 

Environmental Justice Education in Schools 

 Of the six student participants in this study who attended a total of five different 

public high schools in San Francisco, Sebastopol, Oakland, and San Jose, three 

experienced absolutely no high school traditional or academic environmental coursework.  

One student’s non-environmental independent study curriculum was supplemented with 

outdoor activities, because the parents of enrolled students were fervent outdoor 

enthusiasts and environmentalists.  Two students benefited from a single passionate 

teacher who petitioned administration for the right to teach through the lens of an 

environmental and social justice perspective, as her final attempt before retirement to 

impart the knowledge she knew was necessary for students in her low-income community 

to learn: she was approved for a total of one class.  Unfortunately, these findings 

confirmed my personal experiences working within the California public high school 

educational system: environmental coursework is not being taught, taught as an elective 

that reaches a minimal number of students, or taught only when the subject is of specific 

interest to the teacher.  

 All six research participants in this study gained an appreciation and respect for 

environmental justice activism while participating in activities that fell outside either 

their school hours or classrooms.  Starting a school club, interning at a neighborhood 

farm, volunteering with a local backyard gardening organization, and participating in 
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outdoor enrichment activities were all successful paths, for this group of research 

participants, to establishing leadership roles in environmental justice activism.  They 

were able to become involved due to luck, the efforts of enthusiastic families, friends, 

and teachers, and through their own initiative.  However, this is not the case for all 

students.  Limitations due to finances, transportation, exposure, support, and time inhibit 

many from becoming involved with opportunities such as these.  A Californian public 

high school environmental education curriculum requirement would annually introduce 

several million students to socially relevant topics such as global warming, climate 

change, biodiversity, nutrition, community health, conservation, and sustainability.  And 

committing to a state-wide, educational, environmental justice endeavor would expose 

those millions of students to the knowledge and preparation necessary to take on 

advanced training in environmental fields and become community activists in the fight 

for environmental human rights.   

Future Research 

 The findings of this study were based on the environmental justice experiences of 

six current and recently graduated high school and college Bay Area students, all of 

whom focused their work on the topic of food justice.  In order to more fully comprehend 

the environmental justice movement through the perspective of student activists, I 

recommend additional research.  First, it would be useful to replicate this study with 

students whose work focused on aspects of the environmental justice movement other 

than solely food justice.  The Bay Area has a strong tradition of eating locally and 

organically, it makes sense that many young people are involved in providing this access 

to their own communities, and many environmental justice groups have expanded their 
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focus to start addressing health concerns, responsible land development and preservation, 

regional planning, and economic challenges.  However, numerous local organizations 

maintain active student involvement in other areas of environmental justice activism such 

as protecting the waters of the San Francisco Bay, lobbying Silicon Valley emission 

standards, and redeveloping Bayview Hunter’s Point to eliminate radiation and 

incorporate green spaces.  

 Second, shadowing research participants for a longer period of time would be 

advantageous.  Student advocates in this study had already been engaged in the fight for 

food justice for several years, and were continually learning and experiencing growth in 

their fields.  The more time spent with research participants, the more deeply the 

researcher can investigate and analyze historical implications, actions, and motivations.  

Third, the Bay Area is home to students who represent a plethora of cultures and 

ethnicities.  Although the six research participants in this study were culturally diverse 

and represented Mexican, Vietnamese, Caucasian, and mixed backgrounds, there is 

always opportunity for highlighting even greater diversity in the student environmental 

justice movement, particularly that of the African American experience.  Fourth, it might 

prove enlightening to include the perspectives of the people for whom these 

environmental justice students advocate, namely community members and agricultural 

workers who have long been subjugated to unjust environmental and food access 

practices.   

Fifth, this study would benefit from the addition of a participatory research 

approach (PAR) or focus group, in which this study’s participants would have the 

opportunity to become co-researchers and collaborators while examining their 
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environmental justice experiences, activism, and future program development.  Sixth, 

research participants in this study discussed their future goals, which generally included 

continuing both their food justice efforts in college and beyond and their community 

development initiatives.  Where will these activists actually be in five years time?  Will 

their dedication to food justice continue?  Will they complete a college degree in an 

environmental field and continue their justice work with their occupation?  What is the 

long-term effect on their neighborhoods?  Will they become their generation’s 

environmental justice leaders?  A longitudinal or follow-up study would provide 

additional insight into the enduring commitment and community impact this group of 

students has displayed.  Finally, the opportunity to expand current research beyond San 

Francisco’s Bay Area to environmental and food justice movements throughout other 

parts of the world, both domestic and international, would provide invaluable data for 

future research.  

Conclusion 

While we cannot undo the injustices of the past, we can begin to unravel 

the conditions that supported those injustices…revitalizing local food 

economies and traditions can provide communities with a unique 

opportunity to ensure that disenfranchised and oppressed groups have 

strong and respected voices (Ackerman-Leist, pp. 137-138).  

 

There is no shortage of evidence that confirms the location of and access to healthy food 

sources is directly associated with wealth, race, health, nutrition, diet, and quality of life.  

As with other environmental justice areas of concern, Bay Area food justice groups are in 

the process of identifying alternatives to the dominant system as a means of social and 

environmental change, both locally and farther afield.  They fight for justice throughout 

the food system; for the individuals who work the land, process, transport, and eat the 
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results, as well as for the land itself, the air, water, animals, plants, and general 

environment.  They recognize it is impossible to advocate for one group without the 

other: people and their environment consist of one tightly interwoven system and 

injustices impact them equally.         

 Bay Area student environmental and food justice advocates have particularly 

important stories to tell.  Their love of family, community, good food, and the natural 

world emphasizes the significance of inclusion, local access, human rights, and 

sustainability.  Although environmental and food justice umbrellas are broad and 

complex, their goals are simple and straightforward: equality and access.  By encouraging 

and documenting student narratives, it becomes possible to identify the barriers, as well 

as strategies, for progress and change.         

Environmental and food injustice discussions and education begins the process of 

advocating for changes to the unjust systems of hazardous waste sitings, contamination to 

air and water sources, and unequal food access.  It helps establish the language, historical 

perspective, interest, and motivation necessary for social and political action.  It piques 

students’ interests in leading the efforts for positive changes in their communities, and 

readying themselves for future careers in cutting edge, high-tech green industries.  

Environmental and food justice initiatives are aimed to assist low-income, people of color 

achieve environmental and nutritional access and equality; however, every individual, 

regardless of race, socioeconomic status, location, age, or citizenship type, stands to 

benefit from a world characterized by pure air, sparkling seas, lush landscapes, and 

nourishing, delicious food.   
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT FLYER 

 

Environmental Justice Advocate? 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Please help contribute to student environmental justice literature and 

understanding 

by participating in a very important research study! 

 

Requirements: 

 

1. Did you attend public high school in the Bay Area? 

2. Are you 18-23 years old? 

3. Are you pursuing or planning to pursue a career in an environmental field? 

4. Do you spend at least 5 hours per week working/volunteering for an 

environmental justice (food justice, city planning, pollution clean-up, greening of 

urban spaces, etc) cause or organization?  

5. Would you be willing to spend at least one day this spring being observed and 

interviewed about your experiences by a doctoral student? 

 

Incentives: 

 

1. Lunch provided  

2. Possibility of the work you do and your story being published (with your 

permission) 

 

If this sounds like an exciting opportunity, please contact: 

 

 

Laura Solof 

University of San Francisco, Doctoral Candidate 

laurasolof@yahoo.com 

415-305-1366 
 

 

 

 

mailto:laurasolof@yahoo.com
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APPENDIX B: PARTICIPANT CONSENT  

 

University of San Francisco, Consent to be a Research Participant, Spring 2013 

 

Purpose and Background: Laura Solof, a University of San Francisco, School of 

Education doctoral student, is conducting a study on Bay Area students involved in the 

environmental justice movement.  I am being asked to participate because I am over 18 

years of age, attended public school in the Bay Area, and am actively involved in 

environmental justice work.    

 

Procedures: If I agree to be a participant in this study, the following will happen:  

1.   I will complete a short questionnaire providing basic information, including age, 

gender, ethnicity, high school, (planned) college major, and environmental justice area of 

interest. 

2.   I will be observed while participating in my environmental justice work, either at my 

school/organization site, in the field, or in my community.   

3.   I will be interviewed during a mutually agreed upon time, and asked about my history 

of environmentalism, my experiences with environmental justice work, and my future 

plans.  

 

Risks and/or 

Discomforts:  

Participation in research may mean loss of confidentiality. Study records will be kept as 

confidential as possible.  No individual identities will be used in any reports or 

publications resulting from the study.  Study information will be coded and kept in 

locked files at all times.  Only study personnel will have access to the files.  

 

Benefits: 

By participating in this study, I am adding to the limited body of knowledge regarding 

students involved in the environmental justice movement, and helping to highlight the 

important local work being conducted in this field.  The anticipated benefit of this study 

is a better understanding of the motivations and experiences of young environmental 

justice advocates, with a goal of advocating for more environmental coursework at the 

high school level.   

 

Costs/Financial Considerations: 

There will be no financial costs to me as a result of taking part in this study.  

 

Payment/Reimbursement: I will be reimbursed $50.00 for my participation in this study.  

I will be paid in cash after I have completed the questionnaire, interview, and observation 

time. If I withdraw from the study before I have completed participation, I will not 

receive reimbursement.  

 

If I have any questions or comments about participation in this study, I should first 

contact Ms. Solof (laurasolof@yahoo.com or 415-305-1366).  If I have any concerns, I 

may contact the USF IRBPHS, which is concerned with protection of volunteers in 

mailto:laurasolof@yahoo.com
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research projects (IRBPHS@usfca.edu or 415-422-6091).  

 

RESEARCH PARTICIPATION IS VOLUNTARY. I may decline to participate, or to 

withdraw at any point. My decision to participate or not will have no influence on my 

present or future status as a student or employee at USF. My signature indicates I agree to 

participate in this study.  

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Subject’s Signature        Date of Signature  

 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent     Date of Signature  
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