
It’s been a milestone year for Advocates for Urban Agriculture (AUA), as we mark our first year of 
organizational independence. In 2017, our work focused on strengthening our organizational and
financial infrastructure, developing new collaborations, and enhancing our value to the urban 
agriculture community. We are grateful for all the supporters that made this work possible and 
look forward to your continued partnership. 

Organizational transitions: AUA received tax-exempt status from the IRS in late 2016, which 

enabled AUA to more easily engage with donors and secure new private foundation support in 2017. 

AUA’s Steering Committee transitioned into a Board of Directors, with three new board members 

joining: Jaime Guerrero of Schurz High School Food Science Lab, Angela Taylor of Garfield Park 

Community Council, and Darius Jones of Garfield Produce Company. 

The organization underwent an important leadership transition with the departure of Executive 

Director Billy Burdett in June. After a two-month search, AUA hired Laura Calvert as its first full-time 

Executive Director. Laura comes to AUA from the Chicago Botanic Garden’s Windy City Harvest 

program, where she assumed a variety of responsibilities over eight years. 

AUA board members and staff underwent a strategic planning retreat, with a professional facilitator, 

in November. In preparation of the retreat, AUA administered its first ever survey to members. 

Outcomes from the retreat will be incorporated into the 2018 workplan. 

Independent accounting and payroll systems are in place and plans are underway for the first board 

elections in 2018. AUA’s website and branding are in the process of being updated, with an 

anticipated reveal in early 2018. 

Supporting and educating growers: AUA staff continued to be available to growers throughout the 

city on both a one-on-one basis and through workshops to advise and mentor individual growers and 

refer them to financial, equipment, and land resources. AUA hosted or participated in over 65 

community events and 75 educational workshops on urban agriculture topics, many in partnership 

with local organizations, churches, and schools.
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In addition to AUA-led public events, AUA partnered with its network 

of collaborators on initiatives such as the annual Urban Livestock Expo 

and the Good Food Festival, where AUA was responsible for organizing 

a full schedule of micro-workshops on composting, urban growing and 

livestock keeping. 

AUA is also working on a new initiative to connect urban growers to 

opportunities for wholesale distribution outlets, farmers markets, 

volunteer groups, and media inquires. 

AUA staff are updating the organization’s signature Urban Agriculture 

Resource Guide, a comprehensive compilation of information on all 

aspects of growing in Chicago. The Resource Guide will be finalized, translated in Spanish, and distributed in 

early 2018. The Resource Guide will be available online and a limited printed edition will be distributed to 

community groups, ward offices, libraries and other sites in communities where home access to computers 

and the internet may not be available. 

Increasing engagement with underserved communities in Chicago: A series of six “Crop Mobs” group 

volunteering days throughout the year supported individual community growers and networks in 

underserved neighborhoods, and provided volunteer and financial resources. In addition, AUA has directly 

reached over 175 existing or potential growers in high-need neighborhoods through educational events and 

community presentations. 

  

AUA has helped to build the capacity of urban gardens and 

farms like South Merrill Community Garden, located in 

the South Shore community, through a collaborative 

network of education, resources, and support. Through 

AUA’s network, South Merrill Community Garden learned 

about a funding opportunity they likely would not have 

discovered on their own. Empowered, they won the grant, 

and with AUA Crop Mob support, built a cooking pavilion  
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that is now the foundation for youth healthy food education in the community. Additionally, through 

AUA resources and training opportunities, they have been able to improve their growing practices in 

sustainable ways. 

Growing AUA membership and community 
engagement: AUA membership numbers continue 

to grow, with an increase in over 500 members this 

past year alone, now reaching more than 2,000 

members. The Google group’s subscriber list, which 

serves as the urban agriculture community’s 

primary hub for online communication, has grown to 

2,390 members. AUA also has an active social media 

presence on Instagram, Twitter, and 2,700+ Facebook 

followers, to complement the daily listserv. 

Advocating for better food policy with local elected officials: AUA introduced the Ward 

Ambassador Program in 2016, which was created to ensure local aldermen are knowledgeable about 

the issues and needs of community growers and prepared to help them be successful. Three 

trainings have been held to date, with the goal of having ambassadors for most of the city's 50 wards 

by 2018.  AUA also celebrated the adoption of the Good Food Purchasing Policy by Chicago Public 

Schools and the Chicago City Council, which provides a framework for these large institutions to 

direct their buying power toward suppliers that meet benchmarks related to five core values: local 

economies, environmental sustainability, valued workforce, animal welfare, and nutrition. AUA’s 

Advocacy Working Group played a large part in the long process of advocating for passage of this 

important policy. 
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“AUA’s role in the urban agriculture community is critical. 
AUA does terrific work, and more work than many realize 
or keep up with. When I talk with farmers in other cities, 
they are often amazed at what we have going here.” 
- Meg Mass,  AUA member 


