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Planting purpose
Farming program provides win-win
for everyone involved
By Brooks Sumberg
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As they tend to the gardens, program
participants anticipate the use of their own
produce in the facility kitchens.

Farmland at the Charleston Correctional Facility
in Charleston, Maine, provides the incarcerated
population with opportunities
to work in the outdoors.

n 2008, Roberto, who ran a food pantry in Bridgeport, Connecticut,
had a big problem — there wasn’t enough food. In fact, there
never was enough food, which is why Roberto’s food pantry was
always closed. Even when he did receive donations, they were
limited. Food scarcity is a global problem and food banks in the
U.S., established to give food to those in need, too often do not have
enough. But thanks to Harvest Now — a unique Connecticut-based
food pantry/farming program — food banks, churches, communitybased organizations, and now, correctional facilities have a model to
not only secure enough food, but to change lives at the same time.
According to a study by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, about
14 percent of households in the U.S. are considered food-insecure; in
other words, they do not have access to enough food for an active,
healthy lifestyle for each household member.1 Harvest Now partners
with local organizations — including correctional facilities, religious
institutions and schools — and asks them to help fight hunger and
improve the health of those living in their communities by planting,
growing and donating food from their own grounds to local shelters
and food banks. Harvest Now also provides education and resources
to get these “grow-to-donate” programs started.
Each year, an estimated 100 million pounds of food gets thrown
away in the U.S., while about 33 million American people cannot
afford the food they need, resulting in substandard diets or seeking
emergency foods. Meanwhile, around 84 million households in the
U.S. have a yard or garden and the resources to produce enough fresh
fruits and vegetables to significantly help reduce this large, dynamic
need.2 With this information, solving hunger in the community is
more accessible, and more necessary, than ever before.

Beginning from a seedling

Sumberg (center) poses with inmate
gardeners among the bountiful produce
in the greenhouse at Maine State Prison.

Throughout its long history, the field of corrections has debated
commonly held ideas of criminal justice, forming new programs
and perspectives and seeking the best ways to address community
needs, reduce incidents of crime and impact the lives of offenders
in lasting ways. This impact is important because one day, when the
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In corrections, facilities benefit from food-growing
programs that give inmates healthy habits
and training for postrelease job opportunities;
provides fresh produce for the facilities’ kitchens;
and bridges the gap between institutions and the
communities surrounding them.

offenders return to life outside prison, they will have
a decision to make: to recidivate or not to recidivate.
Often times, getting an inmate prepared to reenter
the community with the intention and ability to
lead a productive, healthy life requires a significant
amount of growth. Harvest Now provides a unique
opportunity to advance the lives of incarcerated
individuals by creating real growth — that is, by
growing fresh produce from the ground up.
In the early stages of its program, Harvest Now
focused on getting local churches to grow food on their
grounds; but, with only eight churches participating,
Harvest Now moved toward having the congregation
members donate from their own home gardens. This
took off, and by the third year, 50 congregations were
growing and donating thousands of pounds of produce
to food banks all over Connecticut.
It wasn’t until after working with Family ReEntry,
which provides reentry programs in Connecticut,
that Harvest Now was introduced to its first prison
in 2012: the Willard-Cybulski Correctional Institution
in Enfield. As a facility, they agreed to create a foodgrowing program that ended up contributing 22,000
pounds of fresh, healthy produce into the community
which might not otherwise have access to such a diet.
With the huge success of Willard-Cybulski
as an impetus — 51 prisons 48 state, one state
and three county facilities — are participating in
grow-to-donate programs in Connecticut, North
Carolina, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, Florida,
California, Maine and Louisiana. As mentioned
in Arrive Magazine, the on-board magazine for
Amtrak’s customers, the process of “nurturing
living organisms and the reflection that comes while
working in nature — not to mention the potential job
prospects — combine to make gardening a highly
effective way to help inmates prepare for life after
release.”3 This potential for inmate improvement,
along with community benefits from food donations,
makes the program’s value clear to wardens,
commissioners, inmates and community members.

How Harvest Now works
Harvest Now encourages everyone who can to
grow food and donate it to local food banks and other
places which will help reduce the problems of hunger
and malnutrition in communities around the country.
In corrections, facilities benefit from food-growing
programs that give inmates healthy habits and
training for postrelease job opportunities; provides
fresh produce for the facilities’ kitchens; and bridges
the gap between institutions and the communities
surrounding them.
Once a facility agrees to grow food, Harvest Now
provides free seeds. Because the organization’s
primary purpose is to lobby corrections
commissioners to start grow-to-donate programs and
set expectations for formation, this action serves as
a motivation for facilities to get involved, providing
them with a head start to growing food on their own
campuses. The free seeds, however, are only part of
the process. To get the program up and running, some
beginning items must be acquired. These include
a designated space — usually a plot of land on the
facility grounds — and money for fertilizer, tools and a
tractor (rented or borrowed) to turn over the fields.
Because Harvest Now works primarily with
minimum-security settings, almost anyone may
volunteer. As the inmates come from myriad
backgrounds, many never had the satisfying
experience of growing and nurturing food from the
ground up, so an agricultural faculty member from
a local junior college is generally hired on a parttime basis to get the process going by teaching the
food-growing basics to the program participants.
This is just one way Harvest Now creates active,
positive relationships between corrections and the
community. The other, more obvious way this is
done is through donations of fresh produce into
local food banks and places of need. The facility is
given freedom to pick any food bank to which they
want to contribute, and as food banks are in most
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Once grown, half of the
produce is given away into the
community for those in need.

Grow-to-donate programs,
such as Harvest Now, provide
important knowledge and job
skills for eager offenders.

towns
now, this
is not a difficult
task. In Connecticut,
for example, there are 642
food banks for the 184 towns; and
on average, the facilities produce 1,000
to 10,000 pounds of vegetables each year, half
of which goes to the community, and the other half
goes to the facility, where inmates get to literally
enjoy the fruits of their labor.

Pride in produce
In any of these participating facilities, Harvest
Now provides a great opportunity for inmates to get
involved in productive and meaningful work with
satisfying results. There is a deep appreciation among
food growers to see the results of their labor go toward
supplying local food banks with fresh produce as well
as being used for meals in their own facilities.
“The inmates take enormous pride in the produce
they grow,” said Warden Patrick Mirandy, St. Marys
Correctional Center in St. Marys, West Virginia,
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one of
Harvest
Now’s participating
facilities. “It is not only
therapeutic to them, but also
gives them a sense of pride to give
back to the needy. Many have related
that they can feel like they have made a positive
contribution back to society.”
From the program’s start, offenders embraced the
concept and vied to be included in the work detail,
feeling that this opportunity added a new dimension
to their lives within incarceration. Edward King,
the agricultural advisor at the Pamlico Correctional
Institution in Bayboro, North Carolina, who teaches
inmates how to grow vegetables, said the Harvest
Now program instills positive experiences.
“The work gives the inmates an opportunity to
nurture something living,” he says. “It is the only
chance they get to see something grow from start
to finish …. The prison program gives them the
opportunity to give back to the community and
gain skills that will help them become productive
members of society again.”
Also, because jobs are often difficult to find
for offenders being released into the community,
participation in food-growing programs opens
doors to viable job options such as farming. This
major industry is more likely to employ ex-offenders
involved in this program because they have already
been taught the growing concepts, have practical
experience and skills in the job, and are not
considered high-risk employees. Returning to the

community with applicable job skills proves very
helpful for offenders to move on with their lives
and find productive ways to keep from recidivating.
Additionally, as a Rand Corp. study showed, offenders
who participated in vocational training during
incarceration in 2013 were 28 percent more likely to
be employed once they were released.4
As many participating facilities discover, these men
and women are better inmates to work with, proving
themselves to be model prisoners who are eager to
do a good job in their farming responsibilities. Vincent
E. Gaddy, programs director III at the North Carolina
Department of Public Safety, describes their foodgrowing program: “We are now going into our second
year partnering with Harvest Now and we have
increased [from seven of our facilities participating]
to approximately 20 facilities. This program has been
a win-win situation for our North Carolina prisons. It
gives the inmates the opportunity to give back to the
community and it is great PR and collaboration with
the community.”
The Harvest Now program is so much more than
just a way to keep inmates busy: It reaches out to
the community and addresses the needs of those
who are hungry. The need is there, and the ability to
help extends beyond just a simple sacrifice of time or
money to a fully functioning program that benefits the
community, the facility and the inmates.
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Brooks Sumberg is the founder of Harvest
Now. For more information or to contact him,
email bsumberg@earthlink.net, call 203-2934130, or visit his website at http://harvestnow.net/.
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