INTER-FAITH FOOD SHUTTLE

Growing Stronger
Communities

ANNUAL AGRICULTURE CONFERENCE

SECOND HELPINGS: GROWING STRONGER COMMUNITIES SESSION TAKEAWAYS

Rooted in Resilience:
Supporting Neighbors to Grow Their Own Solutions to End Hunger

Speakers

e Alexa Poindexter, Ozarks Food Harvest (MO)

e Jessica Allen, Ozarks Food Harvest (MO)

e Lynn Conyers, Inter-Faith Food Shuttle (NC)

e Danielle Lynch, teacher and Gardens for Everyone program participant, N Carolina

Overview

The session emphasized that neighbors already possess the knowledge and expertise
needed to address hunger in their communities. Food banks should focus on providing
support, space, resources, and tools—allowing neighbors to lead solutions rather than

imposing top-down programs. Programs at two food banks were discussed.

Program 1: Plant It Forward (Ozarks Food Harvest, Southwest Missouri)

The Model: Jessica Allen, Full Circle Gardens Outreach Coordinator, explained their plant
distribution program serving 28 counties across Southwest Missouri. Instead of sourcing
donated food, this program sources donations of seeds and plants and distributes them to
schools, communities and neighbors across its service area and beyond.

Key Components:

¢ Seed Hub Partnership: The world’s largest family-owned heirloom seed company,
Baker Creek Heirloom Seed Company, has a warehouse in the food bank’s service



area and donates 20-30 pallets of excess seed annually. The food bank distributes
these through garden-to-go kits (along with educational resources) and a national
seed hub network.

¢« Plant Sources: At the end of summer, farms and nurseries donate leftover plants
which the food bank redistributes to schools and community gandens, including
through its mobile pantry services.

¢ Resource Fair Approach: Partnering with MU Extension (on nutrition education),
Master Gardeners (for seed consultation), environmental services (composting),
and SNAP outreach teams the food bank creates a community-building and
resource-sharing opportunity for people to learn more about growing their own
food.

The Magic of Peer Learning: The most impactful element happens organically—neighbors
teaching neighbors. While shopping for plants, attendees share folklore (like burying
goldfish under tomato plants), exchange recipes, and pool generations of gardening
wisdom that no single organization could provide. One neighbor shared: "We do not have
any food other than the pantry. And so now we can grow our own vegetables...We came
home and planted every single one of them."

Distribution Strategy: The primary event is held at a partner pantry to meet people where
they are. Leftover plants go to mobile food pantries in rural communities. The program
emphasizes "plant-a-row"—encouraging neighbors to grow extra and donate surplus back
to the food bank.

Impact: In 2024, the program served approximately 140 families (roughly 500 individuals).
Feedback is captured through a Google Voice voicemail system offering gift card
incentives.

Program 2: Gardens for Everyone (Interfaith Food Shuttle, North Carolina)

Origin Story: Lynn Conyers, Gardens for Everyone Coordinator, described how the
program emerged from pandemic necessity in 2020. When community gardens became
inaccessible during lockdowns, leadership flipped the model: "Rather than bringing the
folks to the garden boxes, we're going to take the garden boxes to the folks."

Evolution Timeline:

e 2020-2022: Limited builds with one person, one pickup truck, volunteers

e 2022: Tepper Foundation grant to build 100 boxes in one year (achieved in 6
months)

e 2023:Tito's Foundation grant enabled ADA-accessible box development



e 2024: Smithfield Foods grant created Conetoe community partnership (250 boxes
total)
e October 2024: Transitioned to workshop model due to funding constraints

The Standard Box Design (4'x8'x20"): Thoughtfully engineered with multiple benefits: 20-
inch height reduces bending and minimizes pest pressure; virtually eliminates weeds; 2-
foot width allows access from all sides; cost-effective design fits in pickup trucks; deep
enough for everything from herbs to potatoes.

Workshop Model Transformation: The program shifted from building 10 boxes per week
in individual homes to hosting workshops serving 50 families at once. One workshop (9am-
3pm) built and filled 30 boxes with community members—including children as young as
12—doing the actual construction work. This model emphasizes teaching sustainability
and reaching rural communities more effectively.

Assets That Made Scale Possible: Two full-time staff, a 6-cubic-yard dump truck
(eliminated need to load soil and buy lumber at each site), partnerships with farms for pre-

cutting lumber, and connection to community networks, especially rural churches.

Total Impact: Over 1,000 boxes built system-wide across seven counties in North
Carolina.

Program Impact: Teacher Testimonial

Danielle Lynch, a Wake County teacher, shared how Gardens for Everyone transformed
two schools. At Millbrook Environmental Connections Magnet Elementary, Inter-Faith built
five raised beds enabling Farm to Table curriculum and the Three Sisters Garden. The
program went beyond building boxes—Lynn provided ongoing support with soil, seasonal
plant starts, and the Seed to Supper book that educated teachers who then educated
students.

Sweet Potato Tradition: Fifth graders plant sweet potato slips on the last day of school.
Community families maintain gardens over summer and harvest freely. In fall, students
harvest, cure, and each takes home a sweet potato for Thanksgiving—directly addressing
food insecurity while teaching agricultural processes.

At her current year-round school, third graders have taken home zucchini, bell peppers,
and collards. "It really opened their eyes to the fact that they can grow their own food and it
doesn't have to be hard."

Audience Q&A

Q: What percentage of boxes remain sustained? A: Reliable data is elusive as follow-up
surveys got minimal responses. However, an invite-only Facebook page for recipients



generates substantial feedback, photos, and peer support—"tomatoes with tiaras and
watermelons in bags."

Q: Do you have income qualifications? A: Gardens for Everyone initially used income-
based applications but moved away: "It's in the name. It says gardens for everyone," said
Lynn Conyers. Demographics surprised them —they built for everyone from 20-somethings
to 80-year-olds across all income levels. Plant It Forward has no income qualifiers either.

Q: How does the workshop model work for single homeowners? A: Workshops at
community sites provide all pre-cut materials, demonstrations, videos, and handouts.
Homeowners need pickup trucks to transport materials and must build and install the box
themselves.

Q: What's your biggest hurdle? A: Participants cited funding and geography (serving 56
counties). For pantry programs with older volunteers, concerns about summer
maintenance. Solutions: pair young people with elders, engage Boy Scouts (who can earn
badges), use morning hours. Important reminder: "Never underestimate your elder
population—they will work circles around 20-year-olds."

Useful Resources

¢ Seedto Supper: Free six-week gardening curriculum, adaptable to communities
nationwide

¢ Food Hero (Oregon State University): Growing and nutrition one-sheets

¢ University Extension Services: Master Gardeners and agricultural expertise

¢ Community Seed Libraries and Tool Libraries

e Local nurseries, farm partners, FFA programs (Future Farmers of America)



