Remarks about Jac Smit by Jerry Kaufman at Minneapolis APA conference session April 27, 2009 on Urban Agriculture’s Future.

Jac Smit was one of the founders of the urban agriculture movement; some even consider him to be the father of the urban agriculture movement.   In his absence from this panel today, I would like to honor him by telling you a bit about him and sharing with you some of his thoughts about the future of urban agriculture. When I learned he was terminally ill a few weeks ago, I spoke to him by phone.  I said I wanted to bring some of his views about the future of urban agriculture to the APA conference audience at this session.  He was pleased to have me do so.
Some background on Jac Smit.  
He was a planner by training.  He received a Masters degree in city and regional planning from Harvard’s Graduate School of Design in 1961.  In the 1960’s he worked for the Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission and led the team, as project director, that developed the Chicago Region 2000 Year Plan.  I first met Jac in Chicago when I worked for ASPO in the 1960s.  Our paths didn’t cross again until 30 years later when I discovered, at that time, that he was a leader, in the emerging urban agriculture movement.  A relative newcomer to the food planning arena myself in the late 1990s, I asked him to join me in 1999 to speak at the first-ever session at an APA conference on food system planning.

What were Jac Smit’s credentials as a founder of the urban agriculture movement?  
He was the principal author of a book (coauthored by Joe Nasr and published by the United Nations Development Program in 1996) titled, “Urban Agriculture: Food, Jobs and Sustainable Cities”.  It was the second best selling book ever published by the UNDP.  He founded TUAN, The Urban Agriculture Network, in 1992, an information and consulting organization.    

Jac’s interest and expertise in urban agriculture were honed over a 30 year period after  he left NIPC to work as a planning consultant to help prepare city and regional plans in far away places like Calcutta in the West Bengal State of India, Karachi, Pakistan, Bangledesh, the Suez Canal Zone, Dar Es Salaam,Tanzania, the Sinai Peninsula, and in 1990 (working for the government of Japan), he was technical director of the tri-part Central Iraq, Metropolitan, and Baghdad renewal planning project.  Urban agriculture was a focus of several of these city and regional plans.  Jac also made major contributions over the years to urban agriculture plans in cities as diverse as Abidjan, Asmara, Baltimore, Bogota, Calcutta, Dhaka, Jakarta, Kampala, Philadelphia, Port au Prince, Vancouver, and Washington, D.C.

Let me now turn to some of Jac Smit’s thinking about the future of urban agriculture.

His thoughts about the future nest within what he’s fond of saying are the principal “drivers” of change that explain the surge of interest and application of urban agriculture in the 21st century.  
1. rapid urbanization (he points to rapid urbanization outpacing even population growth in the world—“the world became over 50% urban in 2005”).  

2. the internet which has given great impetus to the spread of global access to vast stores of information.  In 1995 urban agriculture was not listed at the world’s largest repository of information—the Library of Congress.  In 2008, 13 years later, Smit said he checked urban agriculture on Google and found 4 million entries.    

3. development of technology for urban agriculture: bio-intensive production, hoop houses that are less costly than greenhouses; drip irrigation; hydroponic and aeroponic production; eco-sanitation which safely reuses city waste water and solid organic wastes, and agricultural production on roofs, water, and fences.  

4. increasing recognition of the beneficial impact of urban agriculture on energy and climate. 

a. Smit cited The UN Food and Agriculture Organization which found that urban agriculture produces 7 times as much per acre as rural agriculture world-wide. He goes on to say that NASA found that the urban area in the U.S. has ten times the potential productivity per acre as the space that is currently being farmed. 

b.  On the other hand, urban ag has far less energy demand per calorie of food      produced than rural ag.  He contends this is due to urban agriculture’s greater productivity, its closeness to market, and its use of urban waste as a major production input. 
So, what about the future? 
In a piece Smit wrote about sustainable development, he presented his vision of  urban agriculture in the future as follows:

1. “Urban agriculture will make roofs, fences, walls, parking lots, roadsides and vacant lots and abandoned sites productive.  It will connect lawns to produce fruits and vegetables (more about lawns in a moment).  Street trees will bear fruit.  Waterways will produce fish and vegetables.  Steep slopes will be terraced and produce vegetables and vineyards, as well as provide pastures for sheep and goats”.  

Far-fetched?  Maybe, maybe not.  In the latest issue of APA’s Planning magazine (May 2009), Tim Beatley, Professor of Planning at the U. of Virginia, wrote a prescient and informative piece titled, “Sustainability: Building tomorrow’s earth-friendly communities”.  In it Beatley contends that “the last decade or so has seen a remarkable emergence of new commitments to sustainability, and that sustainability has emerged as a major new paradigm in planning.”  (note that Jac’s UNDP book on urban agriculture worldwide, which was published 13 years ago, prominently featured the words sustainable cities in its title. Smit was clearly ahead of the game then).  Tim Beatley’s article is sprinkled with references, among other things, to urban agriculture or surrogates for that term—e.g. rooftop gardens (450 of them in Chicago); “solid waste and wastewater (traditionally seen as negative outputs) being reenvisioned as productive inputs to satisfy other urban needs, including food, energy, and clean water”; Dongtan, China, a new ecological city near Shanghai, where most food are produced locally; new large-scale models of urban sustainability that represent …”more holistic thinking and integrative design: thinking at once about energy, water, transportation, urban form, and even food production—and how they integrate”, and “bountiful cities—from vertical farms to rooftop gardens, these are cities and urban environments that demonstrate the potential to grow much (perhaps all) of the food needed in a region”.

2. Smit is very much focused on the link between food and climate change.  He sets the table for this discussion by contending that “Urban places cover between 2 and 3% of the world’s surface, but are responsible for the majority of air and water pollution, carbon and other toxic emissions, global warming and climate change .“ He then goes on to say, “There is no better tool known or available to fight climate change than urban agriculture.”

3.  Most intriguing, however, is Jac Smit’s notion that lawns (e.g., residential lawns, university, government and institutional lawns, office building lawns, golf course greens, and  portions of school yards, parks, amusement parks) have great potential to become a major force in the urban agriculture movement as settings for producing vast amounts of food.   In a short, provocative article titled “eat half your lawn”, Smit waxes enthusiastically about lawns as food production centers. 

He begins by citing work of NASA which, he says, identified 23 million acres of lawn in 2007.  Corn, at 7 million acres, is in second place as the most cultivated crop.  Going on, he makes the following provocative contentions—“Lawns require more water, fertilizer and weed and insect treatment per acre than corn or any other major crop and… lawns are the single greatest polluter of our creeks, ponds, rivers, and lakes, and bays”.
He then asks the question—“What if half of every lawn was converted to food production?”  His answer--“Converting a lawn to food production would reduce global warming and polluting factors of agriculture including shipping, storage, packaging, and waste”. A key factor in doing this is that it would reduce the consumption per calorie of fossil fuels, so called food miles.  He goes on to say that our current global food system uses 7 to 14 fossil fuel calories for every food calorie you consume at the dinner table. 

He concludes with the following:  “With the global food-energy-climate nexus crisis, this is a good time to ratchet up the agenda. “Eat Half Your Lawn”, transforming 10 million acres (half the acreage of lawns) from mowed grass to other productive plants, lettuce to chestnuts.  This goal may be a major element in our passing a healthy planet to our grandchildren.”

Clearly, Jac Smit is a passionate believer in and advocate for urban agriculture.  He sees its biggest impact on reducing global warming, but also on having significant impacts on reduced water pollution and reduced obesity.  On the other hand, he is quite comfortable with the idea of urban agriculture as an important component of the new paradigm of sustainable communities.   For him, “urban agriculture is not the total solution, but it is an indispensable major element in a plan and program to achieve an urban society that is carbon neutral and does not further destroy our planet”.

The urban agriculture movement is indebted to Jac Smit for his trail blazing leadership and accomplishments.
