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SYNOPSIS: provide a brief synopsis of your project. 
 
Bridging the Gap was conceived to develop the transportation infrastructure to deliver local food in 
Chicago. My original concern was with helping to build a local food system in Chicago, and connect 
those most in need with healthy affordable and sustainably produced food. I began the project focused on 
the production side of the equation, hoping to provide transportation alternatives to small local farmers in 
order to help build their capacity and make their operations more sustainable. What I did not understand 
initially was that local food is really a method and tool to reach an objective that I had yet to clearly 
articulate.  
 
Helping develop a vibrant local food system is an important goal, but it is the means and not the end goal. 
Beneath the technical issues of getting food from farms to tables, is the issue of how that food is 
employed, who has access to it, in what ways, and at what price. Through a series of discussions, site 
visits, research, and participant interviews, slowly my goals changed. My focus shifted from concern over 
the production side, the process by which food was produced and delivered, to a focus on how and where 
healthy food is consumed. At its very basic, healthy food, produced locally, is really a method to improve 
people’s quality of life. A well developed local food economy is not merely the famers and infrastructure 
necessary to deliver food to consumers, but a complex interplay of social, cultural, economic, and 
geographic factors that influence the way people eat, and subsequently their quality of life.  
 
There is a clear relationship between access to healthy food, as measured by price, geographic distance, 
and cultural relevance with the rates of consumption of such foods.  Different communities in Chicago 
have variable access to healthy, affordable foods, and those divisions are most often broken down by 
racial and economic boundaries. Several studies have designated some areas in Chicago “Food Deserts,” 
or places with little access to healthy foods. These areas are most often found in historically ethnically 
and economically diverse communities. In these same communities, which are found on the south and 
west sides, there are comparatively much higher rates of diet related illness, diabetes and childhood 
obesity.  
 
I realized that to reach those that need healthy food the most, any intervention would have to be done in 
such a way so that it also addressed some of the other issues confronting those communities. Local food 
can be a transformative thing, helping to change cultural paradigms and improve the health and wellness 
of those involved, but it isn’t a viable solution if it isn’t affordable, culturally relevant, or accessible in 
venues appropriate to the consumers. Local food was not the problem I was really interested in solving.  
When I started I saw local food as “the” solution, but I had yet to really identify the problem. Local food 
is just one tool that I believe can be a means to help add value to the damaged food system, and improve 
the health, safety and equity of communities.   
 
In the end, this year was about developing an understanding of how to create change in a complex system. 
The process I went through was a good one. I built professional credibility, I understood the complexities 
and intricacies of difficult situations, and identified areas for intervention and innovation. Though often 
zealous, I was able to sit quietly when needed, to ask questions lowered barriers, and I allowed the 
answers to shape my methods. This flexibility allowed me to respond to new information and changing 
situations. To be sure, my project changed, but it did so because I learned more about the realities and 
barriers. The process has come full circle, and after having learned what I have, and gained the skills 
necessary to initiate a community intervention, I have developed a new project, and written several new 
grant proposals in the hopes that with each I get closer to solutions that work. 
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ACCOMPLISHMENTS: describe personal and professional highlights during the Fellowship year. 
What impact did your project have on you and those around you? 
 
There were a number of things I accomplished both as part of my professional development and as it 
related to my project. Starting with the macro and in chronological order I’d liked to describe a few.  
 

1) I gained the confidence to approach people that I did not know, and was able to develop 
professional credibility with a wide variety of organizations and individuals. This was an 
important step, and through it I developed a diverse professional network that I was able to utilize 
when needed.  

2) I thoroughly mapped a complex system. By taking the time to step back and understanding the 
context, the assets and likely barriers to success I was able to gain a broader and more complete 
understanding of the situation. I believe this ultimately helped inform what will hopefully be a 
successful intervention.  

3) While participating in the Urban Sustainable Design Studio last summer I had the opportunity to 
lead a small group of people on my project. This process was extremely helpful, and through it I 
learned how to effectively bring other people along with my ideas. Working in a group of three 
other people, who knew very little about my project, I was able to help inform them of the issues, 
and guide the group in a productive direction that alone I might not have gone.  

4) I took the time to explore the community and got and insider perspective on a variety of 
organizations, businesses and community groups. Subsequent to a tour of the Greater Chicago 
Food Depository I had a number of productive discussions with the program directors, 
culminating in me giving a project proposal presentation to their executive director of policy 
development. This proposal, while not adopted, was based on a thorough understanding of their 
operations and system and will hopefully inform ideas for future growth.  

5) The work with the Food Depository was my first effort at making an intervention. It would not be 
my last, but was an educative process. It was a process I would repeat with other organizations 
and businesses, and because of it I was able to identify other areas for potential innovation. 
Instead of rushing ahead just for the sake of “do something,” I worked around barriers and tried to 
develop responses to situations that were both effective and based on a thorough understanding of 
the issues.  

6) After spending some time better understanding the situation of food retailing, doing site visits and 
interviews with business owners and community development corporations, I began to devise a 
new intervention. We identified the corner store as a potential area of innovation, and began 
developing a project to use corner stores as a vehicle for healthier food retailing and economic 
and community development. This process ended with the submission of three grant proposals to 
continue the project in the future.  

 
Below are a number of specific activities and achievements that I felt deserved noting.  
 

• Project leader for Bridging the Gap research during the 2007 Urban Sustainable Design Studio 
experiential design program. 

• During the USDS program developed a systems level understanding of local food movement in 
Chicago, and then created and delivered a public presentation.  

• Consulted with Garfield Park Conservatory Alliance to start nutrition and cooking education class 
in partnership with the University of Illinois Agricultural Extension.  

• Consulted with the community groups, COOP Humboldt Park and Organic Schools Project, to 
start new pilot project at the Puerto Rican Cultural Center high school.  
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• Created briefing materials for Shaw Environmental, an environmental consulting service, about 
importance of local food systems to be utilized during a project to construct a rooftop green 
house.   

• Consulted with a local food delivery business, Irv and Shelly’s Fresh Picks, regarding market 
expansion into institutional buyers, and developing a carbon footprint calculator.  

• Helped host the 2007 Sustainable Convergence. 
• Researched wholesale food distributors and equipment companies for Food and Liquor Neighbors 

Project, which resulted in three corner stores increasing their stock of fresh fruits and vegetables.  
• Gave a presentation to Organic Schools Project and engaged in food systems discussion.  
• Wrote a proposal for the “Lawn Nation” exhibit at Peggy Notebaert Museum. 
• Gave presentation to an ArcheWorks design class regarding local food and potential areas for 

innovation for project at the Peggy Notebaert Museum. 
• Helped research and write a policy brief entitled “Building Chicago’s Community Food 

Systems”, for the Chicago Food Policy Advisory Council.  
• Investigated, identified and gave a presentation to the Greater Chicago Food Depository 

regarding increasing the amount of local and fresh produce they integrate into their delivery 
system. 

• Participated in the Chicago Green Collar Jobs Summit at Wilbur Wright College 
• Planned and hosted Green Drinks panel about the difficulties of building a local food system. 

Included panelists Harry Rhodes, executive director of Growing Home, and Josephine Lauer 
education director for the Organic School Project.  

• Represented the Chicago Sustainable Business Alliance at the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for 
Planning regional Global Climate Change Conference. 

• Gave a presentation to David Wise, chair of University of Illinois at Chicago  
• Facilitated cooking classes between the  Garfield Park Conservatory New Communities Project 

Healthy Committee and the U of I Extension service.  
• Participated in the 2008 Chicago Bicycle Federation Modeshift conference 
• Help plan and execute the Chicago Food Policy Advisory Council 3rd annual summit, attended by 

250 citizens, policy makers, and health and food organizations.  
• Facilitated the “Food Access” break out session at the Food Policy Summit. 
• Helped devise communications and outreach strategy for the Food Policy document, to be 

delivered to city staff and key alderman and policy makers.   
• Helped start a new pilot Growing Connection urban agriculture project at Association House in 

partnership with the UNFAO project.  
• Project leader for the Lawn Nation exhibit design project with the Peggy Notebaert Museum. 

This included the final installation of t ½ acre “Future Lawn,” a landscape dedicated to 
showcasing examples to conventional lawn, and ways to integrate food production into landscape 
design.  

• Developed project plan for the Chicago Healthy Corner Store Initiative. This included business 
plan development, site visits, initial market research, and partnership exploration.  Project 
concluded with the submission of three grant applications to continue project.  

 
CHALLENGES: describe any challenges you encountered and how you overcame  
those challenges. What would you have done differently? 
 
There were a number of challenges that the Compton experience presented, some related to my 
capabilities, some related to the structure of the Compton, and other related to the difficulties related to 
my project goals. Since challenges related to the project goals were numerous and context specific I will 
focus on the others.  
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The first challenge was grappling with my own capabilities. I think it is understandable to be frustrated 
with the pace of change, and I had trouble finding constructive ways to deal with that frustration. Many of 
the organizations that I was working with did not seem to have the same sense of urgency that I felt. At 
first, I came across people or organizations that seemed unable or unwilling to make changes. After 
further investigation I realized that this hesitance was often as much about my credibility as it was about 
my ideas or the inertia of stasis. To overcome this I learned to be more patient and how to work with 
organizations to demonstrate that my ideas and efforts were worth listening.  
 
A related challenge that I felt at the first half of my fellowship was the lack of credibility. As my project 
evolved, and my relationship with Foresight Design became more established, I was able to use the 
existing organizational credibility to open doors. I found this to be tremendously helpful. Having an 
association with an organization provided instant credibility. I think association with an organization or 
entity, in most cases, should be recommended.  
 
Finally, my biggest personal challenge was tempering my enthusiasm into something productive. My first 
instinct was to start making phone calls, blaze ahead with a plan that I barely understood. I enjoy learning, 
but tend to jump to solutions before understanding the entire scope of the situation. As I got better at 
being patient, I was torn between a feeling of inaction and a feeling as if I didn’t know enough to act. 
There is a delicate balance to be reached there, to knowing enough to move forward, but doing so with 
enough information to know you are going in the right direction. I haven’t yet mastered recognizing that 
balance, but I certainly got better.  
 
MENTOR RELATIONSHIP: describe your interaction with your mentor: how often  
you met or talked and how your mentor supported you. Did the relationship live up to your expectations? 
What did you contribute to the mentor relationship?  
 
Peter and I met spoke on an almost daily basis. As our projects became more intertwined, and my 
relationship with Foresight became more established, I often worked in the office alongside the rest of the 
staff. The relationship more than lived up to my expectations. Peter has consistently been a source of 
guidance and encouragement, always pushing me to take the next step, often, and especially when, I 
didn’t know exactly what the next step was. He took enough interest and active participation in my 
project to shape the development in significant ways, but gave me enough space to learn and take the 
project in the direction I judged most prudent.  
 
Most importantly, Peter has given me perspective on the role that outsiders can have in changing complex 
systems. The sustainable design methodology that Peter led me through this year was both effective and 
educative.  By learning a framework through which to create change instead of just working on a 
particular project goal, I will be more capable in the future to create change in other avenues and systems.  
 
USE OF FUNDS: Please use the Budget Report to outline the specific use of funds -- tuition, living 
expenses, research, etc.   
 
Living Expenses: I predicted that my living expenses would be total approximately $18,000 for the year, 
including housing, food and health insurance. My expenses fell within that range, with my housing 
costing slightly more than predicted, while my food has costs were slightly less than I budgeted for. The 
cost of eating out was my largest food expense, and one that could not be avoided. Often if I am 
downtown for the day work and at meetings, I can’t prepare my own food, or I end up having lunch 
meetings with people which require me to eat out. While not a significant expense, it was unpredicted.  
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Mentor payment: My relationship with Peter, and the time and expertise he gave me was well work the 
honorarium both the first half and the second. Between covering my tuition cost for the Urban Sustainable 
Design Studio, and the time he spent working on the project with me, the $5000 was well spent. 
 
Project Expenses: Have varied somewhat from what my original budget stipulated. This is mostly due to 
the fact that I did not use I-Go carsharing for food distribution. Additional expenses included some 
professional equipment and development. I purchased a computer as well as some other technical 
equipment, and communication products.  Another professional expense was the commissioning and 
printing of letterhead, logo and business cards. Additional funds were spent on professional development; 
I attended a number of conferences including the Bicycle Federation’s Mode Shift conference, the 
University of Illinois Food System Planning conference, and the Metropolitan Agency for Planning’s 
Climate Change symposium.  
 
I spent some of my budget developing a new project focused on developing a model for a healthy corner 
store.  The New Element Corner Store is in the early stages, but I have spent some time and resources 
putting together an advisory council, as well as spending some money on market research and community 
outreach. Additional funds have been set aside for a feasibility study as well as business plan consulting. I 
have already complete four grant proposals, one of which I did not receive.  
 
Taxes: After consulting with an accountant, I was responsible for approximately $5000 worth of state and 
federal taxes, plus the accountant’s fee.  
 
OTHER COMMENTS: How might the fellowship program be improved? What advice do you have for 
future fellows? What are your plans after the fellowship?  
 
This year has been tremendous. I feel like I’ve learned and grown in ways that I would never have had the 
opportunity for had it not been for the Compton. The fellowship for me was as much about process as it 
was about outcome, learning how to position myself in the world to add value to the issues and systems 
that I am passionate about.  
 
There are two suggestions I would make for future fellows. The first is personal infrastructure related. I 
would provide more support for handling taxes. Insist that fellows budget $5000 to cover taxes, just as 
you do for mentor honorariums.  
 
The second suggestion I have relates to the interaction between fellows. I would like to see a more formal 
structure for fellows to communicate through. This could take the form of a wiki, shared blog, or other 
type of web portal. Having quarterly reviews, or more consistent input and discussion among fellows 
would be helpful, and without a venue to do that I don’t think much of a community will develop.  


