Urban Agriculture in a
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What Is It?
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Plant Chicago is a social enterprise, located in the Back of the Yards.
A former 94,000- square foot meat packing plant in a historical district
2011: John Edel became the founder of Bubbly Dynamics.
Plant Chicago is a community of local food producers: Conventional waste from one
business is converted into resources for another business.
Uses a circular economy as its business model.
Also a living laboratory for experiments, open to students and tours.
Plant Chicago runs an indoor aquaponics farm that supplies vegetables for their weekly
farmer’s market.

Where Is It?
Back of the Yards extends
from 39th to 55th Streets
between Halsted and the
railroad tracks along Leavitt
Street, just south and west of
the former Union Stock Yard
and adjacent packing plants.

Demographics of the Back Of the Yards
The Back of the Yards was a place the first immigrated settlers could live and work.
 Immortalized for its pollution, squalor, and poverty in Upton Sinclair's The Jungle (1906).
 Back of the Yards became the largest livestock yards and meatpacking center in the
country because of its location to the railroad.
 Samuel Gross built the earliest subdivision of affordable housing for workers.
 The first residents were Irish and German. Further immigration came to include Polish and
other Eastern European countries.
 By WWI over 40,000 people were employed, including
African Americans who came to the area during
the Great Migration.


Neighborhood Legacies
Back Of the Yards
Neighborhood Council

Novelists, Activists,
Social Scientists
o Saul Alinsky was

famous for community
organizing.
o Created the United
Packinghouse
Workers of America
o He also organized the
Back of the Yards
Neighborhood
Council, which is still in
existence.
o Community organizers
all over the world are
trained by the
Council.

o A coalition of
neighborhoods and
parishes formed to
address broader
community issues, such
as equity and decisionmaking.

A Sustainable Presence

Preservation of
a Historical Past

o The Back of the Yards
Neighborhood made
Chicago’s stockyards and
meat packing industry the
largest in the country.
o Post WWI soldiers hoped to
return to work in the
stockyards and plants, but
African Americans from the
Great Migration began filling
their jobs.
o Racial tensions led to the
Chicago Race Riots of 1919.

o The neighborhood has
an industrial past and
maintains a vibrant
community of affordable
residences.
o Plant Chicago is part of
a newer 70-building
industrial park on the
former site of the Union
Stockyards.
o 90 % of the housing has
been upgraded.

What is Aquaponics?

Promotion of:

The Plant Utilizes
Waste as an opportunity:
o Natural resources are reused, where energy would be otherwise lost to landfills or
abandoned.
Innovation:
o Applications of technology cultivates a healthier, more sustainable city.
o Collaborative partnerships are key to creating environments where individuals,
organizations and communities flourish.
o Promotion of a hands-on approach to research, development and education.
Knowledge:
o Access to information through tours and experimentation create an open-source
distribution of knowledge to consumers, students, and neighbors.

Production Details

Social and Economic
Impacts
Plant Chicago uses technology to
provide:
o
o
o

o

o
o
o

Affordable food security to the local
and surrounding neighborhoods.
Employment for community residents
A closed economy model of using
byproducts of one food source as the
resource of another food source.
Minimal waste: 90% of byproducts are
reused, repurposed or composted,
creating an example of sustainable
commercial energy usage.
A supportive entrepreneurial lifestyle
An agricultural approach which
minimizes health risks.
Stimulation to local farmer markets,
wholesale and retail economies.

The Future of Urban
Farming

Farmed Here, a 90,000 square
foot warehouse located in
Bedford Park, Chicago.

From rooftop greenhouses to high-tech vertical farms, growing
agriculture enterprises are advancing to deliver fresh produce even
in the coldest Chicago winter.
• St. Louis has similar weather conditions, water and light resources, and lots
of vacant land and buildings!

Gotham Greens, a 75,000-square-foot
hydroponic rooftop farm in Chicago’s
Pullman Park, currently employs 45
people.

Gotham Greens uses natural light through its translucent roof, and
provides year-round produce to national supermarkets.

Urban Till is a vertical hydroponic farm in
Chicago, employs 25 people.

Urban Till is an urban indoor farm within the city of Chicago. They provide high-

quality produce, 365 days a year to over 80 of Chicago's upper echelon restaurants
and distributes to national chain restaurants, like McDonald’s.

Potentiality for Urban
Farming in St. Louis
o

Revenue made in the hydroponic industry has increased because more people embrace
this type of farming. (IBISWorld Industry Report: Hydroponic Crop Farming: Market
Research Report, Oct. 2017.)

o

A growing number of households have shifted to healthy eating and consuming organic
produce, resulting in high demand from hydroponics farmers. (D’Angelo, Chris.
“American’s Appetite for Organic Foods Triggers: A Natural Farming Boom.” The
Huffington Post. HuffPost News. 5 Apr. 2016.)

o

Extreme weather conditions damage fresh field farm crops. Grocery stores and farmers
markets quickly turn to hydroponic farmers to meet organic fruits and vegetable
demands. (IBISWorld Industry Report: Hydroponic Crop Farming: Market Research Report,
Sept. 2016.)

o

By the next five years, the total number of providers are expected to increase at an
average annual rate of 5.7 percent. (Global Hydroponics Market – By Type, Crop Type
and Geography Market Shares, Forecasts and Trends (2017 – 2022). Oct. 2017.)

Next Steps
o
o

Perhaps the academic communities could work together in a way to make this model
useful for St. Louis neighborhoods.
At the SLACO conference, my spring research will deliver a short paper about the
feasibility of replicating the Plant Chicago in St. Louis.

