
With Cunningham Township serving as the
fiscal sponsor and organizational leader,
Solidarity Gardens convenes a network of
inter-organizational and cross-sectoral
participation under the umbrella of
community food resilience. The project
connects the Cunningham Township, Sola
Gratia Farm, Urbana Park District, Channing
Murray Foundation, Urbana Free Library,
Champaign County Public Health District,
Wesley Food Pantry, Eastern Illinois Food
Bank, City of Urbana, Champaign Park
District, Daily Bread Soup Kitchen, Carle
Hospital Mobile Market, the University of
Illinois Extension, University of Illinois
School of Social Work, and a network of
autonomous community gardens. 
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The Midwest is synonymous with farmland,
bountiful harvests, and diverse histories of
agricultural practices and innovations, and
Urbana, Illinois is no exception. Located in
the East Central region of the state, Urbana
and its twin city Champaign boast a
population of over 127,000 residents. Home
to the University of Illinois, the state’s
flagship land grant college, the Urbana-
Champaign community has a wealth of
academic, community, and agricultural
resources that benefit the steadily growing
community.

Despite the assets of the area, low-income
residents in this knowledge-rich community
still navigate hardships ranging from housing
uncertainty to community violence and food
insecurity. Many community leaders and
groups continue to address these issues head-
on in a variety of ways. One such effort, born
out of the alarming rates of food insecurity
brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic,  is
Solidarity Gardens CU. Beginning with an
idea by Danielle Chynoweth, supervisor for
the Cunningham Township Supervisors
Office (CTSO), and her team, Solidarity
Gardens CU is a coalition of community
partnerships and volunteers, that has
demonstrated that the soil found in the region
can be used to grow an abundance of food for
those most in need.

Solidarity Gardens CU
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https://www.solidarity-gardens-cu.org/
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Each organization serves a role, ranging from
gardening, agricultural technical assistance,
community volunteer outreach, community
education, gardening supplies, and food
distribution. 

The Solidarity Gardens network (the network)
produces food through two efforts: core
gardens and affiliate gardens. Core gardens are
the agricultural efforts existing on public land
and are supported by staff from the network’s
respective organizations and volunteers from
the public. Depending on the location, core
gardens may be accessible to the public for
free harvesting, a dedicated garden plot, or
farm tract solely for network donations. Core
gardens vary in size but produce most of the
network's harvest for donation. Core gardens
are also expanding at scale and use practices
adopting regenerative and agroforestry
systems.

Produce from core and affiliate gardens is
donated at select sites and distributed through
various channels. Some produce is donated
directly to Sola Gratia Farms, Champaign
Urbana Public Health Department, and the
Channing Murray Foundation. Depending on
the donation site, produce is channeled to
community food access touch points like the
Carle Hospital Mobile Market, a converted
Champaign-Urbana Mass Transit District Bus
used for food donations in neighborhoods with
food access barriers. Produce is also distributed
through food pantries, soup kitchens, and the
county’s food bank.  

Some donated produce is distributed through
the Channing Murray Foundation’s Bucket
Brigade, a sister program of Solidarity
Gardens. This volunteer-based delivery
initiative began during the COVID-19
pandemic to supply immunocompromised
community members with household
provisions and prepared meals. It has since
expanded into an effort that now supplies all
residents and households needing food access.

“No one in Champaign-Urbana should ever
go hungry. We have this fertile soil, and we
can grow our own food. We can grow what
we need.” – Danielle Chynoweth

Display a Solidarity Gardens sign in their
garden.
Share information about Solidarity
Gardens events and programming with
their gardeners and constituents.
Participate in a yearly site visit with a
member of the Solidarity Garden network. 

Affiliate gardens are maintained by private
residents and landowners committed to
donating a portion of their harvest to the
network. This could mean excess produce or
an entire home garden grown for donation.
Affiliate gardens pledge to:

Affiliate gardeners have access to the
gardening tools, supplies, and seeds donated to
the network in addition to financial and
technical assistance support throughout the
year. 

 

https://www.channingmurray.org/


In 2022, affiliate gardeners donated 383
pounds of produce to the network and 137
volunteers supported the work of Solidarity
Gardens. Overall, the Solidarity Gardens
network produced and donated 2,270 pounds
of produce in 2022, with the Bucket Brigade
delivering 665 pounds. 
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Although the benefits of the Solidarity
Gardens surpassed the expectations of its
organizers, the program maintains a low
profile that has allowed it to focus on the
work. There is a strong ethos of letting the
work speak for itself with a recognition that
Black-led community agricultural projects in
the area have operated without much
recognition. Additionally, since Solidarity
Gardens was born in response to the
pandemic, the efforts have been fueled by the
urgency of increased food insecurity and
hardship. 

Despite the intentionally low profile, local
media has interviewed representatives from the
network, and a faith-based organization has
awarded the project with recognition that
included a small monetary donation. Since the
network dynamic involves many non-profit
and governmental institutions, the network's
operations are integrated into the roles of the
institutional participants, which contributes to
Solidarity Garden’s success and impact. 

Although the high level of participation from
institutions is beneficial to Solidarity Gardens
in terms of the network's sustainability and
production impacts, Danielle cautions that this
dynamic doesn't always guarantee buy-in from
the community.

“My endgame is a totally different path; one
that is pro-human and nourishes and feeds
and supports everyone with the abundance
that we have been able to cultivate through
technology” – Danielle Chynoweth

She explained how institutions, despite being
well-intentioned, have a history of
approaching new efforts with overdeveloped,
extremely goal-oriented programs that are
often integrated into a broader strategic plan. 

This is why the work of institutions should be
balanced with an effort to understand who is
already doing the work and how institutions
can support the historical work of community
members. Solidarity Gardens is a coalition
made of up of entities that mobilized quickly
to address new forms of community hardship.
The balance of working with urgency but
with intention serves as the foundation of
Solidarity Gardens. Danielle encourages
community activists and builders of grassroots,
mutual aid initiatives to see institutions as
community partners, noting that there is often
mistrust amongst community members toward
entities that appear as political or
governmental.
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The future of Solidarity Gardens is fertile and
prosperous. With every pound of food
produced, the network attracts more
volunteers, recognition, and respect. Solidarity
Gardens was born through the seed of mutual
aid and quickly grew through institutional
collaboration. During this period of growth, it
has been essential to protect the network's
integrity, its internal dynamics, and its
mission. There are ambitions to integrate the
network into the Champaign-Urbana Farm to
School movement so food can be provided to
local schools, and a still more complex vision
to create community food forests for the
public to forage. The future is boundless, and
the work will remain steady. 

“One of the best ways to secure community
buy-in, although it is slower, is you do the
work, you show up, you show results that are
substantive and real, and then you tell the
story about it. Sometimes people lead with
telling the story and showing the vision, and
the work is a little bit harder to come by.”       
 –  Danielle Chynoweth

Thanks for reading!  

This case study was created in fulfillment of a
cooperative research agreement between the
Marketing Services Division of the
Agricultural Marketing Service of the United
States Department of Agriculture (USDA
AMS), Colorado State University, and the
University of Kentucky.

For more information and resources on Local
and Regional Food Systems Response to
COVID: Recovery and Resilience, visit
www.lfscovis.localfoodeconomics.com. 

“Attend to relationships. When an initiative
fails, there hasn't been enough attention
on the building of relationships and
trust...Community resilience is defined as
the level to which a community can meet
its own needs.” – Danielle Chynoweth

Reviewed by: Cindy Ragin, U.S. Department of
Agriculture – Agricultural Marketing Service
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