




the market.  The nonprofit sponsor of  the farmers market is sustained by charging the farmers a 
weekly vendor fee calculated as a predetermined percentage (currently about 6.5 percent at many 
local markets) of  each farmer’s weekly gross sales.

The goal would be to create a farmers market which could be economically self-sustaining -- or 
even could generate excess revenues to 
support the overall operations of  the 
Park & Farm.  In order to achieve this 
goal, it would be necessary to simulta-
neously develop a stable clientele for 
the market and choose crops which 
would attract a loyal customer base 
throughout the year.  The threshold 
for a farmers market to break-even is a 
dependable level of  weekly gross sales 
of  approximately $15,000 – 20,000.  
To put this sales goal into perspective, 
the larger certified farmers markets in 
Southern California may generate weekly gross sales at four or five times that minimum amount.  
But it may take years for a new farmers market to attract a critical mass of  customers.

55

Photo: Chef Randen



Photo: Mary Gaston

The Cornfield Sustainable Park & Farm would 
have a unique marketing advantage in being 
the only certified farmers market in the Los 
Angeles area selling produce grown literally at 
the site of  the market.  However, it would be 
important to make a hard business decision 
as to whether the market at the Park & Farm 
would sell produce grown at the site exclu-
sively – or, for practical reasons, bring in other 
farmers to sell produce grown on their farms.  
In order to ensure a steady flow of  produce 
available year-round, it might be necessary to invite “outside” farmers to join forces at the Park & 
Farm.

Management of  the farmers market operation is another important decision to be pondered.  To 
maximize the financial return to the Park & Farm, the idea of  the Park & Farm running its own 
farmers market operation is appealing.  On the other hand, to get the farmers market off  to a 
strong start, it might be advisable to follow the lead of  other organizations initially desiring to run 
their own farmers markets, contracting out the management of  the farmers market to an experi-
enced nonprofit operator.  A prospective nonprofit operator might ask the Park & Farm to con-

The Park & Farm’s educational 
programs might also attract interest 
from philanthropic funders interested in 
supporting schools.
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duct or pay for an analysis of  the economic viability of  a farmers market, including a count of  the 
existing base of  nearby neighbors or workers who might patronize a farmers market at the Park 
& Farm site.  Ultimately, it may be prudent to hire an experienced “master farmer” to oversee the 
operation of  the farmers market and the farm itself.

A charter high school at the Cornfield

A charter high school, dedicated to sustainable agriculture and environmental arts and sciences and 
serving a student body of  400 – 500 students, would be a natural complement to the Park & Farm 
and could be developed across the street.  This would not be a revenue-generating project for the 
Park & Farm.  On the contrary, it would require an estimated $12 million ($4 million to be raised 
privately, matched with $8 million to be borrowed) to build the projected 40,000 square-foot struc-
ture which would be needed to house the charter high school.  

The list of  included physical facilities could be negotiated with LAUSD.  Classrooms, gathering 
places, and an auditorium would be essential parts of  the design of  a charter school.  However, 
instead of  incorporating a school library on the site, the nearby existing Chinatown Branch Library 
could be counted as the charter school’s library.  Instead of  building entirely new athletic fields, the 
existing play space at the nearby Alpine Recreation Center and Castelar Elementary School might 
be counted towards the charter school’s play space.  Parking could be discounted or even elimi-
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nated in view of  the site’s proximity to the Chinatown Metro Gold Line station.

Once the charter high school were built and certified, the L.A. Unified School District would take 
over responsibility for paying for ongoing operations.  Consequently, the major hurdle would be 
organizing the school, conceptualizing the integration with the Park & Farm, and raising the initial 
$4 million funding.

There are a few other charter schools which relate to part of  the Park & Farm’s mission.  Work-
ing with Heal the Bay, an environmental charter high school has been established in Lawndale.  At 
Playa Vista, discussions about an environmentally-themed charter elementary school have been go-
ing on for a long time.  Birmingham High School has a “High-Tech High” charter school program 
which is run independently of  the existing high school.  Art Center College of  Design is in the 
process of  obtaining official approval from LAUSD for a charter school.

On a smaller scale, some existing nonprofit organizations have developed charter school programs, 
such as the California Science Center and the Los Angeles Conservation Corps, which are inte-
grated into their overall programming involving young people without embarking on major capital 
fundraising campaigns.  This more limited model might provide useful precedent for incorporation 
of  a charter high school into the overall work of  the Park & Farm.
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Recycling used cooking oil and converting it into biodiesel fuel

Other recycling innovations could include a local experiment based upon the “Garbage That Is 
Not Garbage” program created in Curitiba, Brazil, which would encourage low-income residents to 
bring recyclable items to a central collection point in return for non-cash incentives such as transit 
passes, schoolbooks for children, and vouchers for produce grown at the Park & Farm.  In Curitiba 
(population 1.6 million), 70 percent of  the city’s garbage is recycled. 
Collecting used cooking oil from nearby restaurants to be sold to biodiesel refineries in Coachella 
Valley or the Grapevine area to be used by the growing biodiesel membership cooperatives in 
the West Los Angeles and Northeast Los Angeles areas.  Biodiesel offers significant potential for 
fleets of  fueling trucks and buses, and German carmakers reportedly are planning to increase their 
exporting of  new “clean diesel” vehicles.  In Graz, Austria, used cooking oil collected from 20 per-
cent of  the city's restaurants provides the raw material for asignificant percentage of  the diesel fuel 
used by the city's buses.

But the cost margins may be very tight.  According to Edwin Alagozian, cofounder of  the Happy 
Oil biodiesel cooperative in Sacramento, their experience with waste vegetable oil collection from 
restaurants leads them to the conclusion that their most efficient collection operation, at the rate 
of  40 gallons per hour, costs the co-op $1.32 per gallon.  Since biodiesel refiners are willing to pay 
$1.50 per gallon of  waste vegetable oil, there is a small margin of  profit per gallon.  Furthermore, 
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the model of  locally-controlled, decentralized production and distribution of  biofuel may run into 
obstacles from the tough restrictions on methanol and NOx imposed by the South Coast Air Qual-
ity Management District.

Other recycling innovations could include a local experiment based upon the “Garbage That Is 
Not Garbage” program created in Curitiba, Brazil, which would encourage low-income residents to 
bring recyclable items to a central collection point in return for non-cash incentives such as transit 
passes, schoolbooks for children, and vouchers for produce grown at the Park & Farm.  In Curitiba 
(population 1.6 million), 70 percent of  the city’s garbage is recycled.

Staffing for these programs might be provided by young people from the Los Angeles Conserva-
tion Corps whose headquarters is located just down the street or Homeboy Industries which will 
open its new bakery and Homegirl Cafe nearby.

�
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Conclusion

The proposed Cornfield Sustainable Park & Farm comes forward at a singular moment 
in time – a time when urban consumers are becoming increasingly aware of  healthy 
food and renewable energy choices, when farmers are showing more interest in inno-
vative and sustainable alternatives to traditional growing techniques, when the general 
level of  concern about global warming and climate change is rising, and when the city 
itself  may be heading into a fierce debate over its future fueled by population growth, 
worsening traffic congestion, and intensifying competition over the limited supply of  
urban land.

The good news is that the proposed Park & Farm demonstrates the fundamental viabil-
ity of  an “eco-econ” approach to changing the use of  land in the city.  To further test the 
feasibility of  these ideas, it will be necessary to conduct more elaborate analyses of  the 
proposed urban farming, restaurant, learning center, and retail activities.  But the main 
point is that this proposal puts forth a practical way to create a sustainable urban park 
near downtown Los Angeles.  It embodies a more environmentally-aware approach to 
using urban land, and at the same time it shows that there are realistic ways to generate 
financial resources to support park operations without contradicting the essential pur-
pose of  the park.
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The Cornfield Sustainable Park & Farm could elevate the coming debate 
over the future of the city and the planet. It could provide a creative vi-
sion which synthesizes many of the more hopeful ideas which people in the 
community are thinking about, and point a light on the path to a better 
future.
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Appendix

Crop yield and market value estimates (original data provided by Jimmy Williams and Laurie Soren-
son of  Hayground Organic Gardening with additional calculations on one-acre value estimates by 
Michael Woo).  

VEGETABLES ROWS SEED COST/ROW EST. VALUE/ROW(S) EST. VALUE/ACRE  

Allium (onions, garlic, shallots, 

scallions)

2 - 100' 

rows

$16.75     $110.60 - 

180.60

$2765 - 4515 $2756-4514

Artichokes (purple, green) 40' row 0 $179.40 - 299.00 $22,425 - 37,375
Asparagus (green, purple) 100' row $82.00 $107.25 - 257.40 $5,362 - 12,870
Beans, Pole 100' row $15.00 $299.00 $14,950 

Beans, Bush 100' row $3.70 -5.60 $299.00 $14,950 
Beets (various) 100' row $5.15 $99.50 $4,975.00 
Broccoli (various) 100' row $7.50 $199.00 $9,950 
Brussel sprouts (various) 50' row $8.90 $124.50 $12,450 
Burdock 25' row $13.50 $30 - 45 $6,000 - 9,000
Cabbage (various) 100' row $8.00 $82.80 $8,280 
Carrots (various) 100' row $9.90 $69.00 $3,450
Cauliflower (various) 100' row $12.60 $179.10 $8,955 
Celery (red, yellow, green) 100' row $15.70 $149.00 $7,450 
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VEGETABLES ROWS SEED COST/ROW EST. VALUE/ROW(S) EST. VALUE/ACRE  

Chard (various) 25' row $4.95 $144.75 28,950
Collard (various) 100' row $17.40 - 26.25 $126.75 $6,337.50 
Corn (various) 3 - 100' 

rows

$15.60 $144.00 - 288.00 $2,400 - 4,800

Cucumber (various) 100' row $8.50 $118.50 $5,925 
Endive, radicchio, chicory (vari-

ous)

100' row $9.95 $80.00 $4,000 

Eggplant (various) 100' row $25.40 $111.75 $5,588 
Kale (various) 100' row $26.10 $126.75 $6,337
Kohlrabi (various) 100' row $16.00 $25.00 - 75.00 $1,250 - 3,750
Leeks (various) 50' row $8.00 $149.25 $14,950 
Lettuce (various) 100' row $8.00 $179.00 - 199.00 $8,950 - 9,950
Melons (various) 2 - 100' 

rows

$18.85 $598.00 - 998.00 $14,950 - 24,950

Mustard greens (various) 50' row $4.50 $62.53 - 84.53 $6,253 - 8,453
Okra (various) 100' row $32.80 $75.00 $3,750 
Parsnip 25' row $6.40 $18.75 - 37.50 $3,750 - 7,500
Peas, fresh 50' row $4.35 - 6.52 $69.60 $6,960 
Peppers, hot (various) 100' row $19.00 $149.25 $7,475 
Peppers, sweet (various) 100' row $32.20 $224.25 - 374.25 $11,212 - 18,712
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VEGETABLES ROWS SEED COST/ROW EST. VALUE/ROW(S) EST. VALUE/ACRE  

Potatoes (various) 100' row $25.00 $74.25 - 199.50 $3,712 - 9,975
Pumpkin (various) 2 - 100' 

rows

$18.80 $414.00 $10,350 

Radish (various) 100' row $15.00 $79.00 $3,950 
Rutabaga 50' row $2.75 $75.00 - 150.00 $7,500 – 15,000
Spinach (various) 100' row $8.40 $238.40 $11,920 
Squash (various) 3 - 100' row $50.00 $774 - 1,494 $12,900 - 24,900
Sweet potatoes and yams 100' row $0.00 $96.75 - 111.75 $4,837 - 5,587
Tomato, red 100' row $44.50 $149.00 - 599.00 $7,450 - 29,950
Tomato, 50' black, 50' yellow 100' row $15.90 $149.00 - 599.00 $7,450 - 29,950
Tomato, 50' green, 50' bi-colored 100' row $15.90 $149.00 - 599.00 $7,450 - 29,950
Tomato, cherry 100' row $131.50 $149.00 - 599.00 $7,450 - 29,950
Tomato, various 50' row $8.00 $149.00 - 599.00 $7,450 - 29,950
Turnip 25' row $6.75 $149.00 $29,800 
Watermelon (various) 3 - 100' 

rows

$19.00 - 38.00 $1,048.00 - 2,097.00 $17,466 - 34,950
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