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ALMA BACKYARD FARMS

Though I do not believe that a plant will spring up where no seed has been, I have great faith in a seed.
Conyvince me that you have a seed there, and I am prepare to expect wonders.

COMMUNITY 1S THE SOIL UPON WHICH ANGELE-
NO seeds were sown. Some Los Angeles
natives are determined to claim back their
land. Pastoral minister and urban farm-
er, Richard Garcia, grew up admiring the
trajectory of Filipino farmers. His admi-
ration for the servicing community fueled
a dynamic call-to-action resulting in the
creation of Alma Backyard Farms. Alma
provides juvenile offenders the opportuni-
Lty to reintegrate into their community in
the form of restorative justice. What bet-

— Henry David Thoreau

Weritten by Nate Rynaski /llustrations by Lia Liao

ter communily space is there to host this
effort than one that directly opposes con-
finement—the great outdoors.

Founding the first farm in 2013, Garcia
began in East Los Angeles, dedicating pro-
duce to the families of formerly incarcerat-
ed community members. Garcia has since
expanded Alma Backyard Farms, fostering
a community that stimulates youth devel-
opment, food security, environmental con-
sciousness, and second chances. We met
with Garcia at Alma’s original location in
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West Compton amongst the tomato plants
to discuss Alma’s mission as he tended to
the garden.

Give us a snapshot of what’s going on
today?

I’'m supposed to be with them [the plants]
today, but there’s all this other stuff going
on. lodaV is supposed to be quality time.
I’'m messing around. I say that because..
with planting, it’s relational. I don’t get to
be that scientific about it. The plant sort of

tells you what it wants to do, but in terms
of pruning, what I do here, I'm pushing
energy into the production—where you
can see the focus is on the production of
the cherry tomatoes.

That relational thing you're talking about
with the gardening —do you guys teach
that?

In the world of trying to make a difference,
wanting to change, I think too often we
centralize one character over the other,
but in the case of Alma Backyard Farms, |
think what’s central is the Iclatlonshlp be-
tween plants, people, and place. I say it like
that, too, so there’s not this attitude that we
dominate the plant.

What is your role with Alma Backyard
Farms?

Erika and I cofounded Alma Backyard
Farms in 2013 after a lot of work experi-
ence with juveniles, people choosing to
leave the gang life behind, with people
leaving prison behind. It was really a cul-
mination of individual stories collectively

proclaiming this mantra, which was: ‘1
want to give back” and ‘I want to go home’
and really have a sense of home... Juveniles
wanted to leave, struggling to leave a life-
style that was hurting them and others..
When they’d speak with the spirit of tho
better version of what they were, it was that
they’d wanna give back and they’d want to
go home. Hearing that over and over again,
as a collective, we discovered that urban
agriculture was a real means, a real vehicle,
to help transport people home in a deeper
sense, and creating an opportunity for
people to give back.

What sort of lessons have you learned
along the way?

In terms of life lessons, we've worked with
people who've spent over 20+ years in
prison, and for them to witness how some-
thing they put in the ground is then made
available to feed a family is something so
unifying, and to have repeated experience
of accomplishment—1 think this is what
helps people believe in themselves. We re-
ally saw that opportunity to fulfill people’s
aspirations to come home, and then do
something nloaningful upon their return.

I express it in a way that may seem simple,
but anything with human life is alw ays
complicated.

I think plants teach us a little bit about
resilience, and that’s something we copy
and imitate. Then there’s also the law of
reciprocity here. The plant gives back what
you put in. This attention that I'm paying
to the plant allows for it to increase its
production. That’s a lesson taught here
because you get back what you put in.

You can go to a farmers market and get
fresh produce, but here you’re physically
seeing where iU's coming from. I think
there’s something even more nourishing
about that.

We celebrate [crew members’] birthdays
here. One of our crew members, she’s
vegan, and [ was like “Where do I get a
vegan cake,”” I picked up the cake and I re-
member being in a very affluent area, and 1
like their farmers market—it had the same
vibrations in terms of people enjoying the
outdoors and families sourcing their pro-
duce. I felt that what we offer here at the
Alma Farms in Compton is along the same
vibrations, but there’s a little more here
because there’s an invitation to stay. It’s not
done on asphalt, we don’t have multiple
vendors, it’s just what we have to offer and
if we do offer other things—it’s stuff we
source locally.

What else is afool regards programming?
We just finished summer camp—this
would be our summer camp meeting with
30 children. I love the multiple uses this
space has. It’s been a place where we've
facilitated meditation, but importantly, on
every other Sunday it’s [a farm stand].

The church is over there, but this is our
first section where we have the 36 raised
beds. This is where we first started and
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we convineced people over time that it was
worth developing the rest of the space. We
had six college students serve as interns, a
paid internship, so that we could run our
summer camp. We have a crew of about
eight people reentering, and have been
former incarcerated, to help us with the
farming piece and help us build out the
farms, and some of them are behind the
register.

You said you have eight people right now
that are reentering that are helping out—
how does that program work?

We have three programs. There’s our ur-
ban agriculture training program, our job
training program. The people reentering
have a lot of opportunities to pick up skills,
life and job skills—concrete, transferable
skills. There’s a lot that you can learn
technically that sets you up for a career
and a trade or that helps you move into a
place closer to your aspirations, but I think
for people who are reentering, it’s a soft
landing. It’s a landing that’s fluid enough
for you to get accustomed and acclimated
to the world on the outside as you transi-
tion from the world on the inside. We have
programs for school-age children where
they learn similar life lessons, but really

to encourage young children to become
stewards of the earth, stewards of what the
earth has to offer. They learn to partake

in this role of caring for nature, wanting

to care aboul it and care for it. Our social
CIltorpriscs are farm stands where we offer
‘pay what you can, take what you need’
motto. The food we grow— that’s our social
enterprise. It helps us to sustain our efforts.

With Alma, it does seem locality is very
much at the core here. I think that’s
really important in food because the best
comes from the people and places around
you.

When we did the crab boil we met the
Capt‘lll’l of the boat and his wife, they had
to pivot [due to COVID]. A lot of us were
like “What do we do?” when it comes to
what were growing, or what we're fishing
or harvesting, because when things shut
down, I don’t know if anyone’s ever really
planned “What do we do in this case?’
We decided to give away what we were
growing, and we had a grocery kit give-
away during COVID, but the fishermen...
dlb(‘O\ ered that they didn’t have to sell

to restaurants. They could sell straight to
the consumer. lh()} actually developed
new relationships, and we're one of the
relationships they developed because our
stand was open in San Pedro, and that’s
how the conversation started. From that
point forward, we always said we wanted
to do a crab boil. All the ingredients we
were focusing on are mainly local. We

did it with our style with some of the
vegetables we were growing. There was
something distinct about it—that was one
day of celebrating. At the end of the day,
everyone slarts dancing, that’s how we
wrap the day up.
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BASED IN SOUTH BEND, INDIANA, CROSSROADS
Solar is working to redesign the post-in-
carceration experience, returning citizens
a positive, productive re-entry into the
job market. Formerly incarcerated em-
ployees at Crossroads Solar are trained
to produce high quality and sustainable
solar panels, while also building a tight-
knit community. In a conversation with
Crossroads employee Justin Stewart, we

Written by Sheila Pippin

learned more about Crossroads and the
living wage, benefits, and life skills they
offer employees Lo re-enter society with
dignity and confidence, while maklng our
planet a better place.

I'd love to learn about how you got
started at Crossroads— what first gol
you interested in the program?

W ell, initially, I heard about Crossroads
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from my parole officer. And the inter-

est that sparked me was the president,
Patrick Regan. He had a video on their
website. And it wasn’t so much about
what they did with the solar panels, but
what the message was that stuck out to
me the most. It was what he had to offer.
As far as inspiring me as a person, you
know, he wanted to give back and give
people opportunities, a chance at a career

in life. And that’s exactly what I was looking for
at that time.

What does a typical day at the program look
like for you?

Every day is a learning experience. Every day,
we learn a little bit more about photox oltaics
and solar panels. Each day, we go in with our
set job and the skills that we have been trained
on. But every day things tend to change, we

Memory of sun seeps from the heart.
Grass grows yellower.
Faintly if at all the early snowflakes
Hover, hover:

-~ “Memory of Sun,” Anna Akhmatova

learn a little bit more, and we grow as people
regrow as a company. And every day it’s just a
new and exciting journey.

What do you personally work on?

I'do the laVup table. And what that consists
of is taking solar cells, and taking them and
placing them on a table and spacing them out.
That’s my primary title.

And do you get to work with a communi-
Ly w ithin the team? Or is it more like an
individual position?

I have a partner on the table that I work
with making the solar panels and the lab
table, but we rotate throughout the compa-
ny and do different jobs and work together.
And sometimes we’ll switch positions. So
it’s great to be able to work with people,
and they’re in the same position. Wanting a
new life, wanting to have a job, a new start.
It’s a really great environment.

Have there been any mentors or people
that have come in and been really import-
ant to your time at crossroads?

I'd have to say, Patrick is the biggest figure
or mentor in that aspect. Because not

only does he care about the company,

and the vendor tools to work there, but

he also cares about your outside life, like
what’s going on in your personal life. They
support you in the company outside of the
company. That’s the biggest part for me.

Was there a favorite or most impactful
moment that you’ve had at the company
in your time there so far?

I'd say that most impactful moment was
not only getting hired, but also being able
to prove myself that the things I said in
my first interview, things about myself and
qualities that I've mentioned, I have actu-
ally gotten to show them by my actions or
how I am as a person, and to live up to the
standards that I set for myself.

What was the first hiring process like?
Well, to be honest with you, that was the
first place I went to apph for a job. And
they told me at the interview, they said,
“You know, if you just want a job, then this
might not be the job for you. Because we’re
looking for more than some person to work
for us. And that right there spoke volumes
to me, it stood out to me a lot. And 1 said,
“You know what, I don’t want to waste your
time. I wouldn’t like it if you wasted my

173

time. So I think this would be my first and last
stop if it’s the same with you.” That moment,
right there was a pivotal, crucial moment for
me that showed me that they’re more than just
a job and a company.

Were there any challenges that you faced in
the first few months, or you’re still encoun-
tering now since re-entry and working at
Crossroads?

I guess the one challenge about re-entering the
community and society would be that when
you're incarcerated and you get oul, just re-ac-
Chmatlng yourself, back to society, and joining
a company that has such high standards. It was
difficult at first to actually believe in myself that
I could do it. But now that I've e actually gotten
to work there, and gotten to meet the people
and the employers, that in itself is a lot to me.

Is there a lesson you've taken away from
Crossroads, something you wish to carry with
you?

Yes, you can always improve. You can always
improve. There’s alw. ays room for improvement.
Crossroads offers opportunities to the people
that need it the most and it’s more than just a

job and a company. The message they convey

is something much deeper and than I ever
thought was possible.

So what do you think the future for Cross-
roads and your own career looks like?
Initially, when I'went in, 1 thought that, you
know, this could be a great job. And 1 could be
there for a long time. And after working, I feel
like I'm gonna stay there for a very long time.

I want to go back to school and go to college.
And I think that I may go into the solar indus-
try and stick with it. Because I love what I do.
It’s great. I don’t feel like I'm working when 1
love what I'm doing.

What has it been like entering this industry
as a newcomer?

It is actually different from any job or anything
I’'ve done in the past. There’s so much that goes
into a solar panel—people just think of solar
panels, and they look at them like, ‘Oh, yeah,
you know, they collect sun and they generate
electricity’—not the steps it takes to actually
get to that final point. IU’s a lot deeper than
what I initially thought, right? I thought you
just threw a solar pancl together, and that’s
that. But the precision it takes to get everything
done, the way it takes to run them properly
and cfﬁcmnth It takes some skill, and I'm still
learning every day.



INSIDE OUT

They were trying to save their souls—and who but a_fool could fail to see that all that
was the matter with their souls was that they had not been
able to get a decent existence for their bodies?

INSIDE OUT, THE UK’S FIRST CLOTHING BRAND
made entirely by young ex-offenders, is
a project designed to offer young peo-
ple an opportunity in fashion and de-
sign and kickstart their creative careers.
In the project’s first launch in March of
2022, Inside Out offered eight former-
ly- incarcerated men between the ages of
18 and 26 the chance to create, design,
produce, and sell their own clothing. In
2023, Inside Out is excited to expand its
program and offer thousands of young
men and women the same one-of-a-
kind creative experience. Our interview
with Inside Out founder, Greg Mcken-
zie, details the origins of Inside Out and
where they are going next.

How did Inside Out get started?

Well, to be honest, I've had this idea
for about 10 years. It was always some-
thing I wanted to do. I had seen differ-
ent projects in America and in Ger-
many, actually, where they had similar
projects. They were stitching clothing
and designing clothing. And I thought,
“You know, in the UK, how would you
even get a pair of scissors into a prison,
let alone design clothes.” And it’s just
been an idea I've sat on for 10 years.
Thr ough connections at work as my
job as a journalist, I've met different
people in different areas. I just said,
‘Look, I got this idea. It’s probably a no,
but what do you think?” And they said,
‘Well, go and approach a prison, see if
they’ll let you in, and then come back
to us.” And that’s what happened. So
the project has been two years in the
making. It was an idea that was about
rehabilitation. And really, that comes
from my own bacl\gl ound, because |
grew up in children’s homes, when 1
was young, and I was in and out of so-
cial care. I met a lot of people along the
way, and a lot of friends that ended up
in prison, because they didn’t have the
guidance, they didn’t have the support.
So I always thought when the time

was rlght, I could give back. I thought:
What better way than to merge fashion
with business and rehabilitation? I then
set about trying to formulate it, getting

— The Jungle, Upton Sinclair
Weritten by Sheila Pippin

the mentors. I went to a lot of the youth
centers that I'd worked with on stories.
I said, ‘L.ook, | need some volunteers
and young people that would want to
do this.” And lo and behold, you know,
we were inundated.

What do you think attracted you

to fashion as this program through
which you’re helping formerly incar-
cerated people?

Well, fashion speaks, and I'd like to
think I like my fashion. I think had 1
been able to draw, I would have proba-
bly gone to fashion school. I've always
been interested in fashion, but I never
really had the panache to do it. When
youre younger, there’s a lot of peer
pressure with fashion, Clothlng and de-
signers. And to my surprise, a lot of the
guys wanted to do fashion, a lot of them
wanted to create their own sneaker line
with customized sneakers. This is about
how to mark up your profits, how to
market your clothing, what sells, what
doesn’t sell, how you would design that,
and we teamed them up with graphic
designers. Fach of the guys had two
graphic designers among eight of them,
and they started throwing out ideas on
paper. Then they would get digitalized
to create the Inside Out brands. There
were 13 designs so the boys had free
rein. | had nothing to do with it. I was
like, ‘I'd love to draw a design. I wanted
to do that.” But, this was theirs. And 1
stepped back and just watched and let
them kind of have free rein in the de-
signs. What you see is what they created
from their head from scratch.

Was there a specific reason you want-
ed to work with young, formerly incar-
cerated people? What has been some
of the benefits you've seen working
with young people?

There’s quite a few programs here

in the UK for ex-offenders. But, not
age specific. And I realized nobody
was doing what I've created. There

is cushion-making in prisons. There
are woodwork classes. But in terms of
getting that hook and interest from a
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young person, I just thought if we
could do this, and they’re engaged,
then why not do that? When you
hit a certain age here in the UK, 18
and then up to 21, you’re on your
own, you're an adult. Now, there
are no real services, or it’s quite
hard to connect to those services,
or they’re not appealing enough for
these young people already. And
we would have done 16. But the
prison felt that the 16-year-old was
slightly too immature to respect
and understand the opportunity—
still finding themselves. And 18 was
a risk. Because at that age you're
still vulnerable. You know, gullible,
and impressionable. So we would
have taken anyone under 30, really,
but nobody came forward from
that age bracket. And you know
what, they all bonded. And we were
worried —we were conslantly being
warned that having such a largc
group of young people together

in the UK, they’ve got this thing
called postcode wars. It’s like Fast
Coast, West Coast beef. But they
met and nobody had that beef. And
we realized that they were all there
for the same reasons, no matter
where their postcode was, and what
gang they may have or may not
have been affiliated to. And it was

a blessing. I think we were really
lucky. But going forward, I know it’s
not going to be easy.

Were there other concerns you

had in building this brand? And
have you felt like there have been
challenges that you’ve successfully
overcome along the way?

I think I was always mindful that we
were never cxplomng people. So they
were paid a small fee. You know, they
couldn’t be paid like the going rate.

It was more like they got their lunch,
they got their expenses, and they got a
wage for coming to work in the shop.
Because a lot of them said, “We would
do it for nothing.” We had a rotor sys-
tem because we couldn’t afford to pay

everybody every day. So we had a rotor
of four bos s that daV and then rotated,
but everybody turned up every day and
said, ‘Don’t w orry. I don’t want to be
paid, I just want to be here.’ These guys
thought for the first time, ‘I've got a bit
of acceptance.” And this is a chance to be
a real man. And anything in the world is
possible, that’s kind of what I wanted to
instill in them. And just to say anything
is possible. You know, I grew up in a kid’s
home. I should have been in prison real-

ly, I should have gone to jail when I was
rolling with the cool kids and wanting
to hang out and do the bad things. |
was on the path going down that route
very fast. And I see a lot of myself in
them, I was there at that stage. But |
had no one that reached out. And then
I had that light bulb moment. And [
kind of fixed up, went to college, went
to school, trained to become a journal-
ist, and I never looked back. That’s what
I want to be for them.
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I was wondering if you had to describe
the mission of Inside Out in just one
sentence, what do you think it would be?
Our mission is to empower young peo-
ple with lived experiences to be given

a second chance. Because we all make
mistakes, some bigger than others. But
we can’t just throw away the key and
leave these guys because ev cntualh they
will be released from jail. I think it’s
about just understanding that people
make mistakes.



REHABILITATION THROUGH THE ARTS

The role of the artist is exactly the same as the role of the lover.
1f 1 love you, I have to make you conscious of the things you don’t see.

RECALL A FAMILIAR SCENE FROM CHILDHOOD,
or even television—do something bad, and
face the consequences. But is there anoth-
er way? What if when one does something
bad, they learn the groundwork to avoid
past mistakes? Rehabilitation Through the
Arts (RTA) suggests so—this team of ed-
ucators and activists work inside prisons
to bring culture, arts, and entertaimment
through theater and writing to people who
need it most. It’s a human-based approach
that pays off; their techniques save taxpay-
ers money and reduces recidivism-—the
chances of returning to prison. /launt sat
down with Lawrence Bartley, a writer and
board member, to see what makes RTA
special.

How did this idea start?

There was a group of guys who wanted
to put on some plays inside of Sing Sing
Correctional Facility. They didn’t have any
resources, any funding, or approval from
an administration, but then [founder and
executive director] Katherine Vockins got
on board, and she turned it into what
RTA is known as today. She built it out,
got funding, got costumes, got sets, and
mstilled a sense of duty into incarcerated
mdividuals who take part in the program,
and a sense of accomplishment as well.

The RTA program says that their ap-
proach to justice is based on “human
dignity rather than punishment.” Talk a
little bit about what you do differently
and your humanity approach.

There are other places that are more
punitive, or let’s say, transactional. If you
do something wrong, you go to solitary
confinement. If you do something wrong,
we lock you in your cell for 23 hours a day.
But RTA says, ‘Listen, these are the rules.
If you want to take part in this production,
you have to be here three times a week
with some excused absences—you have

to know your lines at a particular time,
you have to participate within the group,
and that you can participate. If youre not
ready, that’s okay. But maybe understudy-
ing is a better role for you, where you
could do it at a slower and more responsi-
ble pace’

It’s incentivizing you to go forward and

do something, because the end produc-
tion—usually three nights a week, two for
the incarcerated population and family
members—there’s a sense of euphoria
idividuals can feel when they’re onstage
and they’re hearing the audience engaged,
laughing, clapping, laughing. It takes it to

—James Baldwin
Written by Sam Franzini

another level when a person’s family is in
the audience.

RTA has reduced recidivism, or returning
to prison, greatly —less than 5% of RTA
members return to prison compared to
60% of people nationwide. Why do you
think the program is so successful?
People probably hear many stories about
prison—that it’s violent, or tough to live
i, which is true. It’s also a very boring
place, to a certain degree. In many prisons,
particularly ones far away from metropoli-
tan areas, there aren’t many programs that
feed their mind. So when you don’t have
that, people are left for 10, 20, 30 years to
languish in their misery. ‘I'm not getting
news from family members, my girlfriend’s
not seeing me anymore, [ don’t have
money to buy things I want, I can’t get on
the phone.” All of that can instill a kind of
angst in an individual. But when you have
a program like Rehabilitation Through
the Arts, and civilians coming to see you

a few times a week, and you're given this
script you have to learn that’s challenging
your mind, you're no longer bored, then
you have to perform, and you're practicing
night-in, night-out. And you’re learning
your own strengths, weaknesses, and
you're pushing your boundaries to devel-
op more strength —that instills a sense

of confidence. When people get out, and
they’re faced with whatever rigors of so-
ciety in their jobs or other tasks, they can
channel whatever made them successful
i RTA and use it to meet this challenge.
People end up staying out, which is how
you see recidivism rates so low.

Why do you think the government and
people have such a hard time getting it
right when it comes to prison reform? Is
it a product of what we’re told, and how
do we fix this mindset?

A large part is the way of doing things
when people are challenged with change,
it’s very difficult. Even on a basic level, if
you park your car in a certain place, come
mto your house in a certain way, watch a
certain show—when that changes, you feel
a certain way. And most times, you're not
even digging in mentally to understand
why you feel that way. Sometimes it’s that
little knee-jerk reaction to change, but
most other times it’s the bureaucracy in
between. You might have, on the very low-
est level, a prison guard that hears about
this change, and is like, ‘Okay, that sounds
great, I'm ready to make this change. But
wait. | can’t do that, because | have to

contact my superior.’

And that superior has another superior

to contact, and it goes to the highest level
in the facility. It’s this whole bureaucracy
in place before anything can change. So
we can have a lot of people in the middle,
people who can make decisions and adjust
that change or deny it altogether. Those
are some of the practical reasons why
things don’t change. But what we learned
during the George Floyd era, during

the pandemic, crime statistics, human
behavior, I think we learned that people
are more open to change. Even what we
learned during the presidency from 2016
to 2020. The way we started thinking
about our president, some of the things
our former president would say, and the
feelings he’d create with other people. We
started to address what was truthful, what
was not truthful —people started taking
sides. IU’s not overwhelming, but there’s

a lot of people now who see the criminal
Jjustice system for what it is, and know that
it’s run by a set of people, not necessarily
about right and wrong. It’s subjective.
There are inroads to operate within that
and make changes when necessary, or just
sit back and be like, ‘It i1s what it is.

Are the RTA success stories your main
motivator?

Definitely. There’s many I can think of
Kenyatta Hughes, for instance. He’s been

a musician for a long time, but I know that
with RTA, it’s not about music, per se, it’s
about expression with your body. On stage,
moving and performing with gestures,
having it match your words. Now he’s an
artist on this stage, and he has told me that
now he’s working on his performance. e
can call on some of the things he used to
do on stage or even a feeling he had on
stage, which is important in his training.

Are your experiences what drive you to
work and make life better for incarcerat-
ed people now?

Absolutely. My experiences were not
unlike many incarcerated people, but 1
learned during my time that I'm able to
look at people individually as opposed to
who they represent. Like, I don’t look at
correction officers as one broad stroke
they’re all different. Prison administrators
are all different. Incarcerated people

are all different. So I don’t judge people
based on feelings in their ‘class’ 1 don’t
do that, in fact, I don’t classify anyone. |
Just classify everyone as a person and view
them that way.



