




































































on the block here just can't break into the farmers' markets, or

it's challenging. They can, but it takes a lot of time. They are

told what they can and can't bring. I just think that's nonsense.

Rabkin: What would you say to a market manager who says,

"Look, I am very loyal to the people who have been selling in

my market for x number of years. I don't want to jeopardize

their customer base." The story you just told speaks to that.

But, say they're nervous about a limited customer base. What

might you say to them about trying to improve the outreach or

the customer base, or how they might deal with that problem?

Leap: Yes. That's a good question. I'm not sure. Maybe they

do know what they're doing. That's a tricky one. [pause] I

don't know. I did a market in San Luis Obispo. I did the Morro

Bay market when I was in the Central Valley and tried to get

into the Higuera Street market, and they said, "Yes, you can

come here. But you're going to be a block down there for a

couple of years until you prove yourself. And then you can

come into the market."

Rabkin: So that's how they handle new people. They put

them in the ghetto?

Leap: Yes, they put them in the ghetto.

Rabkin: [laughs] Out on the fringes?

Leap: Yes.

Rabkin: Interesting.
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Leap: I just think there's going to be more and more

opportunities for direct marketing. I don't know. Those are

good questions.

Rabkin: As you look to the future of sustainable agriculture

in this region, are there changes or developments that you see

coming toward us on the horizon, like how this landscape is

going to change economically or-

Leap: I mean, taking a real long shot at it, when you look at

the commodities that are produced here in this reglOn, the

high value commodities-the best examples would be

raspberries, strawberries, and lettuce that get shipped out of

the region-I think as shipping costs increase, that's going to

force some changes in production systems nationwide. It

might make more sense ultimately as fuel costs are raised, too,

to be growing less of the really high value specialty and more

of just basic food crops. But, you know, that's easy to say,

because we're in such an incredible climate and such an

incredible area. The Pajaro Valley used to be a big potato

producing region. Then apples came·· in. Now it's all

strawberries and raspberries. It's whatever makes the most

economic sense for the growers, because of the high values of

the land. But as the values of these other crops increase, I think

that they're going to come back into the fold here. I think

people are going to have to really look at those land values

and make some exceptions for locally produced foods,

commodity items.
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Rabkin: So you could imagine apple orchards sprouting up

where apple orchards used to be in the Pajaro Valley, for

example.

Leap: Yes. Or I can imagine the S.alinas Valley looking very

different in ten or twenty years, too.

Farm-Based Research

Rabkin: Let's look at your Cooperative Extension work. You

work with area growers on farm field trials. What kinds of

work do you do with local growers?

Leap: The main thing that I've done with Co-op Extension at

the Farm here has been- Let me try to remember back to

some of the first work we did here. I did a bunch of stuff with

Jeff Mitchell, who's an Extension specialist statewide, doing

work with no,-till and conservation tillage farming systems.

For about five years, we tried really hard to experiment with

no-till and conservation till and strip-till here at the CASFS

farm. It was all pretty unsuccessful.

When I first came here, Richard Smith, who was, at the time,

the small farm farm advisor for Monterey, San Benito, Santa

Cruz, Santa Clara Counties, did some trial work with cover

crops here on the UCSC farm. That was back in the early 90s.

A number of years ago I met Aziz Baameur at a small farm

work group meeting in Davis. A few years after that he took a

position in Santa Clara County, which served a three-county

area, which is Santa Cruz, San Benito, and Santa Clara
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Counties. He was the small farm farm advisor. UCCE had a

field station over in Santa Clara where he could do trials. They

actually had a plot of land. I don't know who owned it. It was

the Division of Ag and Natural Resources, or whatever, but it

got sold because the Division of Ag and Natural Resources

could no longer justify the costs associated with maintaining a

field station in the Santa Clara Valley.

So Aziz lost that site as trial ground. He does on-farm trials,

but he approached me five years ago. He said to me, "I want

to do a blueberry trial, and I think this farm here would be the

perfect place to do it." All of his colleagues-there's Mark

Gaskell down in the Santa Maria, San Luis Obispo area. He's

got a couple of trials. He's got a trial with a grower and then a

trial at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo. Manuel Jimenez, who's a

small farm advisor up at Tulare County, had a trial. Benny

Fouche, who was a small farm advisor up in the Stockton area

had a trial. So Aziz, just being in that circle of friends, thought,

well, why don't we do one here on the Central Coast, see how

they do?

So I talked it over with the Center director who was at the time

Carol Shennan, who said, "Absolutely. The more stuff we do

like this, the better off the Farm's going to be. That's the

perfect kind of outreach activity to network with the local

farming community.."

I somewhat reluctantly agreed, because blueberries are tricky,

and I didn't need any new work. So four years ago, we put in

this trial. So it's been good. We've done field days, and now

we're picking blueberries and collecting data and getting
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information out to the farming community, and it's all good.

That's been good also, because when we do the field days we

bring in other advisors from other areas. Irrigation advisors

from Monterey County come and talk about irrigation on

blueberries, and Laura Tourte, who's the UCCE county

director comes and talks about the economics of blueberries,

because she's an economist. Then they all see the Farm and

they go, "Wow, this farm is incredible. I had no idea." [laughs]

It's good to get people to the Farm every once in a while.

There's an interesting misperception about what goes on at the

Farm at UC Santa Cruz. It's historic. It goes way back.

Rabkin: What is that misperception?

Leap: Oh, that it's just kind of this hippie training farm that's

like farm summer camp.

Rabkin: So people don't understand how rigorous it is?

Leap: People don't understand that it's a very impressive,

dynamic farm that's very well managed and aesthetically

beautiful. We found that when we did (it's a little off topic,

because it's off the Co-op Extension thing) but the Farm last

year was a recipient of the "Sustie" award at the Eco Farm

Conference, and then they put us on the panel of successful

organic growers.6 So here we are, our thirty minutes of fame

on the stage at Asilomar.

6 See "UCSC apprenticeship program receives top honor in sustainable
agriculture" Currents, January 29, 2007: "Established in 1988, the "Sustie"
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Rabkin: This was the 2007 Eco-Farm Conference?

Leap: Yes, 2007. We presented what we do to the best of our

abilities. We picked ten apprentices, and we highlighted what

they're doing in the world. People in the audience were

crying. People that I've known for years from farming in the

Central Valley came up to me after the presentation and said,

"We had no idea you guys were doing that." [laughs] This goes

back to the outreach potential of the collaborative field trial

with Cooperative Extension. Those things are kind of

powerful.

Then we got written up in the Cal Ag. We did the symposium

for the fortieth, last year, 2007.7

Rabkin: This was the Back Forty celebration?8

Leap: This was the Back Forty celebration. Cal Ag came and

said, "Hey, we want to do an article on you guys." They did

award is presented each year by the Ecological Farming Assodation to
"stewards of sustainable agriculture" who have made a significant
contribution to the well-being of farming and the planet. Past redpients
include chef Alice Waters, publisher Robert Rodale, and several graduates of
the apprenticeship itself. Jim Leap and apprenticeship coordinator Diane
Nichols accepted the Sustie on behalf of the apprenticeship during the
conference's awards banquet on January 26, 2007 at the Asilomar
Conference Grounds in Pacific Grove."

7 "Breaking New ground: UC Santa Cruz Celebrates Sustainable Innovation
in Farming, Food Systems" (University of California California Agriculture
October-December 2007) http://calag.ucop.edu/07040ND / resupOl.html

8 On the weekend of July 27-29, 2007, the Center for Agroecology and
Sustainable Food Systems held their fortieth reunion/ celebration.
See http://www.ucsc.edu/ news_events/ text.asp?pid=1470
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an article that generally talked about the Farm, and then

focused on the blueberry trial and Sean Swezey's farm

extension work. That's a really big deal. That wouldn't have

happened twenty years ago. So it all kind of ties together with

the Co-op Extension discussion.

Rabkin: And UCSC farm is a certified organic site. Is that

correct?

Leap: That's correct.

Rabkin: Does that bring in people who are interested in

working with you to do organic trials?

Leap: Oh, it does. And we don't really have the staffing to

handle this, but we get tour groups from all over the world.

I've toured just about every country you could think of at the

Farm, people interested in the certification process and just

want to explore what this whole certification thing is like, how

do you grow things organically. CCOF [California Certified

Organic Farmers] sends a lot of those tours our way, too.

Visions for the Future of the Center for Agroecology

and Sustainable Food Systems

Rabkin: In the course of the interview so far, you've

occasionally mentioned things that CASFS doesn't have the

staff to do, that you're sort of limping along trying to do, for

example, leading these tours for people who come to you

through CCOF and are interested in organic certification and
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so forth. Do you have a mental wish list of, if CA5F5 could

have everything it needed to really do its job? What would be

on that list?

Leap: Well, if CA5F5 could have everything it needed to do

its job, all of our offices would be on the Farm. We'd have

housing for the apprentice program for the apprentices, just

simple basic ho~sing. We would have an outreach coordinator

position. We'd have a student intern coordinator position.

We'd have a field research position. And we'd have a facilities

maintenance position, or that would be handkd by campus.

Those are the big ones. We don't have a groundskeeper. I'm

the groundskeeper. Does that make any sense for a twenty­

five acre site? I'm the groundskeeper. [laughs]

Rabkin: 50 in addition to managing farm operations, you're

making sure that the borders look good.

Leap: That the weeds get mowed, exactly. [laughs] I guess,

taking that even a step further, I don't have any place to park

tractors and implements out of the rain in the winter. They're

just out in the weather. 50 we buy a three-thousand dollar

grain drill, and I sit there and watch it rust into the ground.

Things like that just make me sick.

The other big wish list item would be, we could do such a cool

demonstration of so many different recycling and energy

savings systems. There's no reason why we have to be on the

grid. We could be completely off the grid. We could have our

own well. There is a well down in the gulch below the farm,

but the politics kind of keeps us from being able to utilize it.
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So we're on city water, which makes no sense to me. We

should be trapping rainwater from all of our buildings. We

should be hooking up with campus to take rainfall off the

buildings here to store it to use as irrigation water. I mean,

there are so many cool, cutting edge things we could be doing

if we had the resources. So we are literally limping along. We

should have electric tractors. We should be growing biofuel

crops and running our tractors with biofuels. Things like that.

I'm just like, let's get going. But it all takes money.

Rabkin: Might there be grant money available to fund some

of these kinds of projects?

Leap: I think there would be.

Rabkin: Is there anybody on CASFS staff who has the time to

look for that funding?

Leap: Well, we just hired a new development person.

Rabkin: It sounds like the geographic split that occurred

when CASFS people could no longer use offices on the Farm

proper and moved to Oakes College, it sounds like that has

made a significant difference in the nature of the organization.

. Leap: It has. It'skind of disturbing.

Rabkin: So one of the qualities that you cited early on when

we started talking about your CASFS work, one of the aspects

of the job that really appealed to you, was this sense of a

community of people. Thi.s was one of the ways in which the
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apprentice program was strong, because they're working with

each other, and they're also working with the various staff

people they have contact with. How do you see the strengths

and weaknesses of CASFS as an organization working

together?

Leap: Oh, I think we need to work together, and I'm hopeful

that we'll be able to pull it together. We absolutely need to

work together. When I first came here, the field research was

completely separate from the apprenticeship program. The

Farm was divided. There was literally a line. There was no

intermingling. When I got there, I made the decision to

attempt to breakdown those subtle barriers. I started involving

the apprentices in field research, and involving the researchers

in the apprenticeship program, and inviting the researchers to

have lunch with the apprentices. Now we're kind of co­

mingled in a really nice way. But we need to rekindle that

with the whole program and get everybody on the same page,

so to speak. That will be a challenge.

Rabkin: You mentioned some kind of self-study that CASFS

is currently involved in?

Leap: We just finished an external review. And we are right in

the middle of a strategic planning process,. and we hired a

consultant to help with that. So we're getting to the

challenging part of that right now. We created all the

framework for the goals. But now it's like, okay, how are we

going to implement all of these things? What changes do we

need to make programmatically to make it all work?
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Rabkin: Have you had a chance to voice this wish list of

yours in the context of that strategic planning?

Leap: Not quite yet. I've voiced it through a lot of emails.

[laughs]

Rabkin: As you look back on your experiences over the past

nineteen years or so in this position, are there pivotal events or

watershed moments that you see in the job, or in the

organization, that stand out as historic markers?

Leap: Well, let's see. I came in '90. When Carol Shennan came,

things changed a little bit. She really worked hard to build

bridges to the campus community. But she was so

overwhelmed in that position that it was very, very

challenging for her to juggle everything that she was doing.

She was half-time faculty and half-time Center director, and

didn't have a development person, and didn't have really an,
assistant or an associate director. But she stepped things up a

notch in terms of our relationship with the campus, for sure.

Rabkin: How so?

Leap: She worked with staff to the best of her abilities to send.

the message that we really were a part of this campus.· An

example: if there was an event in the Division of Social

Sciences, like the annual staff breakfast or something, she

would say, "You guys are staff in the division. You go to that.

Get your faces known."

Rabkin: So that was a change from previous practice.
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Leap: That was a change. She was very successful at getting

federal funding, which was a huge boost to the Center. And

she was very much involved in the natural sciences, but she

also respected the social sciences. So she did a good job of

bridging those two, but keeping the natural sciences going.

Some of my concern now with the new leadership, is I'm

wondering where the natural sciences is going to fall out.

The Rolling Cultivars

Rabkin: I'd like to really shift gears in a major way for a

minute, because I want to be sure before we finish up to ask

you about your musical involvement.

Leap: [laughs]

Rabkin: The Rolling Cultivators have come up in more than

one interview to date. And since you've been a part of that

group, I'd like to ask you to tell me a bit about your

participation with that musical group, and also how music

making might tie in with being a farmer and an educator.

Leap: Oh, it totally ties in. [laughs] That's interesting. How

much time do we have for that? I was fascinated with music

when I came to the Farm. I've always played music, and I've

always loved old-timey music. I played banjo when I was in

high school. When I came to the Farm in 1990, there was an

apprentice named Rob Horgan who's in a couple of local

bands. He's in Sidesaddle, and Crosstown, and Bean Creek.
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Rabkin: I thought Sidesaddle was an all-women group. Did

that change?

Leap: It used to be years ago. They've got a couple of guys

now. I heard him play his banjo one day in his tent. I was like,

"Hey, Rob, what's going on? I heard you playing banjo." I was

kind of picking up guitar then. So we started playing a bunch

of music. We played farmers' markets. He stayed local here

and played a lot of music and had a lot of fun. We did farm

dances at the Farm Center, just banjo and guitar, and rocked

the Farm Center. People loved it.

Then in 1997, Nancy Vail was an apprentice, and she was

learning how to play fiddfe. She'd spent a year in Japan

teaching English. In her spare time there in Japan, she picked

up fiddle and was getting pretty good at it and played a lot of

Irish tunes. So she and I started playing a lot of music. And I'd

have to mention Matthew Werner, who was a post doc

researcher a't the Farm in the early 90s. He was just an

exceptional musician. He was in a band called Mariposa. He

taught me a lot of stuff about the intricacies of music and how

to connect musically with other people.

So I had all of these little music circles going. And then Nancy

came with the fiddle. Then Nancy and Rob and I got a bunch

of songs down in common and played a dance at the Farm

Center and people loved it. So Nancy and I called ourselves

the Rolling Cultivators, because the rolling cultivator is this

implement we use that everybody loves. It's a

"Lilliston" cultivator. So we came up with the name, Rolling
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Cultivators. And then all these other people-students and

various folks have stepped in and stepped out of the Rolling

Cultivators.

In the last couple of years, Jan Perez, who's one of the social

sciences, social issues staff, started playing mandolin and

started doing voice. Then Amy Carlson, who works at Life

Lab, we discovered randomly one day-she was walking by

the Rolling Cultivators as we were playing "Star of the County

Down" as an instrumental. We didn't do any vocals. We were

mainly a dance band. We're playing "Star of the County

Down" and Amy Carlson walks by one day and says, "Oh, I

know that song. I have words to that song." She says, "You

mind if I just sing it one time?" She came and she just blew us

away. It turns out she's got a master's degree in voice

performance.

So then the Rolling Cultivators took a whole new kind of thing

where we were doing vocals. Then Jan Perez and Amy started

doing vocal harmonies. And then Joji Muramoto, it turns out

he's walking by one day and he goes, "Would you guys mind

if I joined you some day? I playa little guitar." It turns out he's

a very good guitar player. Joji and I have done research

together in the fields of the Farm there for years. He wasn't

there in the very early days, but we've done numerous field

trials and still do to this day.

So then it got kind of exciting, because it was all CASFS staff.

And then we started getting invited to DC functions and

things to play, and we could present ourselves as the all-staff

band. So we played the staff picnic, and, we have played at the
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campus sustainability conference and at Social Sciences events

and at our own Harvest Festival.

Rabkin: Talk about outreach.

Leap: Oh, it's the perfect outreach for the Farm. People love

the music. It's really fun to get up to a mike when you're in

front of two thousand staff and just say, liDo you guys know

there's a farm on this campus?" [laughs] So that's been lots of

fun.

Rabkin: Do you see music making, music performance,

community music events as connected in any way with

sustainable agriculture, or the culture of agriculture?

Leap: Oh, sure, yes. Absolutely. I mean, music is in our roots.

Most of the best musicians I know or have heard of, are folk

musicians who are tradespeople and working-class people. It

just speaks the language of the soul of the soil and the earth,

definitely. What we're challenged with now in this day and

age is we have to be careful not to put people off. It can turns

into a class and culture thing. Somebody coming here from the

Bronx as an apprentice, an African American person, might be

put off by me, this white guy, playing a banjo that was an

instrument that was brought over by the slaves. There're all

those issues that we have to deal with.

If it was up to me, I would like to branch out, and I would like

to be doing all kinds of different ethnic and cultural music. I

think that would be really cool. But we always kind of come

back to bluegrass, old-timey, and fiddle tunes. [laughs] So our
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next challenge is to introduce a little bit more ethnic diversity

in our set list.

Rabkin: It makes me think of Pete Seeger who used to make a

big deal about the banjo being originally an African

instrument.

Leap: Absolutely. Music was so central in the United Farm

Workers movement, so central. The Teatro Campesino-in

fact, Luis Valdez's son, Danny Valdez, performed a lot of the

music live for the Teatro Campesino, but also just for the

gatherings. Danny was always there. Pete Seeger, Joan Baez.

It's always been a part of the labor movement. So it just kind

of fits right in. So Patricia [Allen] is saying, "Oh, you guys

need to learn some labor songs." I'm like, "I'm all for it."

Rabkin: Thank you so much, Jim. It's been great.

Leap: Sure, you're welcome.

60


