
 

Page | 1  
 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI 

Grant (Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org 

Darcel Eddins 
 

Interviewed by Robert Tyrone Bass 

Edited by Robert Tyrone Bass and Kim Niewolny 

 

Bountiful Cities, Asheville, North Carolina 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Darcel Eddins is the Executive Director of Bountiful Cities in Ashville, North Carolina. She 

is building the foundations of food justice and sustainability in her community through a 

number of community-based initiatives. Darcel has a keen understanding of the way 

low-income communities have been historically impacted by the injustices in the food 

system. Her work in the community food security movement reaches national and local 

audiences and communities. Darcel’s hope for the future is one where food sovereignty 

is realized in her community.    

 

Key Words: North Carolina, sustainable agriculture, social justice, healthy people, viable 

communities, food sovereignty 

 

 

The reason why I am doing community sustainability work is because I think it’s 

important. I think there are a lot of lessons learned in that, and I think there’s a lot to 

glean on how actually to work with communities. When I say work, that’s work alongside 

the communities, with the communities being the decisions makers with our 

organization.  We focus on urban agriculture skills, or what is called sustainable 

agriculture skills. So, what you’re doing in that instance is that you’re actually working 

with the community to develop their own programs and projects within their 

community. We [Bountiful Cities] don’t have ownership over that, but we’re just teaching 

the community so that we can be in there for a period of time. When we leave the 
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community, and the community has realized what they wanted to accomplish, it’s a 

“win-win” for everybody because the community then has a site that is growing food 

and then they can develop that site as they want.  

The important relationships and the key relationships are always going be the 

communities that we're working with. We don't have to like each other, but we have to 

agree on ways we're going to communicate, and we have to agree that we're going to 

be respectful. We have to agree that we're going to be transparent and we have to 

agree that we're going to be invested in each other for that project. You know, I found 

that being transparent has been most important. Now, my personal relationships, 

they're super, super important to me, and I happen to have support from my personal 

relationship that doesn't cause me to be distracted. You know? The work still continues 

to unfold. I think I have some things that have been really surprising. I'm happy, I'm 

super, super happy about some of the stuff that we work with, you know? For instance, 

when we first started working with Shiloh, it was a piece of land that looked like it had 

been abandoned. We were constantly picking up drug needles and condoms.  Every 

time we went out there to do a work day, that would be what we would pick up. And 

then today, to see it, it's a, it's a beautiful, small garden. Like, there, you know, it's not 

feeding the Shiloh community, but it's educating. I think that's important. 

I like the word sovereignty. Food security, to me, is really food sovereignty. I 

would actually like to move that word from security to being food sovereign to 
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community food. The reason why sovereignty really resonates with me is because so 

many of these words that we use become corrupted.  You see, we as an organization are 

really serious about this. Food is medicine, food is nutrition, and food is what allows us 

to be able to navigate this human world. So we really need to be looking at food in that 

kind of way. So the reason why I say sovereignty is because sovereign means that you 

are accountable and responsible for your decisions. It is connoting a fierce 

independence, and I like fierce independence. I think it would be nice if, a lot of us 

became fiercely independent, especially around food systems. Food systems are so 

critical because when I say that it is medicine, and it is medicine, food operates in our 

bodies, it nourishes us, it brings back memories, and it connects us generationally. It’s a 

requirement, you know? The biggest requirement is water.  You just cannot survive 

without water, and food is along there.  It operates in our bodies, for our bodies, for the 

health and well-being. It’s important for us to get a nutritional value, a certain nutritional 

value to be able to think, for our fingers to be able to move, for our muscles, for all of 

that, just everything.  

Sovereignty, to me, is also all about empowerment. And empowerment, when 

you hear those words, as far as I'm concerned, just when you hear those words, it just 

connotes a whole different shift.  Let me tell you, when I first heard the word “food 

security”, I went to this conference in Milwaukee, Wisconsin in 2003, which was a big 

year for us. We went to our first food security conference, Food Security Coalition 
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Conference. We got our non-profits status. We actually were given our second piece of 

property, and we actually closed on our property down at Pierson. So I mean there were 

a lot of big things that happened for us as an organization. But we went to this 

conference in Milwaukee, we walked in there, and there were 800 people. This is also 

where we started to change the language for our organization and our work from 

community gardens to urban agriculture, because that was the first time we had heard 

the term.  

And here we were in the mountains doing this thing. We had no clue that other 

people were doing this. Not only were they doing this, the things that they were doing 

in the projects, we had no clue, right? So we walked in there, and we went to these 

outbreak sessions.  It was a 13-hour drive from Ashville to Milwaukee. I went to a 

session and they had the term "food security", and it made so much sense to me in 

2003. Well, we came back from that conference and started framing our language 

around urban agriculture, because see, community gardens also connote more wealth. 

It's like you have the luxury to do a community garden or a gardening club, you know. It 

becomes this class kind of thing, right? And so we were conscious about that, because 

the group of us, our core group of three were campaigning to shut down the settlement 

of two super Walmart stores. We were very political people, as far as things that were 

happening. We were aware, you know. We liked the urban agriculture language, and we 

were aware about race and class, but we did not know what else to call ourselves. So we 
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came back with that, and we came back with the term "food security." When we started 

talking about food security, people flipped out, there was this whole learning curve 

around it, that I was really kind of surprised about. At that time, we were already 

working with two communities who were primarily people of color. So that kind of 

language, of course, was a trigger, right?  

It all made sense, but, it was just kind of like, you go to these conferences and 

other people of color are using it, and they've been integrating and stuff, and so you're 

coming to your community and there’s kind of a stretch in that learning curve. So, what 

does it mean to me? This is 13 years later and now it is tossed around and it is so 

accepted, and I find myself feeling like it is just not enough. People just don't 

understand, you know. Even people with a lot of wealth, who live in these gated 

communities, they don't want grocery stores around, and blah, blah, blah. They have no 

idea that they're food insecure. They think that because they have vehicles, they have 

transportation. They think that they're food secure because they can get in their vehicle, 

have economic means, and they can go out to access food. The reality is, that they are 

food insecure. And they need to be part of this movement. And the reason why? Is that 

if we have a natural disaster, we're all in trouble, simultaneously. Doesn't matter what 

your economic wealth is, it just doesn't matter. Look at Louisiana.  If you have gardens, 

some of those gardens are going to be taken out.  But we could create a network that 

has a higher elevation of gardens, right?  
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That would be in our disaster preparedness plan, or in our network plan. That's 

what we would expect. And also another thing that would be in our disaster 

preparedness plan, hopefully would be, if it's not annuals, at least fruits and nuts.  Like 

an edible forest, those kinds of things they can grow in Louisiana in abundance. 

Wealthier areas that do not flood will still have food. You know, we can eat for a long 

time on fruits and nuts and be very satisfied. 

We did a Food Policy Council forum on disaster preparedness which questioned, 

“If there was a natural disaster in this area, how many days of food do we have?” We 

were fortunate enough to have a man whose job is in Woodfin or somewhere near 

there. He was so frank with us in this forum. He said that our area only has two days of 

food. Two days of food! Most people don't understand that. What does that mean for 

these people who live in these wealthy-gated communities? It means the same thing for 

the same people who live in public housing without resources. It means that all of us are 

food insecure, right? That's what it means. So, how do we elevate and have those 

conversations, to where we understand the importance of investing in our regional food 

systems? 

I believe that one of the things that we should be doing as a people, is we should 

demand, immediately, as we become more and more educated, that none of our crops 

are traded on the stock market. We should immediately take off the stock market, corn, 

soy, all of those crops because they're food. They're traded on the stock market. That is 
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where agri-business tends to put the money, because it's the dollar, and it affects the 

rest of our food system and the rest of our dollars coming into healthier food systems 

for us as communities. It's making sure that the children can touch and know what corn 

is, what beans are, tomatoes, and flowers.  

There is a beautiful amphitheater out there in Shiloh. They have been able to 

acquire garden space, because the owners of this land dedicated it to that purpose. I'm 

super happy about that and that's a success for the Shiloh community. And I'm super 

happy to see that they're successful and to know how important that is. I am happy, you 

know, I am kind of surprised.  I am happy we are incubating food-based businesses. I 

mean, I never thought that would happen, but we have resources.  We are also 

incubating an urban farm in Pearson, and I like that because we are getting numbers. 

The farmer last year was able to produce 25 CSAs out of that. It's called Patchwork 

Urban Farms. He patchworks different properties, urban properties, together, but he was 

able to sell 25 CSAs last year. This year, he sold 32. But not only that, he hires people. 

And so, he's creating jobs, as well as that. But this year, he's seriously looking at making 

that a cooperative. That's really exciting because he works off of eight pieces of property 

throughout the urban environment. He's dedicated and that's a lot of work, but he 

comes with experience. That's why we took the risk on him, he got resources. We're not 

your normal non-profit, so how do we flip this in the way to where we're sharing, not 

hoarding resources.  
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Last year, at this time of the year, we started the Community Garden Network. It’s 

like 20-something gardens who have decided that they wanted to form a network. It 

was actually the Food Share Project, that we started from funding them last fall. The first 

thing we did was a garden. We did a needs assessment with 25 gardens, and then there 

were certain things that bubbled up. One of their number one things is that they wanted 

a coordinator. We were able to get additional funds for a short amount of time from the 

Food Share Project. We were able to apply for more funding, and we have a position, a 

part-time position secured now that we just hired for a year that's linking 25 gardens 

with others coming in. When there is one particular garden, funders don't give a shit 

about. But when you add 25 and you're doing the cumulative, you're aggregating those 

numbers. That's where the needle moves, so funders might approve. We started a seed 

library with that. We started lending a tool library; we want to access bigger equipment 

for these gardens to use. You see? It's still in its growing phases, and we don't want 

Bountiful Cities to be the owner of this. We want community members to figure it out, 

but we're holding it. We're holding it right now, because it's fragile. We do not know 

what it is going to look like, and they don't know what it's going to look like.  But we 

could form some kind of way in which they're independent, with resources that come 

out from underneath us. 

The Garden Network is doing their thing independently, so we're into collective 

impact and collaborative projects. One is cross-sector and it's an urban agricultural 



 

Page | 9  
 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI 

Grant (Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org 

alliance. We're in our second year. And we're the lead agent on that. It just became 

cross-sectored this year, which means that we have the city sitting at the table, the 

county sitting at the table, the cooperative extension, and UNC Asheville people. I mean, 

that's a big deal, because what we're doing is we're looking as a group, and we meet 

every three weeks. We don't hardly ever get to have that kind of time with the city, city 

officials, or county officials, and to be talking, "How do we create a vibrant urban 

agriculture alliance and a vibrant urban agriculture food system in Asheville?" And 

you're dedicating two hours every three weeks to this. That is important. 

On top of all of that, we have our own programs that we are running. We have 

Strong Roots and Grass to Greens. Randal is the Director of Grass to Greens. Grass to 

Greens pulls in around $100,000 a year as a fee-based business, and so they employ 

staff. Since the non-profit world is supposed to have an income-producing stream, that 

was like incubating a small business. We had to learn how to do that and even though it 

pulled in right around $100,000 it cost us almost 100,000 to run it. We're showing that 

we're doing this on paper. We have the numbers. We're showing to the foundations that 

we are trying to work on coming out from underneath them. 

The thing where I really got inspired was through attending the Community Food 

Security Coalition. The other groups were doing this, and I was like, "We can do this in 

Asheville! We're progressive and liberal!" Of course, we'd want to do this. But I found 

out that there's contradictions between that. I actually enjoyed working on the 
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Appalachian Foodshed Project (AFP). What happened there was academic and involved 

communities coming together. To be successful in the future, I think that academia is 

really going to have to figure out how best to promote that they reside within 

communities. It actually is to their benefit for their students to have interactions with 

good communities. They're sitting within communities and have a big impact on those 

communities. I think that it is their position to start to interact more with where they're 

placed, and to start to shift that. We started to have that conversation, but also, we're 

connecting a regional food system in Appalachia, which I think is a really big deal. And 

so that's surprising to me because this level of work makes sense to me because I am a 

systems thinker. But then I’m also not a details person, honestly. I don't like to manage 

people, that's not my strength. 

The Foodshed Project has taught me that actually we have a lot of layers around 

food security that are really complicated. What it also tells me is, that none of us are 

really as food secure as we think that we are. I like people to be adults and show up. 

There's a lot of work to do. Again, I am a big systems thinker, and that's where I like to 

reside. I'm willing to jump in. 

 The one thing that I would say is, don't start a non-profit. I think that we have lots 

of non-profits, and I think that we have lots of corporations and businesses. But I think 

it's really important to find work that you want to do and that you want to be engaged 

with. And I think it's really important to figure out how that works, regardless of whether 
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it's for-profit, non-profit, or cooperative. What is your place in a community? Where do 

you want to be in that community? How do you want to be showing up with your 

values, and your dreams, and whatever it is that you're bringing in that community that 

you're choosing to be a part of? I think it's one of the things that we just don't talk 

about. 

I think somewhere deep, deep wherever, wherever it is within our humanness, is 

that we all want a sense of place and belonging. We all want that, it’s who we are 

because we're animals. All animals want that. We see it in nature, right? Yet for us, as 

humans in this world that we live in, I think that we're constantly being trained to 

actually push back on that. To actually not have that piece show up. I would recommend 

that people get really deeply grounded in what they want to do. If it is going to require 

a non-profit, my recommendation is to find a non-profit that you can align with. Find 

one and continue to show up, volunteer, do whatever, whatever needs to happen for 

you to be able to work with that non-profit. And don't just think it's the first one. It may 

take several to continue to do that because you're going to find that your values are 

eventually going to line up with those values that you're looking for. Trust that your 

values are going to line up with that. Work with that non-profit or that business.  

I'd like to actually see more cooperatives. I believe that cooperatives and the shift 

in our non-profit work around collaboration are actually parallel tracks. I believe that our 

work in the future is going to be working more deeply with communities and a sense of 
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place. That's why I think cooperatives are beneficial. So find those and find out what it is 

that you as an individual need. What is it that you really desire? I think that if the dollar 

is what you aspire to, then I think that you should look back and really reexamine your 

values because, how did the dollar become so important? And as the dollar has become 

so important, look at really what we've given up around that. Look what it's caused us. 

Be true about it, be really real about it. I know I drive a car, and I know I show up in this 

world in ways that I'm not happy with. There are a lot of things that I do in my life and 

have been doing because I have values. I do not shop at Walmart, but does that mean I 

do not get slave labor clothing, or whatever.  Sometimes I do, but I just don't shop at 

certain stores, you know. My money is too valuable, so I’ve come to that realization. I 

work too hard and my money is too valuable. I want to be able to get the return on 

investment for my dollar and my community where I'm living. 

I also think it's important to say that we don't know. Like sometimes it's okay to 

be just like, "You know, we don't know what's going to happen." Sit with that, and also 

to be vulnerable on that. I think a lot of times we're not allowed to be vulnerable. I have 

found in just about everything about our organization we've created, we actually didn't 

know. I write grants, but I used to not know the grant language. I have to tell this story 

because it just occurred to me how ridiculous I must have looked at the time when I was 

submitting. So when I first started writing grants, I would step back.  The grant language 

is a whole different language. They would want to know how many clients we were 
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serving, and I was looking at that like, "We don't serve any clients," so I would put zero. 

In retrospect, five years down the road looking back and reflecting on that, can you 

imagine as one looking at that grant?  I'm asking for $40,000, but we're not serving 

anybody, but we're doing all this work.  The grant committee must have thought I was 

bat-shit crazy, requesting that amount of money not serving anyone!  You know, just 

find people who will talk to you, like when this stuff comes up, find people who will be 

open and talk to you and share with you.   

You see, the reason why we were not serving anybody is because we didn't know 

that language, and we're still not serving anybody. Now I have a narrative that I can talk 

about it, because I've learned. And the learning is, "No, we're not serving anybody, what 

we're doing is that we're working together and we're empowering individuals. We're 

doing all of these things that funders want for communities, like empowerment. We are 

doing them together and figuring them out together. We're not serving anybody.  I 

refuse to use that language of serving because I think it puts us into that dynamic of 

power over. People are never going to be able to become reliant. I speak a lot about 

sovereignty and self-reliance, and, you know, I try to use words that really are about 

empowerment around the work that we do with communities.  

I'm happy with all the work that we've done and where we are. I'm content, but 

I've had a whole lot of frustration, no doubt. I work so closely with communities and I've 

come to recognize how racist and classist urban communities are. I've had my bouts of 
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anger around that. I don't know what success is as far as measurement. I think one of 

the things that we've never done as an organization is, our work in Shiloh, and this is 

going back to the word service. We have never written a grant on behalf of the work 

that we do with communities. So we get the grant, and then next year, we have to report 

out on it. And the reality is that if you want communities to be really reliant, what you 

want, is you want them ultimately to be writing those grants, to run the programs within 

their communities, or to be working with them. We run programs, so if they want to use 

our programs, then we're happy to try to figure out collectively how we can fund those 

programs together. We develop programs and curriculum together with some of our 

gardens but we've also been doing the same thing and holding on. We've been building 

urban agriculture simultaneously in Ashville as our organization. That's where we have 

been seeking to get the funds from, not the work that we've been doing. So we're not 

one of these non-profits that has received grants on behalf of the community work.   

It's really a tricky situation because I found myself in this place where non-profits 

are being beat up over. I can't be raising the flag going, "But we've never done that. 

Toot, toot, toot, you know, look at us, look at us." We've never done that, but what I can 

say, "Well, this is how we have worked, and we didn't do that. And so how can we back 

out of doing that and start to work differently?" Instead of raising this flag and saying, 

"We've never done that, so we don't want you all to smack us around." You know, it's 

the same thing like with the white fragility, you know. "You white people. If you would 



 

Page | 15  
 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI 

Grant (Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org 

just blah blah blah blah blah." Then the white person is all up in the corner going, "Oh 

my God, I had no idea I had institutional bias. Leave me alone. I want to be friends with 

people of color, but I'm so fragile, I don't know how."  

We've really started to shift a lot in the last eight years, more so intensely in the 

last five years. We had worked on getting 15 gardens up. Now we had to figure out so 

much, because we were working with people who lived in public housing. When you 

start to work with a community, if they don't have jobs and you're saying, "Well, we 

want you to volunteer to be a part of this community garden committee and meet. Then 

we want you to go out and volunteer and have at least one work day, and then we want 

you to start growing food." That gets a little tricky, especially when there has been this 

whole cultural difference around people of color growing food. It's been a really tricky 

kind of thing to navigate because all I wanted to be real clear about is, "Look, I know 

you don't know me and you don't know my story, and I don't have three hours to sit 

down and tell my story. I just want to tell you, that if you will just learn how to grow your 

own food, there's going to be a whole other world opened to you that you never knew 

existed. And it's going to open to you past generations present and future." You know, 

you see all these trees right here [outside Bountiful Cities building]? These trees could 

be producing fruit and nuts. There are some apple trees right around the corner there. 

We could have policies in place that say, "You know, we have a lot of invasive plants in 

this area. We're going to really focus on these invasive species, because majority of 
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these people that we've seen come through this parking lot, have mental health 

challenges.” I work here and I see them all the time, and you get to know faces well. 

There’s an apartment unit behind our building. So, the ones that can afford to live 

somewhere, they probably live right here. My whole point is, how glorious that would be 

if they could just walk through here, pick food, and get a hold of some fruits and nuts. 

Doesn't that just make common sense?  

How glorious if we turned it into a place, that not only they could pick them, but 

they could interact, and they could take care of it, because perennials like that don't 

require a lot of maintenance. They just don't require that much. Even herbs and spices, 

they don't require that much maintenance. We could do those kinds of things to 

increase food security, too. I think we're in some kind of cultural paradigm shift, because 

I hear that word often. It feels so divided to me, politically, economically, and it even 

feels divided between urban and rural communities. There's just a lot of division that has 

really shown up, just bubbled up. I think in that, there's a lot of fear. I also think that 

there's a lot of opportunities while communities may in fact hold the solutions. I think 

that many of us have a lot of chatter going on in our head. I think that we have a lot of 

intuitive stuff that is churning internally. I think that we are trying to connect the heart 

with the chatter. The chatter is like, "Yeah, yeah, yeah, it's not working, and we're so 

divided, and there's so much fear, and there's rah-rah-rah." and, "What do I do? What 

do I do? What do I do?" And the heart is like, "Be still. Be still. Be still. Connect down. 
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Drop down. Drop down." We must be smart and navigate this in a way to promote trust 

and understanding that we have really done a lot to allow us to stay divided and living 

in fear. As a culture, we have to come out and own that publicly. When I say 'we', I think 

that we have to do it in a bigger way. If we don't do it in a bigger way, then you and I 

continue to fight with each other on Facebook. And we continue to have these really 

ridiculous arguments that continue to divide us. We're in fear because we don't have the 

opportunity to sit and to look at each other and to talk to each other, and we don’t 

know what to do. Do you know what to do? What's going on in your community? 

We've been writing grants all year, and you know we're waiting to hear back from 

some grants coming in at the end of the year if we get them, or within the next few 

months, that are actually going to take us to our next level. We're still working with the 

AFP. We're still engaged in that.  We are also doing some active stuff, trying to get UNC 

Asheville professors there to actually be our lead agent and to connect with the rest of 

the folks who want to continue that project. We're doing strategic planning with our 

board, it's time for us to do our three-year strategic plan. We've changed a lot as an 

organization in the last five years, because we're still deeply working with the 

community, but we're not working with the community in building the community 

gardens. That still is part of our work, but has not been the focus of our work. It's gone 

to that next level of trying to figure out how communities can be more sovereign, create 

more programs within their own community, work with them to do that, and also to 
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create ways in which there can potentially be some economic opportunities within their 

communities. 

Ideally, in the future, I would like to really drill it down, drill it down at the 

neighborhood level. Drill it down to where, you know, we're identifying risks. Like we're 

staying in our neighborhoods to get what we need. How can we create more things 

within our communities so that you and I would be having this conversation at my 

neighborhood food hub, whatever that might look like? They would have cooking 

classes for adults and children, tend to the garden, and we’d have a farm stand out 

there, we'd be growing herbs, too. All kinds of things could happen, and it can happen 

in many different ways. It's really important for us to have a pulse on a lot of the 

emerging issues that are happening. A lot of that emerging work is unfolding. 

Otherwise, we'll be completely out of this loop on what other groups are doing. As you 

know, we're moving forward with our work. So, that's what we're doing. 


