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Good morning, thank you so much for joining us today for this very important topic
My name is Josephine Quiocho and I hail from the Queens Botanical Garden in Queens, New York 
If any of you have visited Queens then you may know that it is the second most populous borough of NYC and it’s most ethnically diverse, 
Of the 2.2 million Queens residents, 48% are foreign-born, from countries including China, Guyana, Ecuador, India and Korea.

The hustle and bustle of Queens makes QBG exactly as our motto says, an oasis where people, plants, and cultures meet.

My colleagues on this panel and many of you out there may belong to gardens or conduct garden programs in the midst of urban areas.
In fact, the global population is moving into cities, living in close quarters with diverse populations
Today more than 60% of the United States, and 80% worldwide, are urban residents
So for an increasing majority of us, embracing diversity is actually no longer a choice



Background 
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So a little background about me, before coming to QBG, I lived in San Francisco, California
A place where the mountains, the desert, the earthquakes, and the fog envelop the city and there is no escaping the natural environment
It’s where I first came to appreciate, fear, and respect the natural world

And it’s also where I first learned about urban agriculture 
Which spurred me to help create the Victory Gardens in front of City Hall in 2008
And where I volunteered on a rooftop garden atop a soup kitchen+
Working with this marginalized community, plagued with homelessness, food insecurity, and drug addiction, I began to notice a correlation with the lack of green spaces, the dearth of fresh produce, and the consequential deterioration of public health in low income neighborhoods 
I also began to wonder why a majority of people in these areas were people of color, immigrants, and non-English speakers 
I felt a need to delve deeper and understand this phenomenon happening in cities all throughout the United States
And I began to wonder how I could affect change on a larger scale

So I packed my bags and returned to my roots
Something urged me to go back to NYC+




Concrete 
Jungle 

The FREE Green Jobs Training Program prepares workers for careers 
in Green  Cleaning & Waste Management and Building Operations 
& Maintenance. 
 
•    Be unemployed or underemployed; career changers are 

encouraged to apply. 
•    Be able to attend classes regularly and on time 
•    Be 18 years old or older at the time of application 
•    Have a high school diploma or GED 
•    Speak English 
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So after several years of being enveloped by nature, I returned to the concrete jungle where I grew up
+ Where my immigrant parents struggled to assimilate
Their migration to the United States left their provincial farming roots behind and in no way did they want to pass that on to their children,
In fact, they did everything they could to prevent us from the hard labor they and their families endured +
So my childhood lacked any semblance of greenery or any notion of where food came from or the natural resources used to feed our food system+
But upon my return to NY, I was eager to finally learn about NYC’s natural environment, and how it managed to persist despite the layers of concrete built on top of it

So during a random internet search of environmental programs in NYC, I came across an ad +
The program was a partnership between LaGuardia Community College and The Queens Botanical Garden in efforts to provide environmental education and employ urban residents in green industries 
The application process had a few requirements, in particular:
That I be un- or under- employed 
That I would be available to attend classes over the course of 2.5weeks 
Be over 18 and have at least a HS education

In a city of 8.4 million residents, I was fascinated with how NYC interacted with and impacted the environment, 
So I jumped at the opportunity



http://greenworkforcenyc.org/schedule
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Training 
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So for nearly 3 weeks, I joined some very burly construction and maintenance workers, property managers, and some career changers. +
We learned about topics including green building, energy conservation, urban agriculture, and compost initiatives.
We were also provided with a 10-hour OSHA Customer Service and Construction certification+
Our final week focused on customer service training, resume building, interview skills, and assistance with job placement

For me, the connections I made with QBG staff during that training period and the serendipitous coincidence of their need for environmental educators landed me a job with them after training. + 
Over the years, four other program participants have been placed at QBG, while others went on to other positions in the green workforce. 
The program has now expanded into an intensive six-week program known as “Green Ladders”, for which there are handouts available with more information.

It is my belief that the continuation and expansion of job training and placement programs are key in providing access to particular populations who are typically unaware of the current opportunities in environmental fields.

But from my own personal experience, of equal importance, is cultivating an awareness and interest in the environment in the first place.
My upbringing on city streets disconnected me from the natural environment and furthermore
Because my (and perhaps many) immigrant families may view environmental work as hard labor, it is wrongly assumed that there is no honor or room for advancement in the environmental field

But 3 weeks ago, with inspiration and support from QBG, I achieved my Master’s degree in Food Studies from NYU

 



• 1,700 parks 

• 30,000 acres 

• Athletic fields, playgrounds, basketball courts, 
tennis courts, pools, beaches, golf courses and 
nature centers 

New York City 
• 1.4 million New Yorkers 

are food insecure 
• 1 in 4 children 
• 34% adults overweight 
• 22% adults obese 

• 43% elementary school 
kids at unhealthy weight 

• 28% high school 
overweight or obese 

Diet-related disease #1 
cause of death in the United 
States 
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And what I learned is that in such a progressive city as NY+
1.4 million go hungry
Including nearly 1 in 4 of the city’s children (NYC Coalition Against Hunger)
Meanwhile, as many lack sufficient food, obesity is an epidemic; More than half of New Yorkers are overweight or obese (NYC.gov/health)
Many of these are children
In NYC, and in fact throughout all of the United States, diet-related disease (including heart disease, cancer, and diabetes) is now the leading cause of death

But what if we can re-imagine our cities









Public Land 
…for Public 
Good 

Benefits: 
• Enhance food 

security  
• Physical activity 

and recreation 
• Income 

generation and 
economic 
development 

• Environmental 
services 

 
 

 

Open 
Space 

Public Vacant 
Land 1,663 acres 

Community 
Gardens 86 
acres 

Vacant 
Land and 
Community 
Gardens in 
NYC Source: Urban Design Lab, 

2011 

Private 3,321 
acres 
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What if, for instance, NYC, reassessed the use of vacant public land
So for my Master’s project, I therefore assessed
Land owned by municipal agencies like the Department of Education, Department of Parks, and the Department of Housing
Land that is too small for commercial or residential development 
Subtracting from this, wetlands, forested areas, and community gardens, there remained + 1,663 acres of vacant, unused or under used public land
Now just as a comparison, the average farm in the United States is approx. 400 acres
If NYC were to be conservative and use only 1/10 of this vacant land to produce food+
And say they devoted it to growing only dark green vegetables, approximately 5 million pounds of vegetables such as broccoli, kale or collard greens could be produced in just 1/10 of the available vacant land
Now this will not feed ALL of NYC, but what it can do + 
Is increase food availability and access
Offer opportunities for physical activity 
Provide jobs and increase land value particularly in low-income neighborhoods where many of these vacant and blighted lands are located
It can also provide green infrastructure, already under city purview, to manage storm water, mitigate organic waste through compost initiatives, and reduce energy consumption by cooling the urban heat island effect







Community Outreach & 
Greening 
 LEED Platinum Certification 
 Children’s Garden and Workshops 
 Cultural After School Adventures (CASA) 
 Urban Advantage professional 

development 
 QBG Farm Donations and Farm Education 
 NYC Compost Project 

 
 

Embrace 
Diversity 
 

Thank You! 
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In light of this, there needs to be a concerted and comprehensive effort to engage all populations 
on the importance and absolute relevance of the natural environment in our daily lives and its basis in our survival and our health

Public gardens, particularly in our urbanizing world, are the gateway to that relevance… 
So at QBG, not only are we working to hire equitably
But we are also engaging our youth and all members of our community in environmental sustainability and stewardship
+ Our Visitor and Administration Building has achieved LEED Platinum certification from the U.S. Green Building Council
+ We work extensively with schools to provide education to all children at various socio-economic levels
This includes working with the NYC Department of Youth and Community Development towards providing after school programming
And helping to create school gardens, so that oases are not just at QBG, but dispersed throughout the city
+ And because we can’t do it alone, we work through the national Urban Advantage program to offer professional development towards improving teaching and learning in public school science education

+ We also donate all the produce from the QBG farm to food banks while providing farm education and tours to our local community.
+ And to close the loop, we do extensive outreach and education through our partnership with the NYC Compost project and currently collect approximately 1200lbs of food scraps per week from our neighbors, processing it into rich compost to be used back on the farm

At QBG, we strive to collaborate with our community
Because after all, it takes a village
And in our modern world, that village is increasingly urban and diverse
And if our field, our health, and our environment are to persist in this world, then we must begin to address the urban ecosystem and embrace all of it’s diversity. +

THANK YOU!
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