
Urban Agriculture
The Future of Farming



Brandon Merchant

• Arizona Native 

• Owner of Southwest Victory Gardens

• Former Pima County Certified Master Gardener

• Former President of Tucson Organic Gardeners

• SmartScape Certified
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Our Philosophy

• Healthy soil encourages healthy plants

• Healthy plants care for themselves

• Limit external inputs

• Reduce water usage

• Garden with our climate not against it

• Encourage a natural ecosystem

• Build community through gardening





History of Agriculture

• Foraging/Hunting

• Cultivation of Native Crops

• Herding/Domestication

• Modern Agriculture



Agrarian 

Capitalism

• Land Accumulation

• Resource Exploitation

• Human Exploitation



Modern 

Agriculture

• Manifest Destiny 

(agrarianism) & the 

Homestead Act

• Industrial Revolution

• Haber-Bosch

• Genetic Engineering





Modern Agriculture is Killing our Planet

• 2nd Largest Carbon Reservoir 

on the Planet.

• Holds 4x More Carbon than 

Trees and Plants.

• In last 40 years, 1/3rd of 

World’s Farm Land has been 

Destroyed

• 40% of World’s Soils are 

Classed as “Degraded” or 

“Seriously Degraded”



Food Waste from 

Modern Agriculture

• 40% of all food in the 

US is wasted

• 365 Million lbs. per day

• 1/8 Americans lack 

access to food

• Major contributor to 

global climate emissions



Urban Agriculture 

in America
• 1600’s – Orchard Laws

• 1700’s – “Pleasure Gardens” 

overtake “Kitchen Gardens”

• Provision Gardens of the 

Enslaved

• 1800’s - Cities open vacant 

lots during depression

• 1900’s – Victory Garden and 

“Back to Land” Movements

• 2000’s – Michelle Obama 

Re-Establishes White House 

Kitchen Garden



• 2010’s AOC tweets/snaps 
about Victory Gardens









What is Organic 
Gardening?

• Gardening without the use 
of synthetic pesticides or 
fertilizers

• Uses Conventional Farming 
practices with more 
expensive inputs



What is Sustainable Gardening?

• Reducing or Eliminating 
the Use of Inputs

• Focus on improving soil

• Enhancement of entire 
ecosystem

• Reduction of water use

• Working Smarter



Bio-Intensive Agriculture

• Maximum yields from 

minimal land

• Closed system, long 

term and sustainable

• Developed from “Bio-

Dynamic” and French 

Intensive

• Techniques from 

indigenous cultures 

worldwide





We Live in a 

Desert

• 3% of World’s water is potable

• 66% of that is Frozen

• .001% is Easily Accessible 

• Water is NOT a renewable 

resource





Permaculture



Rain Treated as Waste



Rain Treated as a Resource







Sustainable Gardening Techniques

• Nutrition 

• Resistant varieties

• Interplanting and 
Companion Planting

• Crop Rotation

• Enhancement of 
naturally occurring 
Biological Controls

• Timed Planting

• Mulch and Ground 
Covers

• Trap Cropping

• Clean Cultivation

• Ongoing Education



Characteristics of Soil

Desert Soil

• Low Populations of 

Micro-Organisms

• Low in Organic Matter

• Lacks Nutrients

• Compacted

• High Ph

Healthy Soil

• High Population of 

Micro-Organisms

• High in Organic Matter

• No Toxins/Pesticides

• Balanced Nutrients/Ph

• Porous

• Good Tilth/Texture



How to Build Healthy Soils

• Eliminate Synthetic 
Pesticides/Fertilizers

• Encourage the Soil 
Food Web

• Use Compost and 
Compost Teas

• No Till or Low Till

• Use Supplements if 
Needed

• Grow Roots Not Plants



Build the Soil – Compost

• Adds Soil Life

• Improves Tilth and 
Water Holding Capacity

• Balances Ph

• Eliminates Food Waste

• For New Gardens, 
Replace 50% of Native 
Soil with Compost.





Build the Soil – Mulch and Cover Crop

• Mulch, Mulch, Mulch

• Wood Chips for Trees 
and Shrubs

• Alfalfa Hay for 
Vegetable Gardens

• Avoid Straw

• Biologic not Geologic



Follow Nature – Timed Plantings

• Use Local Planting Guides, 
not seed packets

• Plants growing out of 
season will always 
struggle

• Follow the weather, not 
the calendar





Follow Nature – Crop Rotation

• For large gardens rotate crops by plant family

• For small gardens rotate crops by nutrient 
requirements



Work With Nature – Resistant Varieties

• Reduce or eliminate 
need for pesticides

• Heirlooms and hybrids



Replicate Nature – Companion Planting

• Nurse Cropping

• Nutrition

• Pest Resistance

• Space Enhancement

• Pollinator attraction

• Trap Cropping



Replicate Nature – Trap Cropping



Enhance Nature –
Bio Control

• Native plants attract 
native pollinators

• All year blooming

• Edible and Medicinal 
Native Plants





Work Smart

• Be Realistic

• Stay Hydrated

• Repetitive Motion

• Healthy Plants

• Clean your tools

• Wash Hands



Stay Smart

• Congratulations!



Resources

• Community Food Bank

• Tanks Green Stuff

• EcoGro

• Reading List

• Gardening Clubs

• Local Businesses

• Friends and Family



Thank you!
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