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HIGHLIGHTS noeoo0O

Between 2019 and 2022, ALMA trained 200 people, 45 of whom continued working
at ALMA. Sixty percent of participants found employment following the three-month
training program, including 30% who worked in construction jobs in which urban
agriculture skills came in handy.

Executive Summary

ALMA Backyard Farms, a nonprofit organization based in Los Angeles, Calif., works to tackle food injustice and recidivism through
urban farming initiatives that support formerly incarcerated individuals' re-entry into society and food insecure communities.

As part of its work, ALMA runs a job training program that provides individuals with prior justice system involvement with the skills and
opportunities for future employment, including in urban farming, gardening, landscaping and carpentry. The three-month program has
trained over 350 participants since 2013, including 200 between 2019 and 2022, during which time 60% of participants found
employment after the program and 10% pursued more education.

Alongside the urban farming projects, ALMA hosts a bi-monthly farm stand where its homegrown produce is sold. Located in what is
considered a “food desert, Il ALMASs farm stand in Compton, Calif, sells its produce at below market rates, providing a service toa
neighborhood where healthy, affordable, good quality food is not always available. During the COVID-19 pandemic, ALMA also
provided grocery boxes to 250 families in nearby low-income communities.

ALMA Team Members © ALMA Backyard Farms

A-Mark Foundation funded research by Pepperdine University graduate students looking into the impact of these programs on both
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the local communities surrounding the urban farms and the participants in the job training programs. The researchers used a mixed-
method approach in their research, combining qualitative and quantitative data in order to analyze thisimpact.

Fourteen stakeholders associated with ALMA were surveyed, including occasional purchasers at the farm produce stand and ALMA
staff members directly involved in the operation of the organization. Data analysis further evaluated the reach and impact of the
organization in terms of community access to healthy food.

The interviews offered insight into the organizational culture at ALMA and its impact on its target beneficiaries as well as perceived
challenges or barriers to its work and suggestions for improvement. Thirteen of the 14 interviewees praised the culture at the
organization, and all 14 interviewees spoke about the positive impact the organization has on the local community and the lives of the
formerly incarcerated.

Fewer interviewees talked about the barriers or challenges ALMA faces, but of those who did, the main challenges noted were related
to land ownership / leases and staff capacity. Six interviewees responded to a question about ways in which ALMA could improve,
mostly citing the desire to increase the organization’s operations.

A quantitative analysis of data shared with the students by staff at ALMA demonstrated the importance of the farm stand and
pandemic grocery boxes to the local community. Aimost all of the visitors to the farm stand said that the produce sold there is better
than what is sold in their neighborhood stores, and over 60% said they eat more fruit and vegetables because of the farm stand. Aimost
half of the respondents visit twice a month and almost 50% travel less than five miles to get there.

Further information was provided directly to A-Mark Foundation from ALMA inrelation to the impact of the Urban Agriculture Job
Training Program.

Background

“In the beginning, we were driven by a deep desire to heal relationships harmed by the
effects of incarceration, food insecurity, and re-entry. One of our genesis stories
involved a mother recently released from incarceration who had not been present for
her daughter during crucial developmental teen years. One way we discovered how
their relationship can strengthen is by distributing food so families can prepare and

share meals together.”
— ALMA Co-Founder Richard D. Garcial?!

Incarceration, Poverty and Food Deserts: A Community Link

In 2023, the prison population in California consisted of 92,332 people in state prisons, 12,000 in federal prisons, and 78,000 in local
jails, including 14,577 in LA County local jails [2I41(8] Across the U.S., over 9.5 million people are released from state or local jails each
year; 66% of them are rearrested within three years and over 50% are imprisoned again.[6] In California, 68.4% of released prisoners
are rearrested within three years, with 44.6% of people being convicted of another crimel”] According to statistics released by the
White House, 75% of ex-prisoners across the United States remain unemployed one year after releasel8!

A systematic review published in Health and Justice indicated that “access to social support and housing; and continuity of case
worker relationships ... are key social and structural factors” to allow for successful re-entry into society post—incarceration.[gl Further
research has determined that “skill development, mentorship, social networks, and the collaborative efforts of public and private
organizations collectively improve the reentry experience.'{‘ol More specifically, urban farming or gardening programs have been
shown to lower rates of recidivism among offenders who participate in prison-based or community service gardening programs.["]

The Prison Policy Initiative notes that communities with a higher rate of incarceration have higher poverty rates!'2] Research out of the
University of Texas at San Antonio found that “formerly incarcerated individuals are more likely to live in areas with low access to
healthy food retailers,” known as food deserts.™® Disproportionally found in low-income areas, food deserts occur when “residents
have few to no convenient options for securing affordable and healthy foods — especially fresh fruits and vegetables."““] A food swamp
occurs when there is an “over-allocation” of unhealthy food such as fast food restaurants.[15]

The Compton Chamber of Commerce notes that in some of the poorer areas of Los Angeles County, including Inglewood, Compton,
Bell, East Los Angeles, and South Central Los Angeles, (all areas surrounding ALMA Backyard Farms' Compton location), there are
plenty of areas considered to be food deserts and food swamps ['6] Research published by the Chamber of Commerce found that only
75% of the food retail outlets in South LA sell fresh fruit and vegetables compared to 90% in West LA, home to some of the county’s
wealthiest neighborhoods;[m and shoppers in South LA have half the choice of their West LA counterparts and are more likely to be
sold spoilt or damaged produce.[8]

ALMA Backyard Farms' Role in the Community
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Founders Richard D. Garcia and Erika L. Cuellar at ALMA Backyard Farms, Compton © Leroy Hamilton

ALMA Backyard Farms is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization founded in Los Angeles in 2013 by Richard D. Garcia and Erika L. Cuellar
with a goal to repurpose urban land into productive urban farms. Through their Urban Agriculture Job Training Program, the
organization “focuses on restoring the lives of formerly incarcerated women & men through hands-on technical education in urban
agriculture, carpentry & landscaping,” giving the participants “the chance at attaining gainful employment and becoming self-
sufficient.'{19]

In addition to the training program, ALMA also runs a bi-weekly farm stand in Compton, that provides healthy, affordable produce to the
local community, hosts summer camps and other educational workshops and, during the COVID-19 pandemic, provided 250
households with grocery kits.[20)|n 2022, ALMA grew and distributed over 125,000 pounds of produce, grown over three acres of
urban land in Compton, East Los Angeles, Riverside and San Pedro.21]

To analyze the reach and impact of this organization, A-Mark Foundation partnered with Pepperdine University’s School of Public
Policy to conduct a survey of stakeholders involved with ALMA alongside an analysis of self-reported data. Four masters students,
Kirill Strakhov, Leilani Jimenez, Jaimie Park and Alex DeSantis, conducted the research under the supervision of their advisor,
Professor Marlon Graf, PhD. Additional data was provided directly to A-Mark Foundation from ALMA.

The survey results are explored below. The Pepperdine team’s presentation of their results and policy analysis is titled, “Final Capstone
in Collaboration with ALMA Backyard Farms.”

Urban Agriculture Job Training Program

According to self-reported data provided by ALMA to A-Mark Foundation, ALMA's Urban Agriculture Job Training Program has
provided hands-on technical education in urban farming to more than 350 formerly incarcerated individuals in Los Angeles County
since the organization's inception in 2013. Training program participants have gone on to work as a counselor for domestic abuse
victims, a lab technician, a truck driver, a construction foreman, and more. They have stories about reconnecting with their children,
starting families, and maintaining sobriety.

Between 2019 and 2022, ALMA trained 200 people, 45 of whom continued working at ALMA. Sixty percent of participants found
employment following the three-month training program, including 30% who worked in construction jobs in which urban agriculture
skills came in handy. Ten percent of participants went on to pursue education such as community college, vocational school, or a GED.
Participants in the training program between 2019 and 2022 ranged in age from 18 to 60; 52% were Latino, 35% Black, 10% white, and
3% Asian.

“Working on the new farm project gives me a sense of hope that no matter what |
encounter in life | can get throughit. In the past, it was hard for me to connect with
positive people because of the lifestyle | was living.”

— Dennis, ALMA training participant who joined the program after spending 27 years
inprison

While 70% of participants in ALMA's program have gone on to educational programs or entered the workforce, data from the White
House notes that 75% of “people who were formerly incarcerated are still unemployed a year after being released.122]

Percentage of ALMA's Urban Agriculture Job Training Program Attendees in Work or )
Education Post-Participation in the Program 5

(10%)

Unknown / Unemployed (30%) —

\— Work (60%)

Chart: A-Mark Foundation - Source: ALMA Backyard Farms - Get the data  Download image * Created with Datawrapper

According to White House Figures, 75% of Formerly Incarcerated People Remain Unemployed
One Year After Release in]
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Chart: A-Mark Foundation + Source: The White House * Get the data + Download image * Created with Datawrapper

In 2023, ALMA set a goal to train 50 program participants. It also launched a partnership with Homeboy Industries, a nonprofit that
helps former gang members, to train formerly incarcerated or gang-involved youth between the ages of 14 and 22.

Pepperdine University Research Study: Methodology

The student researchers used a mixed-method approach to their research, combining qualitative narrative storytelling through
interviews with ALMA stakeholders and quantitative data analysis to further determine the impact and reach of the organization.

Prior to commencing the study, the research project was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Pepperdine University
and the students undertook the University’s applicable Human Subjects Training requirements.

After receiving informed consent from the participants, the Pepperdine team interviewed 14 individuals involved with ALMA.
Participants included two representatives from the ALMA board, one employee, two volunteers, four customers / vendors /
promotional partners, and three funding partners. The nature of the involvement of two stakeholders was not listed in the interview
transcripts.

The interview consisted of 14 open-ended questions designed to provide direct insights into the mission, culture, barriers experienced
by, and impact of, the organization, as well as ideas for improvement.

To complete the quantitative aspect of the study, the researchers received self-reported data from ALMA staff via email. Identifiers or
keys were stored in a separate, password-protected, or encrypted file, and no highly sensitive information was shared outside of the
study group. The data covered the types of produce sold on the farm stand as well as information about the pandemic-era grocery box
service and the opinions and experiences of customers visiting the farm stand.

Results
A. Qualitative Research Surveys

Throughout the 14 interviews undertaken by the students, the interviewees mostly expressed positive views of the ALMA program,
with minor suggestions for improvements to bolster the program's long-term success.

The key points made by the interviewees can be summarized as follows:

I. Organizational Culture

Survey Participant Comments:
Organizational Culture
ALMA is a mission-driven organization where
everyone is as much a team as they are a family.

The team dynamics are impressive ... Richard and
Erika's previous work experience give them a good
understanding of the community they are serving.

Erika and Richard have cultivated a group of happy
and dedicated individuals, including students who
work at the farm.

Working in such a beautiful space and positive
working environment is inherently healing.
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Thirteen of the 14 interviewees talked about the positive nature of ALMA's organizational culture.

One interviewee appreciated the “non-judgmental, welcoming approach” that Alma Farms takes with formerly incarcerated individuals,
recognizing the need to treat them as whole people rather than just a label, while another said that ALMA was “like a family, with
everyone being supportive and empowering.”

Il. Impact

Survey Participant Comments:
ALMA Impact
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Formerly incarcerated individuals feel good
about themselves and are happy to do
something for the community while having
stable jobs.

ALMA Farms provide skill-building and
meaningful experiences.

ALMA Farms provide a new chance at life to
formerly incarcerated people easing them back
into society without the stigma of being a
former inmate.
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Allinterviewees were very impressed with the impact ALMA makes in the local community.

Many commended the organization for creating a safe space for everyone, connecting people from different backgrounds, engaging
with local schools and churches, and providing job opportunities.

According to one interviewee, ALMA demonstrates that positive experiences can be had in Compton which fosters local pride ina
community still battling negative media coverage and stigmas of the past.

Other interviewees noted the importance of ALMA's provision of affordable, good quality produce to acommunity that has fewer
quality food retailers, as well as educating people on how to grow and cook it.

In terms of helping formerly incarcerated individuals, 12 of the 14 interviewees specifically praised ALMA for their work in this area with
one respondent noting that the ALMA model is “successful in combating high rates of recidivism and improving community outcomes
... [fostering] social inclusion and trust toward food security by giving back to the community and providing therapeutic options while
working on a farm.” Another noted that ALMA's work is crucial, and that the “farm and the process of planting, growing, harvesting, and
creating compost are real things that happen daily and provide powerful metaphors for people rebuilding their lives.”

Ill. Barriers / Challenges

Survey Participant Comments:
Barriers / Challenges
The leadership team is good at problem-solving
and the organization's efficiency is incredible.
However, funding is still challenging and there
could always be more.

While ALMA Farms has a couple of other
farms/spaces, the challenge is scaling up the
culture if they have to expand and hire more

people.

The significant barrier to the program is the
hard work of farming and the risk associated
with not owning the land they farm on.
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Some respondents stated that there are no barriers or challenges to address. Other respondents identified a number of potential
barriers that ALMA faces.

Four interviewees raised the issues of land ownership, permits and city ordinances. As of July 2023, ALMA does not own any of the
land that they farm and according to one interviewee, “there is no playbook for setting up an urban farm.” As a result, permits can take
longer as there is no procedure in place, and there are added complications of working with the city, council and local parties in relation
to rental agreements, utilities and other policies.

Another challenge relates to employment, staff capacity and expansion. According to one interviewee there is a low turnover of staff
which is positive, however they note that if the option to expand were to arise, there is limited budget available to do so. Furthermore, it
was noted that hiring, when needed, can be a challenge and staff capacity has previously been a concern. This in turn limits ALMA's
ability to reach a larger number of residents in the immediate area of the Compton urban farm. Another respondent advised caution
when looking to expand, asking, “who will pick up the slack in work, vision, community, and inspiration when external factors change?”

Demand for produce is also a challenge ALMA faces, according to one interviewee. Often the farm stand sells out within an hour,
meaning some people have to be turned away. There is a continual risk that ALMA may not have enough food for everyone and the
potential risk of the farms not being productive enough to allow them to have areliable food source.

Finally, one interviewee said that societal stigma and the current criminal justice system are potential barriers to ALMA although they
did not elaborate how.

IV. Ways to Improve Going Forward

Survey Participant Comments:
Ways to Improve Going Forward
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ALMA could better achieve its goal of
offering the formerly incarcerated the
opportunity to become agents of health,



safety, and community by expanding its
operation and training programs.

ALMA could sustain its model better in the
long term with more advertising and food
options.
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Six of the interviewees made suggestions for how ALMA can improve going forward.

Four wanted the organization to increase its presence in the community by scaling operations to reach more individuals, although two
did raise concerns about doing this too quickly without necessary resources to cope.

One interviewee suggested that ALMA should increase advertising and food options, specifically by adding hot food options to bring
people to the farm. Another interviewee suggested that ALMA needs to prioritize intersecting restorative justice and urban farming
more smoothly and another said that ALMA needs to improve the way it tells the team members' stories.

The student research team concluded: “To sum up, ALMA Backyard Farms is clearly and intentionally making a positive difference in
the communities that they serve. The relationships that Richard and Erika have fostered have led to meaningful connections that
support the long-term health and sustainability of the program. ALMA Backyard Farms can strengthen its operation with the possible
implementation of the feedback from data collected in these interviews.”

B. Quantitative Data Analysis

After final approval from Pepperdine’s Institutional Review Board, the researchers gathered data by email from stakeholders involved in
the ALMA programs.

ALMA sells produce grown on their farms at their bi-monthly Farm Stand in Compton, CA. After judging market price, ALMA drops the
price of their produce by between 50¢ and $1, ensuring that local communities have access to affordable, healthy produce. Most
produce sold at the farm stand is priced at $1- $2 per pound or per unit, depending on the type of produce.

In 2022, the top yielding crop grown by ALMA was kale, closely followed by tomatoes, squash and collard greens. Other produce
grown that year included: bananas, broccoli, cucumbers, eggplants, peppers and watermelons.
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Top 10 Yielding Crops, ALMA Backyard Farms, 2020-2022

2020 2021 2022
1 Kale Kale Kale
2 Collards Collards Tomatoes
3 Citrus Eggplant Squash
4 Chard Tomatoes Collards
5 Tomatoes Squash Watermelon
6 Mustards Peppers Cucumber
7 Squash Beets Peppers
8 Eggplant Cauliflower Eggplant
9 Peppers Mustards Banana
10 Beans Cucumber Broccoli

Table: A-Mark Foundation - Get the data - Download image  Created with Datawrapper

ALMA employs between five and ten part- and full-time trainees to sell or distribute 90% of produce grown at the urban farms. The
remaining 10% is shared with partner agencies serving low-income communities. Partner agencies either receive large amounts of the
same crops to generate bulk meals, and other partners create smaller diverse meals using bunches of produce like kale, radish and
celery. Partners include: Bracken's Kitchen (Orange County), Curt’s Kitchen (San Pedro), San Pedro Meals on Wheels, Compton Food
Bank, Project Q, Alexandria House, and Community Fridges.

During the pandemic, ALMA provided 250 households in low-income communities with grocery kits that included produce, prepared
food, and beverages. Ninety kits were distributed in the Compton area, with the rest distributed in Central LA, Koreatown, Playa Del
Rey, San Pedro and Long Beach.

Of the 250 households who received the grocery kits during the pandemic, 62% were returning beneficiaries of the scheme. Self-
reported accounts of race or ethnicity show diversity across recipients; approximately 72.4% identified as Latino / Latina / “Latinx,”
18.8% identified as Black, 3.3% as Asian/Pacific Islander and 1.7% as white.

First Time or Returning Beneficiaries for ALMA Pandemic Grocery Kits

-




__—— First Time Recipients (38%)

Returning Beneficiaries (62%) ——

Of the 250 households who received the grocery kits during the pandemic, 62% were returning beneficiaries of the scheme and 38% were first time recipients.
Source: A-Mark Foundation * Get the data + Download image  Created with Datawrapper

Race or Ethnicity of Recipients of ALMA Pandemic Grocery Boxes

White (1.7%) —\ Other (3.8%)
Asian / Pacific Islander (3.3%) ———————————————

Black (18.8%) ——__

~ Latino/a/x (72.4%)

Of the self-reported accounts approximately 72.4% identified as Latino/a/x, 18.8% identified as Black, 3.3% as Asian/Pacific Islander and 1.7% as white.
Chart: A-Mark Foundation + Get the data - Download image * Created with Datawrapper

When analyzing data from a July 2020 ALMA survey of visitors to the farm stand, the students found that 48.8% of respondents visit
every other week, with 18.6% saying they visit once a month and 10.9% visiting less than once a month; 21.7% were on their first visit.

When asked about the length of time spent at the farm, the majority of the respondents (67.4%) said that they usually just shop and go.
12.4% meet up with friends and 10.9% come to hangout for the day. The remaining 9.3% stay for various other reasons, mainly relating
to the community and other nearby activities.

Regularity of Visits to ALMA Farms

Less than Once a Month (10.9%) —\

S First Visit (21.7%)

Once a Month (18.6%) —_

\— Twice a Month (48.8%)

48.8% of respondents visit every other week, 18.6% visit once a month and 10.9% visit less than once a month; 21.7% were on their first visit.
Source: A-Mark Foundation - Get the data - Download image - Created with Datawrapper

Length of Time Spent at ALMA Farms

Stay for Other Reasons (9.3%) —\




Stay and Meet Friends (12.4%) ——

" shop and Go (67.4%)

67.4% say they shop and go, 12.4% meet up with friends, 10.9% hangout for the day and 9.3% stay for other reasons.
Chart: A-Mark Foundation + Get the data - Download image * Created with Datawrapper

When asked how far they traveled to the farm stand, the majority of respondents (48.8%) said less than five miles. 37.2% said between
five and 10 miles, and 14% traveled further than 10 miles. Data from 2022 found that some visitors to the farm stand traveled almost 25
miles from Altadena and Pasadena while others drove approximately 30 miles from Santa Ana and Orange County.
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Distance Traveled to the ALMA Farm Stand 0
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48.8% of visitors traveled less than 5 miles to the ALMA farm stand. 37.2% traveled between five and 10 miles, 14% traveled over 10 miles.
Chart: A-Mark Foundation + Get the data - Download image * Created with Datawrapper

Of the visitors to the farm stand in July 2020, 67.4% said that they have tried new or unfamiliar fruits or vegetables from the farm stand,
and 62% say that they now eat more fruit and vegetables as a result of coming to the farm stand. When asked about the quality of the
produce, 79.8% of respondents said that the food is much better compared to other places in their neighborhood.



Percentage of People Who Eat More, Less or the Same Amount of Fruit and Vegetablesasa ¢
Result of Visiting the Alma Farm Stand in|

Less (3.1%) Yy

Same (34.9%) ——

“~—— More (62.0%)

In response to the question: Do you eat more, less or the same amount of fruits and vegetables as a result of coming to the farm stand?
Chart: A-Mark Foundation « Get the data - Download image * Created with Datawrapper

Quality of Produce at the ALMA Farm Stand Compared to Local Neighborhood Alternatives, ({)
According to Farm Stand Customers o
vy

About the Same (4.7%)

A Little Better (15.5%) —

\———————— Much Better (79.8%)

In response to the question: How would you rate the food and vegetables sold at the farm stand compared to other places in your neighborhood?
Get the data - Download image * Created with Datawrapper

When asked, What's one thing youd improve or make better at ALMA? nearly half of the respondents (49%) said they would not
change a thing. 34% indicated that they wanted more of everything - more variety and volume of foods, more hours and days/weeks
open, more farmland, more tables, more live music and more support from organizations in the neighborhood. Other respondents
recommended advertising, marketing and more promotion to Compton residents or calendar notices to existing attendees, as well as
the re-opening of the San Pedro farm stand (closed due to permitting issues) and more children’s activities.

Conclusion

For the past decade, ALMA Backyard Farms has worked to reduce recidivism rates by providing job training opportunities for over 350
formerly incarcerated individuals while also providing good quality, healthy and affordable food to the local community.

According to ALMA data, 70% of participants in ALMA's training program have gone on to educational programs or entered the
workforce. This compares favorably to data from the White House that finds that 75% of ex-prisoners remain unemployed one year
afterrelease.

Data analysis shows that the ALMA farm stand is very popular with the local community. Aimost 50% of attendees traveled less than
five miles to attend, and when asked what they would change about the farm stand, almost 50% said nothing, and another 34% said
they wanted more of everything that is already provided. Furthermore, it is generally agreed that the quality of produce sold at ALMA's
farm stand is better than other neighborhood options, and, after attendance at the farm stand, the majority of attendees also noted that
they now eat more fruit and vegetables.

From the stakeholder interviews, it is clear that ALMA is making a positive difference to the communities they serve, leading the
student researchers to conclude:

“The excellence in leadership, integrity, value, and culture demonstrated by ALMA provides evidence of how a holistic approach to
designing a restorative justice model can inform a dynamic model that re-humanizes the formerly incarcerated through community and
offers the opportunity to build on existing skills and reenter the workforce. ... Toimplement local solutions in the immediate area of Los
Angeles, we view ALMA's current model as an example of an organization that successfully and directly addresses recidivism and food
injustice in low-income neighborhoods. ...

Answers frominterviewees agreed on the tangible effects of ALMA's program. Success was evident locally, systemically, and through



individual testimonials of witnessing the lives of incarcerated individuals transformed. The holistic approach that ALMA uses to
understand systemic challenges and address recidivism and solutions according to this context is evident in the implementation of
their program’s regenerative model. ...

By increasing access to healthy produce in a historically disadvantaged area that has historically experienced food inequity, ALMA is
solving one issue. The culture and environment ALMA maintains through its interpersonal communications, inclusivity, environmental
stewardship, accessibility, and spiritual practice make it excel beyond an ordinary food equity project.”

We hope that this survey will be helpful to policy makers and non-profit groups working on recidivism and food insecurity in Los
Angeles and beyond.
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