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Introduction
Our current agricultural system is not sustainable.
Following a factory model, it depends on synthetic
fertilizers and pesticides to produce large food yields
using large swaths of land to grow single crops and raise
animals in cages and feedlots. Big Ag contributes a
quarter of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions, erodes
topsoils, and produces toxic runoff that damages human,
environmental, and planetary health. Recently, there has
been a surge in attention towards "regenerative
agriculture", a diverse set of farming and grazing
practices focused on rebuilding topsoils and restoring
degrading soil using a dynamic and holistic approach.
Common methods include planting cover crops, reduced
tillage, composting, and increased crop diversity, which
have been shown to improve the water cycle, support
biosequestration, and produce high quality nutrientdense food. Regenerative agriculture is a newly coined
term that draws from age-old farming practices focused
on minimal soil disturbance that have been used for
generations by Indigenous communities. Some of these
practices used by Native Americans include using wood
ash and fish waste as fertilizer, using ruminants to
fertilize and aerate the soil, and using small intentional
burns to increase plant diversity. Although these
‘regenerative’ practices are all part of Indigenous land
management, there is a major lack of acknowledgement
of their ancestors’ contributions to the regenerative
movement. The power imbalance within the food system
has sidelined voices of color in the conversation and
continues to dismiss the violent roots of farming in the
U.S. While this surge of mainstream attention towards
soil health is a necessary step in combating climate
change, the systemic racism within our agricultural
system must be reckoned with to build a sustainable
food system that produces nutritious, culturallyappropriate, and accessible food for all.

Project Goals
My project is centered around creating a partnership
between Indigenous communities and local
governments to improve soil health and craft policies
around Indigenous regenerative land practices.
Integrating Indigenous land management knowledge
into current agricultural policies to build a symbiotic
relationship between nature and humans will allow
Indigenous communities to reclaim their spiritual,
political, and cultural identities through food
sovereignty while implementing sustainable practices
that will benefit overall community health. Food acts as
an intersection point between individual, environmental
and planetary health, making our food systems the
optimal place to create systemic change.

Dialogue + Action Steps With
Stakeholders
This past academic year I interned with Kiss the Ground,
a leading organization advocating for an increased focus
on soil health through regenerative farming practices.
During my internship I conducted research on farms
throughout the U.S. and reached out to farmers whose
practices aligned with those of regenerative land
management to add them to a large database of
regenerative farms throughout the country. I began
working at KTG about a month before their
documentary was released, which introduces and aims
to bring the concepts of regenerative agriculture as a
solution to climate change into mainstream media.
Quickly after its release they received an outpouring of
criticisms about the lack of BIPOC voices and
representation in the film. When I was tasked with
hosting a screening of the film at UCLA, I was initially
reluctant due to the negative feedback, but saw it as an
opportunity to discuss the power imbalance within the
food system and regenerative movement and open up a
space to have the necessary uncomfortable
conversations about the film’s omissions. During the
process of inviting a diverse set of speakers in order to
have a valuable discussion on topics regarding racial
inequities in the food system, Mark Biedlingmaier was
incredibly helpful in connecting me with stakeholders
from different backgrounds doing important work in the
Los Angeles area. The final lineup of panelists included
Don Smith from Kiss the Ground, Jamiah Elijah Hargins
from CropSwap LA, Natalie Flores from Nourish LA,
Eric and Ali from Ave 33 Farm, and Dr. James Bassett, a
professor at UCLA’s Institute of Environment and
Sustainability. I hosted the event through BELT, the
environmental leadership club run through UCLA
Athletics and reached out to various other student
organizations to spread the word about the event
including UCLA Athletics, the Food Studies department,
the Environmental Science department, and the Semel
Healthy Campus Initiative.
After much planning, the panel took place on the
evening of February 4th, 2021 over Zoom and brought in
an audience of around 30 students. My fellow intern and
I moderated the panel and switched off asking questions
we had prepared prior to the event. Each panelist offered
insight from their own experiences within their
respective fields of work whether that be food justice,
urban agriculture, research/academia, or food security.
In an effort to acknowledge the film’s omissions, the
final question I posed to the entire panel asked what
steps their organizations are going to take to address and
rectify the BIPOC legacy and lack of diversity in the
regenerative movement. Don Smith acknowledged that
the film missed the mark when it comes to the
representation of diverse voices and discussed the steps
Kiss the Ground is taking to improve. One of their new
initiatives is a Diversity and Equity Scholarship Fund to
serve and support those who have a higher barrier of
entry to this education as well as their Farmland
Program to financially support transitioning farmers and
ranchers. Jamiah Elijah Hargins made an especially
valuable contribution by speaking at length about his
experiences as a farmer of color and the extensive
barriers to entry he has faced along the way. He
discussed how food is power, especially for underserved
communities of color who live in food apartheids due to
land dispossession and racist policies that restrict access
to fresh, nutrient-rich foods. Hargins is currently using
urban gardens to feed his community in South LA so
that they are able to take back control of their health,
their economy, and their ability to thrive in society
independently.

Conclusions
Going into this project I had lofty goals about what I
could achieve in the sphere of agricultural policy and
food sovereignty in a single academic year. Through
various discussions with stakeholders and community
members, I quickly learned the vast complexities present
within the relationship between Indigenous
communities and their land and the embedded racism
within the U.S’s agricultural policies. There is a complete
failure to address the social inequities and structural
racism embedded within the American agricultural
system that has caused Black and Indigenous land
dispossession, lack of access to farmland, and food
insecurity. It became clear that trying to build a
partnership between policy makers and local Indigenous
communities would not be possible without an open
dialogue addressing the social inequities caused by a
pattern of appropriation and lack of recognition of their
ancestors’ contributions to the regenerative movement.
The intense criticism Kiss the Ground’s documentary
received was a much needed wake up call that the
regenerative movement needed to reckon with the
systemic racism within the food system and address the
white privilege at play. Conversations centered on how
to make the food system more racially just and equitable
is not new, but has long been suppressed by stakeholders
focused on the industry's profit-driven interests. In
order for the regenerative movement to make any largescale environmental change, they must aim to work with
Indigenous communities and learn from traditional land
management models to improve the health of the soil,
increase nutrients in our food, and mitigate climate
change. Building this partnership will be a long process
that will require significant effort from State and local
governments to gain Indigenous folks’ trust. This
process must begin with the inclusion of voices of color
and listening to Indigenous keepers of generational
knowledge in order to pay tribute to their contributions
to the regenerative movement.

Future Goals
•

•

•

•

Further initiatives by organizations to provide
resources and opportunities for those who
currently or traditionally have higher barriers to
entry to get involved in regenerative agriculture.
Greater efforts by state and local governments to
engage with local Indigenous communities and
incorporate their traditional land management
practices into current agricultural policy.
Expand resources to small, local farmers to
produce regeneratively grown food that is
accessible to low-income communities.
Clear acknowledgment by stakeholders and
organizations of the Indigenous communities’
contributions to the regenerative agriculture
movement.

