Spending Dollars that Support your Values
~Dr. Nicola Dehlinger
I attended the local Homegrown Retreat in Durango, CO last weekend. A consortium of
organizations get together to host this event each year including Turtle Lake Refuge, Cooking
Matters, Healthy Lifestyle La Plata, the Garden Project of SW Colorado, CSU Extension office,
Fort Lewis Environmental Center, and Healthy Community Food Systems. My intentions for
attending were motivated by my passion for growing and eating healthy food. I was astounded
to be surrounded by more than 100 other people who shared a similar interest – not including
those who were turned away due to the conference being at capacity. We live in a community
that is willing to work hard in order to live in alignment with its values (how else would a bunch
of outdoorsy, fun-loving people afford it?!?). This group of folks was no different. Everyone I
met inspired in me a desire to get involved and get my hands in the dirt!
There are a lot of ways that each of us can be involved to create a local, healthy food system.
The most hands-on is growing some of your own food. It doesn’t take much square footage
from your lawn to grow a pretty impressive garden. You can do a raised bed garden or simply
amend your soil to get started. You can either grow from seed or get “starts” (baby plants that
are sold at nurseries and the farmers’ market) and plant those. What’s more, once you plant a
vegetable garden, it’s that much less lawn to mow! Darrin Parmenter suggests growing a little
extra than you think you’ll eat so that you’ll have enough to donate to the local soup kitchen,
food bank or shelter. I think that’s an amazing idea.
Don’t have a yard? Rent your home? Love your landscaping? No problem – lots of vegetables
and herbs grow well in pots. There are lots of resources to get you headed in the right direction
– continuing education facilities often offer backyard gardening classes, there are businesses out
there that will come out and consult with you to help you from planning to harvesting, and
there’s a mountain of resources available in books, at the library or on-line.
No green thumb, you say? Not to worry –prioritizing a local, healthy food system needs
legislative support and funding. Get politically active and find out what you can do to support
and promote local, sustainable farmers and their crops. You also get involved every time that
you make a purchase. Where you choose to shop and how you spend your money is the most
consistent and effective way to make your opinion known. Once demand is there, supply has to
keep up and this is how we keep people in business. I learned from Gabe Eggers that for every
$100 we spend locally, $46 comes back into our community. When we spend that same $100 at
chain stores, a measly $14 comes back our way. Given that Americans spend over $5 billion on
food annually this can be a huge factor to keep our individual communities thriving!
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Why is a locally based food system important? Besides keeping essential resources circulating
locally, local food is fresher and therefore has more nutrients. Produce loses some of its
nutrients within 48 hours. Commercially grown produce can be stored for months before
arriving to market, even the organic stuff. By knowing where your food comes from, you can
make sure that the claims of “organic” are really being adhered to by talking to the farmer
directly. Also, local food doesn’t have to be transported, therefore reducing the amount of fossil
fuels associated with producing that food. Eating local also keeps us eating in rhythm with the
seasons which is a more healthful approach in general. Besides, fresher food simply tastes
better!
While a lot of us say that we cannot afford to eat organic or buy at a farmer’s market or support
local businesses, this may be simply a matter of perception. The average American spends
about 10% of their budget on food. This represents a lot of money and at the same times leaves
90% to play with. If each of us were to take an honest look at our budget, who couldn’t find
another 1-5% to spend on food that is good for our bodies, minds, environments and
communities? When I sit and ponder this issue, I have to ask myself: can I afford not to? When
it comes down to it, I want to put money behind what I purport to be my values. If I’m not
willing to invest actual dollars, then can I really say that I value something? Sometimes we are
called to sacrifice a little for things that we hold in high regard. Putting my money where my
mouth is has never felt so literal.
This lesson is the most important thing that I came away with. I am motivated to support my
value system by being more selective about where I spend my money. I also left with the
knowledge that even I, with my limited (read: non-existent) agricultural knowledge, evertightening budget, and seemingly less time available with each passing year, can make choices
on a daily basis that impact not only my personal health, but the health of my community. And
that is inspiring.
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