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Green Initiatives at True Nature Foods: Sustainable Solutions in an Urban Setting 

Abstract 

The focus of this writing is True Nature Foods and its green initiatives. True Nature 

Foods is a small grocery store in Chicago’s Edgewater neighborhood. Store owner Paula 

Companio serves her customers by offering quality products, and her priority is the health of her 

customers and her community. She understands that these are connected to the health of the 

environment and has undertaken a number of initiatives with this in mind. This writing will 

detail these initiatives and describe the author’s involvement with certain of the store’s projects. 

The geographical, socio-cultural, and economic context of True Nature Foods will be considered, 

with an emphasis on the particular environmental problems encountered in this urban setting and 

on the impact of small-scale solutions in an urban environment. 

Objectives 

The objective of this project is to consider the work of a local business and initiatives its 

owner has developed to embody her commitment to supporting the health of her customers, of 

her community, and of the environment. A particular focus is to understand the potential for a 

small business to take actions that promote sustainability in an urban setting. A further objective 

is to collaborate with the store owner and her staff to support these initiatives. 

True Nature Foods 

True Nature Foods 1s a small grocery store in the Edgewater neighborhood, on Chicago’s 

north side. The store opened in 1981 and has had a series of owners. For many years, the store 

specialized in vitamins, nutritional supplements, and herbal remedies, offering dry goods and 

other food items with a long shelf life. No fresh foods were offered. Paula Companio joined the 

staff in 1993 and managed the store for several years under another owner. In 2001, she  
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purchased the business. Companio’s vision was that the business be a neighborhood grocery 

store and primary source of food for her customers. She immediately began to expand the type of 

products offered. In 2004, Companio gained access to adjacent retail space in the building and 

expanded the store from 1,000 square feet to 3,000 square feet. This made way for further 

expansion of the product offerings and development of the business. The store now offers fresh 

vegetables, fruit, milk, eggs, meat, bread, dry goods, vitamins, herbs, and nutritional 

supplements. 

The business faces challenges encountered by many small businesses, including limited 

capital, operating in a rental property, and competition from major retail chains. True Nature 

Foods 1s a local business with a local mission, and Companio is betting on the assumption that 

some neighborhood residents will choose to shop a locally-owned store where the commitments 

and priorities of the business clearly match their own personal commitments, and where they can 

get to know the owner. Companio invests her time and what money she has in meeting her 

customers and responding to their needs. 

Mission of True Nature Foods 

In an interview in July of 2008, Companio described her priorities as the following: 

Benefiting the health of her customers; 

Offering products that are sustainable, local, fair trade, organic, and natural; 

Educating her staff and customers; and 

Getting involved in the community (Companio, Paula. Personal Interview). 

Companio’s commitment to benefit the health of her customers is a guiding principle for 

the business and for a number of green initiatives she has undertaken. Products offered at True 

Nature Foods are evaluated according to the criteria listed above. While products may not meet  
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every criterion, most products meet some of them, and these criteria provide guidelines for 

establishing relationships with producers and vendors. Companio understands that human health 

and the health of our habitat are all connected. She wants to do all she can to improve her 

neighborhood and the lives of the people who call it home. 

Geographic Context 

The geographic context for True Nature Foods, from broad to specific, is the northern 

hemisphere, the United States of America, the Chicago region, the city of Chicago, and the 

Edgewater neighborhood. 

The Chicago region is a six-county area spanning northeastern Illinois, southeastern 

Wisconsin, and northwestern Indiana. This region is home to a variety of ecosystems, including 

prairie, forest, dunes, wetlands, rivers, inland lakes, and Lake Michigan. In modern times, the 

landscape of the region is a mix of preserved land and development. Tracts of forest, wetlands, 

and dunes are protected by a variety of federal, state, and municipal bodies, but these are 

interspersed among housing developments, retail areas, office parks, and industrial operations. 

The landscape is indicative of heavy development by a dense human population in tension with 

conservation efforts to preserve land. 

The Edgewater neighborhood is located on the north side of Chicago. It extends west 

from the shore of Lake Michigan and spans the blocks between 5200 North and 6400 North. 

Socio-Cultural Context 

The socio-cultural context of True Nature Foods can be understood in part by considering 

the density of the human population. The Chicago region is home to 9.6 million people 

(Regional Census Data), and the population of the city of Chicago was estimated at 2.8 million 

in 2006 (State and County QuickFacts). Population of the Edgewater neighborhood alone  
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numbers 62,000 people (22,783 people per square mile) (Edgewater Chicago). Chicago is 

divided into 77 community areas for demographic reporting. Of these 77 areas, the Edgewater 

neighborhood was reported in 2005 as having the second highest population density (Chicago 

Neighborhoods: Ranked by Change in Density). 

This vast human population competes for access to land, with efforts to preserve natural 

lands and open space in tension with human development and agriculture. The forces on both 

sides of this competition are strong. Chicago Wilderness is a vital organization which lends a 

voice to the work of land preservation throughout the Chicago region. Chicago Wilderness is “an 

alliance of organizations that champions biodiversity and its contribution to the quality of life in 

the urban, suburban, and rural areas of the Chicago Metropolitan region” (Chicago Wilderness 

website). The organization publishes a quarterly publication named Chicago Wilderness, which 

highlights natural areas throughout the region and provides a forum for the conservation 

community. 

Conservation efforts in the city of Chicago are supported by a variety of bodies. The 

Cook County Forest Preserve District maintains 67,000 acres of forest in the city and 

surrounding suburban area (Forest Preserve District of Cook County website). The Chicago Park 

District provides 7,300 acres of green space throughout the city (Department of Natural 

Resources Programs). Some of this land is allowed to flourish as forest, grasslands, or wetlands, 

while portions are developed as lawn space or park facilities. The Chicago Park District holdings 

include large tracts of land along Lake Michigan, and most of these areas are open to the public. 

This shoreline provides residents ready access to green space and offers habitat for wildlife. 

Natural areas can also be found along the Chicago River and are steadily being restored, as the 

river itself is being restored.  
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Developed land in the region supports residential, commercial, and industrial properties. 

Pressure for development and quick economic gain competes with a desire to protect natural 

resources and an interest in sustainable practices. Residents in the region have a growing 

awareness of environmental issues and of the impact these issues have for human inhabitants, 

and they demonstrate a growing interest in solving problems of waste and inefficient resource 

use. This awareness is present among local residents, in business and nonprofit sectors, and in 

city government. 

At the level of city government, Chicago mayor Richard M. Daley has committed to 

making Chicago a more sustainable city and has taken steps to make this possible. Daley took 

office in 1989 and has repeatedly made green initiatives a priority. In 2006, Mayor Daley 

established the role of Chief Environmental Officer for the city and appointed then 

Commissioner for the Environment Sadhu Johnson to that role. Johnson and the Department of 

Environment have led efforts to establish green initiatives throughout the city. Examples include 

the Chicago Center for Green Technology (CCGT), which is a resource center to help 

professionals and homeowners learn how green technology is good for the environment and for 

people (Chicago Center for Green Technology). The Chicago Conservation Corps (C3) educates 

Chicago residents about environmental concerns and equips them to organize others and make a 

difference in their communities. The program’s motto is “You care. Do something. We'll help” 

(Chicago Conservation Corps). Another example of initiatives of the Chicago Department of 

Environment is a program to educate about the benefits of rain barrels and to sell them to city 

residents at a discount (How to Install and Maintain a Rain Barrel). 

The tension between the commitment to solve environmental problems and the desire to 

prioritize development and economic gain is well illustrated by the story of Sophia Garden.  
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Sophia Garden was a public garden space established on two city lots a few blocks from True 

Nature Foods. The garden was a project of the Chicago Waldorf School in the Rogers Park 

neighborhood, and a number of groups participated, including The Kovler Center (a program to 

support immigrant survivors of torture), Green Corps (a city-sponsored program to provide job 

training in landscaping and urban agriculture), and Angelic Organics Learning Center (the urban 

educational arm of a farm located northwest of Chicago). The garden was established in 1997 

and grew into a haven of trees, prairie plants, vegetable plants, and ornamentals. Interspersed 

among the plant life were artistic elements of stone carvings, painted glass, and wooden benches. 

Chicago Waldorf School used the garden as an outdoor classroom. 

The land for the project was on loan from Loyola University and was given free of 

charge. Loyola made an initial commitment of two years (Notes from Our Community Meeting). 

From the garden’s inception, the university made clear its intention to develop the land and its 

commitment to communicate as those plans developed. The garden thrived for eleven years, 

providing beauty and respite for the neighborhood, outdoor classroom for Waldorf School, and 

vegetables for immigrants. Early in 2008, the university communicated its intention to include 

the land in a larger development project. The university reclaimed the land in November 2008, 

and the garden and a neighboring building were leveled on November 3. The site was prepared 

for development. Photos of the garden and the vacant lot can be seen in Appendix A. At the time 

of this writing, the lot remains vacant, awaiting development, as construction of an apartment, 

townhouse, retail, and parking complex is completed on adjacent land. 

Destruction of the garden prompted community residents to organize, as many shared in 

grief at the loss of this public green space. A community forum was held, to identify options for 

other spaces in the community, and a Google group was formed to connect interested persons.  
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Now, ten months later, organizers have partnered with the Chicago Park District to gain access to 

land at a neighborhood park and convert it to a community garden. Neighbors applied for plots, 

built raised beds, and planted in the summer of 2009. 

Economic Context 

Demographic information for the Chicago region provides a view into the economic 

context for True Nature Foods. In the city of Chicago, 3,023,337 households were reported in 

2007, with a median household income of $57,753. Workers are employed in a wide array of 

industries. The largest employers are educational services, health care, and social assistance, 

followed by the manufacturing industry, and then professional, scientific, and management 

industries, and then retail trade. Employers range from multinational companies to locally-owned 

businesses (Chicago, IL—IN Urbanized Area). 

In many neighborhoods, locally-owned businesses thrive and compete with publicly-held 

companies. In the Edgewater neighborhood, this contrast in business models is evident in the 

example of True Nature Foods and the Dominick’s supermarket across the street. Dominick's is 

part of a grocery store chain owned by Safeway. Safeway is a publicly-held corporation and one 

of the largest food and drug retailers in North America, with 1,739 stores in the United States 

and Canada and a 49% interest in Casa Ley, S.A. de C.V., which operates in Western Mexico 

(Safeway Corporate Profile). 

A variety of resources are available to support business development. World Business 

Chicago (WBC) is a not-for-profit economic development corporation, which works to enhance 

“Chicago’s economy through the growth of the private sector, building the best city in the world 

in which to live, work, and play.” The WBC'’s focus is on business retention and attraction, with 

an emphasis on raising Chicago’s profile as a prime business location (World Business Chicago  
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website). Throughout the city, nonprofit organizations also work to support development of 

business districts in specific neighborhoods. In the Edgewater neighborhood, two such 

organizations are the Edgewater Chamber of Commerce (ECC) and the Edgewater Development 

Corporation (EDC) The ECC “provides an active, comprehensive program including business 

retention and expansion, marketing, and education.” Programs include annual business 

recognition awards, networking opportunities, and co-sponsoring a weekly farmers' market in the 

summer and fall (Edgewater Chamber of Commerce website). The mission of the EDC is to 

serve the Edgewater community through the redevelopment of the neighborhood’s commercial 

resources.” (Edgewater Development Corporation website). 

One tool used by local chambers of commerce and neighborhood development 

corporations to support local business development is the establishment of Tax Increment 

Financing (TIF) districts. TIFs stimulate economic development through legislation that allows 

for reallocation of taxes in an area for a specified period of time (up to 23 years). The strategy is 

that 

All new taxes generated within the TIF District are set aside by the City of Chicago to be 

used as incentives to stimulate redevelopment of the District. These additional taxes are 

called the increment. Increment may be generated by inflation and natural growth in 

property taxes as well as taxes generated by new development of rehabilitation of 

existing developments. All projects requesting TIF support must be approved by the local 

community and the full City Council. They must show that they will directly or indirectly 

generate future increment. (What is TIF?) 

In this way, TIF District designation gives the local community input regarding the use of tax 

dollars.  
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The effort to build local economic systems in Chicago is supported by the presence of 

Local First Chicago. Local First Chicago describes its mission as “to educate the public on the 

importance of choosing locally owned, independent businesses.” The organization uses public 

education, business support, and advocacy to accomplish this goal (Local First Chicago website). 

Local First Chicago is a member of the Business Alliance for Local Living Economies 

(BALLE), whose mission is to build “Local Living Economies in North America that foster 

vibrant communities, a healthy natural environment, and prosperity for all.” BALLE’s strategies 

include “catalyzing, strengthening, and connecting networks of locally owned independent 

businesses; providing education and community economic development tools; and developing 

and promoting public policies that enable Local Living Economies to thrive” (Business Alliance 

for Local Living Economies website). 

Another type of resource is the Chicago Sustainable Business Alliance (CSBA), which is 

a program of the Foresight Design Initiative. The CSBA “supports members in integrating 

sustainable business principles to generate a more profitable, environmentally respectful, and 

socially responsible Chicago economy.” The organization pursues this mission through 

“networking to create business opportunities; education to enable informed decision-making; 

promotion of a more sustainable business environment with the government, media, and public; 

and fostering a community of information, referrals, and peer-based learning.” (Chicago 

Sustainable Business Alliance website). The CSBA supports a wide array of businesses. The 

organization sees opportunity in small businesses and locally-owned businesses, which may have 

an opportunity to be more agile than others in switching to sustainable practices because 

leadership is more involved in daily operations. Large businesses and publicly-traded companies, 

however, enjoy some advantages that make them better equipped for change, including greater  
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access to capital, greater capacity for absorbing risk due to diversification, and a broader reach in 

the marketplace, which enables them to have greater impact. 

In summary, the economic context for True Nature Foods is one that supports a variety of 

industries. Large and small businesses share the marketplace, and resources are available to 

support development of both multinational corporations and small businesses. 

Environmental Problems in an Urban Setting 

The Chicago metropolitan area provides a complex setting, with characteristics typical of 

dense urban areas. Cities offer certain environmental challenges, and Chicago is no exception. 

Among these is the pressure on land use. With a dense human population, demand for land is 

great, and the monetary value assigned to land is high. There is significant economic incentive 

for development of land, and land use often bends to economic interests, leaving little room for 

wildlife habitat, green space for human enjoyment, and land for agricultural purposes. Crowding 

and congestion result. A resulting issue is limited access to fresh foods due to the distance from 

agricultural lands. Other problems typical of urban settings are stormwater management issues, 

resulting from the preponderance of impermeable surfaces, and the urban heat island effect. 

Environmental challenges in urban areas also include socio-cultural factors, such as the 

potential for anonymity and absence of community. A sense of anonymity and disconnection 

from community may result in a lack of motivation for creating positive change and present a 

disincentive for individuals to get involved and solve problems that affect the commons. 

A common problem in urban settings is a disparity in access to fresh foods. Depending on 

class and socioeconomic status, some residents have access to a broad array of food sources 

while options for others are severely limited. The term “food desert” has been used to describe 

areas where residents have no access to quality food sources. Research conducted by Mari  
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Gallagher in 2006 identified more than 600,000 Chicago residents living in food deserts 

(Chicago 2009 Food Desert Progress Report). These neighborhoods lack supermarkets and offer 

only fast food restaurants, convenience stores, and liquor stores, with a limited array of food 

items. Residents in these areas who depend on public transit must travel by bus or train to other 

neighborhoods to shop. Many people view this disparity as a justice issue, where humans lack 

resources to meet their basic needs. In Chicago, efforts are underway to establish farmers 

markets and grocery stores in these neighborhoods. Even for residents who have access to a 

broader array of food options, prices may be prohibitive and food may not be fresh. Much of 

Chicago’s food supply is brought in by truck and rail from other states. The money and time 

required to transport food over long distances drives costs up and negatively impacts food 

quality. Issues relating to food in Chicago can also be framed in terms of food security. Any 

region dependent on outside sources to feed its citizens is at risk and in need of sustainable 

systems. 

Some of Chicago’s specific environmental challenges relate to management of water, 

including water supply, wastewater management, and stormwater management. The history of 

water management in the area is long and complex. Water for the city and many surrounding 

municipalities is drawn from Lake Michigan, where intake cribs route water through pipes buried 

in the lake bed. The water is routed to one of two water purification plants. The City of Chicago 

is responsible for treatment of the water and its delivery to homes, businesses, and industry 

(World's Largest Water Treatment Plan). The dispensation of water after it is used is managed 

by the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of Greater Chicago (MWRD). 

The demand for water in such a dense urban area is tremendous, and the treatment of 

water after its use is a complex task. The history of wastewater management in Chicago centers  
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on the Chicago River, which flows through the city. From the early days of settlement by non- 

native peoples, the Chicago River was used for disposal of wastewater. As the city developed, 

untreated sewage and runoff from rain and snow were routed to the river, which drained into 

Lake Michigan. The lake served as the source of the city’s drinking water, so this created a 

health hazard. City leaders addressed the problem by undertaking a project to reverse the flow of 

the Chicago River. A canal was dug to redirect water and channel it away from the lake and into 

the DesPlaines River. The project was completed in 1900, and the flow of the city’s waste was 

diverted. The DesPlaines River joins the Kankakee to become the Illinois River, which then 

flows into the Mississippi (Hill 127-28). Redirecting the flow of the Chicago River diverted 

pollution from the Great Lakes but introduced it into the Mississippi River system, affecting 

countless towns and cities downstream. The city of St. Louis protested, but there was no federal 

action at the time to censure Chicago’s actions, so the engineering feat was accomplished. For 

many years, the river served as an open ditch, handling all manner of raw sewage from homes 

and commercial properties, runoff from streets, and waste from industrial operations, including 

the immense slaughterhouse industry. 

In 1914, the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of Greater Chicago (MWRD) 

began treating wastewater prior to discharging it, and river conditions began to improve (Hill 

14). Wastewater now is routed to one of seven MWRD plants for treatment. These include the 

Stickney Plant, which is the largest wastewater treatment plant in the world. These seven plants 

have the combined capacity to treat 2 billion gallons of water per day, and they serve the city of 

Chicago and 124 surrounding municipalities. Biosolids are filtered out and processed for 

disposal. Wastewater is treated and reintroduced into area waterways as effluent (Hill 127-28).  
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The problems of wastewater management in Chicago are exacerbated by the city’s 

combined sewers, which route stormwater runoff and sewage from homes and buildings into the 

same system. Like most urban areas, much of Chicago’s terrain is covered with expressways, 

streets, alleys, parking lots, sidewalks, and buildings. Most of these developed surfaces are 

impermeable and prevent rainwater from absorbing into the earth. Most rainfall is diverted into 

storm sewers, gutters, or downspouts, which lead to the city’s combined sewer system. The large 

volume of water diverted places a tremendous burden on the MWRD system. During periods of 

heavy rain, stormwater can overwhelm the system such that the regular treatment processes 

cannot handle the volume. On these occasions, untreated wastewater (a combination of 

stormwater and sewage) is released into the river system. The MWRD takes every measure to 

minimize these Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO) events, but is unable to prevent them entirely. 

Solutions are needed to prevent this pollution of area waterways and to reduce the diversion of 

water from the Great Lakes system into the Mississippi River system. 

Chicago 1s also grappling with the urban heat island effect, which occurs when dark 

surfaces such as asphalt and black tar roofs absorb and radiate heat, causing an elevation in air 

temperature in the surrounding area. Temperatures may be raised as much as 6 to 10 degrees 

Fahrenheit as a result of this phenomenon. The result is a greater demand for energy for cooling 

buildings, which has economic costs and negatively impacts air quality (Chicago’s Green 

Rooftops 4). 

An additional problem in Chicago and other urban areas is loss of habitat for plants and 

animals due to heavy development. In the Chicago region, wetlands and swampy areas have been 

filled to create land suitable for building. The Chicago River has suffered severe pollution, and 

the Lake Michigan shoreline has been altered with fill. Protected lands and tracts of wilderness  
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are present, but they are interrupted by roadways and developments. Plant and animal species 

compete with humans for resources, including habitat. 

Urban Solutions to Environmental Problems 

In addition to offering unique challenges, cities also offer unique opportunities. While 

these may not be realized in every urban setting, they are present and can shape the choices that 

impact resource use. Among these opportunities is efficiency in the use of land, which is 

mandated by dense populations. Demand for space is high, so building design requires making 

use of every available space. Urban residents are adapted to living, working, shopping, and 

dining in smaller spaces, so fewer resources are used to build homes, workplaces, shops, and 

restaurants. There is an opportunity for improved energy efficiency, due to smaller interior 

spaces and buildings where many units share common areas. For example, in buildings with 

multiple units, residences or offices have fewer exposed walls, draw heat from one another in the 

winter, and may share hot water heaters or boiler systems for heat. Likewise, laundry facilities 

may be shared among units in residential buildings. Another opportunity offered by cities is the 

potential for mass transit systems that reduce dependency on automobiles. Where transit systems 

are established, transit-oriented development (TOD) is possible. TOD prioritizes organizing 

residential, business, and retail properties around mass transit and facilitates reliance on transit, 

biking, and walking as means of transportation. 

Transit-oriented development can impact socio-cultural patterns and encourage 

development of community, as people spend less time in automobiles and are available to 

interact with neighbors and visit local businesses. Another socio-cultural factor unique to urban 

areas is the possibility for concentration of knowledge, money, and people in one geographic 

area, which can help to fuel change. If an individual in a city gets an idea for a new initiative, it  
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is likely that the person will find others interested in the same idea within their community. In 

addition, the concentrated human population in cities tends to be diverse in nature, and the 

combination of these can make way for openness to change. 

In the Chicago area, problems of food access and sustainable food systems are being 

addressed on many levels. The Chicago Food Policy Advisory Council provides a voice for those 

concerned about local food systems and food security. The council defines its mission as 

follows: 

The Chicago Food Policy Advisory Council (CFPAC) will facilitate and inform the 

development of responsible policies that improve access for Chicago residents to 

culturally appropriate, nutritionally sound, and affordable food that is grown using 

environmentally sustainable practices. (Building Chicago’s Community Food Systems 9). 

The council brings together city and state government, local growers and businesses, 

nonprofits, and citizens to take on the work of supporting local food systems. This work includes 

supporting farmers in the region, connecting consumers with food producers, and supporting 

individuals and groups in urban agriculture efforts. 

FamilyFarmed.org is another organization bringing together food producers and 

consumers throughout the region. Its mission “is to expand the production, marketing and 

distribution of locally grown and responsibly produced food and goods, in order to enhance the 

social, economic and environmental health of our communities” (FamilyFarmed.org. website). 

The organization sponsors an annual expo and other events to educate and connect participants in 

the local food system. 

A variety of groups are organizing to produce food in the city, including businesses, 

nonprofit organizations, churches, and community groups. The Organic School Project is  
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working to change food service in the Chicago Public Schools and cultivate connections among 

local growers and food distribution systems (Organic School Project website). The Chicago Park 

District sponsors a “Gardens in the Parks” program that provides Chicago Park District space for 

community groups to establish community gardens (Community Gardens: Chicago’s Gardens in 

the Parks). The focus is on community involvement, and gardens may be ornamental in nature or 

vegetable gardens. Urban beekeeping and urban chicken keeping are permitted in the city and 

gaining popularity, and residents interested in these activities are connecting through a variety of 

networks. The city hosts weekly farmers markets in many neighborhoods. These markets feature 

local growers from farms throughout the region and attract enthusiastic customers. Community 

Supported Agriculture (CSA) projects are also found throughout the region. Chicago residents 

are served by more than 35 CSAs that deliver to sites throughout the city during the growing 

season (FamilyFarmed.org website). City Farm is a project of The Resource Center, which grows 

vegetables on an urban lot, using compost as the growing medium (City Farm website). City 

Farm sells produce to some of Chicago’s finest restaurants and picks up their vegetable waste to 

recycle it into their compost operation. The Resource Center leases the land from the City of 

Chicago with an agreement that the city will provide a new plot when development of the current 

plot becomes a priority. At that time, the farm will move to a new lot, loading up the growing 

medium and putting it down again in a new spot. 

Water management problems in Chicago are beginning to be addressed, but much work 

remains to be done. One approach to solving the problem of stormwater runoff is building green 

infrastructure, to allow for absorption of stormwater into the ground or diversion of it into 

rainbarrels for later use. These solutions include green roof systems, cultivation of rain gardens, 

installation of permeable pavement, and rerouting downspouts so that they empty into  
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rainbarrels. These solutions decrease the volume of stormwater routed into the wastewater 

management system during rain events and allow stormwater to absorb into the ground where it 

recharges the water table or drains to local waterways. 

A contrasting strategy for managing stormwater runoff is the development of grey 

infrastructure. A primary example of this is the Tunnel and Reservoir Project (TARP), initiated 

in the 1970s (About the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District). The design of the project is a 

system of underground tunnels and a system of reservoirs. During times of heavy rainfall, this 

system captures large volumes of stormwater introduced into the combined sewer system. 

Wastewater is held there until after the rain event, when the treatment system has the capacity to 

handle it. At that time, it is pumped into the treatment system. This strategy is intended to 

eliminate combined sewer overflow (CSO) events where untreated wastewater is released into 

local waterways, by reducing the volume of water in the MWRD treatment system during rain 

events. TARP provides a means to set wastewater aside and introduce it into the system for 

treatment when there is capacity to handle it. 

TARP has been criticized because of its cost and its long implementation timeline. The 

plan called for 109 miles of enormous underground tunnels to be built beneath Chicago’s 

existing infrastructure. The first 31 miles of tunnel were put into use in 1985, and the last of the 

tunnels was completed in 2006. Portions of the tunnel are as much as 35 feet in diameter and 350 

feet below ground (About the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District). Construction continues 

on the reservoir portion of the project, with one reservoir complete and two under excavation. 

The United States Environmental Protection Agency provided almost 75 percent of funding for 

the project (About the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District). The estimated cost for the 

project is $3.5 billion (One Deep Tunnel, Three Reservoirs... Cleaner Water).  
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The contrasting solutions to stormwater management problems offered by green 

infrastructure and grey infrastructure provide an example of the variety of approaches used to 

solve environmental problems. Solutions vary widely in terms of cost and the materials required 

for implementation. Some rely on enhancing or working with natural systems, while others 

introduce manmade infrastructure. Some are large in scale and require the backing of 

government or industry to gather necessary labor, materials, and access to land or other systems. 

Others are small in scale and may be implemented by homeowners, small businesses, or 

community groups, on land that they can readily access. Solutions also vary in terms of time 

scale, with some taking months, years, or decades to implement, while others can be established 

in days or weeks. The Center for Neighborhood Technology defines green infrastructure in the 

following way: 

“the interconnected network of open spaces and natural areas, such as greenways, 

wetlands, parks, forest preserves and native plant vegetation, that naturally manages 

stormwater, reduces flooding risk and improves water quality. Green infrastructure 

usually costs less to install and maintain when compared to traditional forms of 

infrastructure. Green infrastructure projects also foster community cohesiveness by 

engaging all residents in the planning, planting and maintenance of the sites.” (What is 

Green Infrastructure?). 

The urban heat island effect is being addressed by cultivation of green space, which helps 

to cool the environment. The City of Chicago has made cultivation of green space a priority on 

public and private lands. The development of park space by the Chicago Park District and 

development of green space in the medians of city streets and in parkways all contribute to this  
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greening of the city. City residents tend small plots of land, nurturing them into lush areas with 

trees and other vegetation. 

Some of this vegetation is being developed on rooftops, and the City of Chicago has 

worked to encourage development of green roof systems on home and businesses. A green roof 

system involves establishing some type of vegetation on a rooftop, and it has a number of 

benefits (Chicago’s Green Rooftops 6). Green roofs capture stormwater and prevent it from 

running off into the gutters and sewage system. This contributes to the green infrastructure 

needed to reduce flooding on streets, sidewalks, and in urban basements, and decreases the 

burden on the region’s wastewater management system. Vegetated roofs reduce the urban heat 

island effect by absorbing less heat than black tar roofs. An additional benefit is the development 

of habitat for insects and birds. Vegetated roofs provide better insulation in summer and winter, 

thus reducing the burden on heating and cooling systems. Finally, vegetation protects the roof 

surface and extends the life of the roof, which leads to lower costs for upkeep and less demand 

on resources used in roofing materials. 

In recent years, the City of Chicago has taken steps to encourage the installation of green 

roofs. The effort began with the installation of an elaborate green roof on City Hall in 2000. The 

design is intensive, which means that it requires maintenance in a way that many green roofs do 

not, because of the variety of plants used. The roof was developed as a demonstration project, to 

show the potential for vegetated roofs in a dense urban area. The project was initiated by Mayor 

Richard M. Daley and has been used to generate interest in green roofs and explore the 

possibilities. The city initiated a program in 2006 to award grants of $5,000 to residents and 

businesses seeking to install green roofs (Green Roof Grants Program). The city is now home to 

approximately 300 green roofs, and permits have been issued for 100 more.  
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The problem of limited habitat for plants and animals is mitigated through efforts to 

preserve green space in the urban area. City parks, forest preserve land, green roofs, backyard 

gardens, and cultivated parkways provide cover for animals, habitat for insects and birds, and an 

array of plant life in this densely populated urban area. 

Green Initiatives at True Nature Foods 

In this complex context of urban challenges and opportunities, True Nature Foods is 

finding ways to make a difference. A primary focus is to support organic and local food systems 

and to tackle problems of sustainable resource use. The business model for True Nature Foods is 

a retail operation that offers vegetables, fruit, milk, eggs, meat, bread, dry goods, vitamins, herbs, 

and nutritional supplements. Fresh produce is sold through a traditional retail model, where 

consumers purchase items off the shelf, and through a community supported agriculture (CSA) 

model, where consumers purchase shares on a weekly basis and pick up a prepackaged box of 

vegetables and fruit on assigned days. A juice bar in the store offers made-to-order juices; and 

wraps, salads, and entrees are available. 

Paula Companio’s mission is to offer sustainable, local, fair trade, organic, and natural 

products. To this end, she has cultivated relationships with growers and suppliers throughout the 

region, in a commitment to facilitate the establishment of local food systems. She uses signs in 

the store and e-mail to customers to highlight locally-sourced products and provide information 

about her suppliers, and she communicates with other retailers and restaurants in her 

neighborhood to connect suppliers with other retail outlets. 

This commitment to local food systems is reflected in the store’s role as host for an 

outdoor farmers market on Saturday mornings, mid-June through October. The market is 

organized by the local alderman’s office and the Edgewater Chamber of Commerce and is set up  
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each week on the street outside the store. Farms, local artisans, and other businesses pay to 

participate, and neighborhood residents come to shop. True Nature Foods is an active participant, 

and the store provides an anchor for this community market right outside its doors. While the 

market is not a direct source of revenue for the store, True Nature benefits from customers who 

come to shop the market, and the market serves several of Companio’s values, in that it 

cultivates community, brings fresh food to the neighborhood, and encourages residents to shop 

locally. 

The commitment to providing locally-grown, fresh foods and to improving her 

community led Companio to initiate a project in 2005 to establish a garden on the roof of the 

store. The project is a partnership with Urban Habitat Chicago (UHC), a nonprofit organization 

committed to demonstrating the viability of sustainable concepts and practices in urban 

environments through research, education, and hands-on projects (Urban Habitat Chicago 

website). UHC has undertaken a variety of innovative projects in urban agriculture. The project 

at True Nature Foods was funded by the City of Chicago Green Roofs Grant program, which 

provided grants to twenty green roof projects in 2005 and an additional forty in 2006. The grant 

of $5,000 funded an engineering and architectural assessment of the building, to ensure that the 

structure could support the weight of a rooftop garden, and provided initial funds for supplies. 

The aim of the project was to develop a rooftop garden for the purpose of food 

production. In addition, UHC undertook to experiment with a nontraditional growing medium. 

The goal was to establish a growing medium that would both support food production and not 

add significant weight to the structure of the roof. The first goal is distinct in that many green 

roof projects are developed with minimal cover, using plants that require little maintenance and 

growing medium. Sedum, which is a genus of approximately 400 succulents, is a popular choice.  
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This type of green roof is described as extensive. Other green roof systems use a variety of plants 

and require more growing material and more maintenance, including irrigation and pruning. 

These may be similar to gardens on the ground and be designed to provide beauty or to produce 

food. These are described as intensive. The green roof system at True Nature Foods is intensive. 

The challenge of producing food was heightened by the second goal, which was to 

experiment with growing mediums and produce food without soil. UHC describes its strategy in 

this way: 

The system selected was a simple, cost-effective, loose-laid application atop the existing 

roof membrane, ballasted by the weight of the growing media and, increasingly, by 

biomass of plants and root systems... A lightweight proprietary growing medium [was 

established], comprised of components like perlite, compost, peat moss, rock dust and 

wood chips. The soil was inoculated with microorganisms found in natural ecosystems to 

encourage growth. The principle of bare rock successioning [was applied], whereby rock 

faces are gradually worn down by weather, precipitation, and temperature changes to 

create soil (think of the pine tree growing in cracks on a windswept mountainside). This 

principle helped us turn an inhospitable, sterile environment into an active, healthy, and 

productive one within one season which would support the growth of food (Building- 

Integrated Food Production FAQ). 

A visual representation of the materials used in the growing medium can be found in 

Appendix A. 

The dual goals of food production and establishment of an unconventional growing 

medium created unusual constraints, and the project’s success is a tribute to the creativity and 

tenacity of the UHC crew. In the first seasons, the group experimented with a variety of plants,  
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chosen for their value as food, fuel, and fiber (Wheat, Peas, Buckwheat, Favas, and More). A 

wide variety of species have grown successfully, including amaranth, basil, buckwheat, collard 

greens, eggplant, green beans, horseradish, tomatoes (yellow pear, grape, beefeater, roma), 

lavender, mushrooms, mustard greens, onions, bell peppers, chile peppers, potatoes, sage, snap 

peas, thyme, wheat, and zucchini. In addition, plants have been introduced as green manure, to 

contribute to the growing medium, and attract beneficial insects. These include burdock, cleome, 

clover, cosmos, dandelion, marigolds, and a variety of grasses (Building-Integrated Food 

Production FAQ). 

The growing medium is now well established, and the system covers 960 square feet. The 

cost to establish the system was $12.50 per square foot. The engineering assessment of the roof 

reported the structural capacity as 21 lbs. per square foot, and the system is estimated to weigh 

12 lbs per square foot, so the system is well within the building’s structural constraints. 

In 2009, the project is transitioning from the experimental phase to full-scale food 

production, with an intention to sell the produce in the store. Crops were chosen based on their 

value as a food source and their marketability. Crops planted include Swiss chard, rainbow 

chard, kale, collards, broccoli, tomatoes, parsley, cilantro, and basil. Goals for this season are to 

produce enough income through sales of the roof’s produce to cover the garden’s 2009 expenses 

and to establish a reliable crew of workers to maintain the garden. 

Benefits of the green roof include production of food in an urban setting; insulation of the 

building against heat in the summer and cold in the winter; absorption of stormwater; 

establishment of habitat for bees, insects, and birds; and engagement of community through 

partnerships.  
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True Nature Foods has taken other steps to accomplish its mission of benefiting the 

health of its customers, educating customers, and getting involved in the community. One of 

these is a partnership with the Edgewater Chamber of Commerce and the alderman’s office to 

establish a corrugated cardboard recycling program. A space behind the store was fenced for this 

project, and a cardboard baler installed. A drop box is accessible from the street, where 

neighborhood residents and businesses can deposit cardboard. Cardboard is baled and sold 

through a commercial recycling service. The program is administered by the city and employs a 

crew through a local landscaping business, while True Nature Foods provides the space. 

Another step taken by True Nature Foods has been to provide education for the 

community. When Companio expanded the store in 2004, she developed the space in a way that 

allows her to host events. Shelving and display racks are on wheels and can easily be pushed 

back, to make space for seating. In recent years, the store has hosted vermicomposting 

workshops in collaboration with the city-sponsored Chicago Conservation Corps program, a 

workshop on shade gardening conducted by a neighborhood resident, and a session on fresh 

Juices and health offered by the store’s juice bar in cooperation with a neighborhood spa. This 

collaboration with neighborhood resources benefits customers through opportunities for 

education and benefits the business by bringing neighborhood residents into the store. 

The opportunities for future initiatives at True Nature Foods are many, and Companio has 

many ideas. The first of these is to explore transitioning the store to a co-op model, where 

customers own shares and weigh in for decisions about the business. This change would provide 

anew model for the business and might more effectively provide for its long-term sustainability. 

Whereas the current sole proprietorship model relies on Companio as owner to bear the financial  
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risk and provide the sweat equity to make the business successful, a co-op model would actively 

engage her customers in the operations of and responsibility for the business. 

Other ideas relate to expansion of the rooftop project and depend on installation of a 

staircase to provide access to the roof. Currently, the roof is accessible only by a 16-foot 

extension ladder. A goal is to find ways to share the project with customers and area residents, 

for educational purposes. One vision is to install a staircase at the back of the building, with a 

landing that would serve several functions. The landing would serve as a viewing platform and 

facilitate bringing small groups of people up to tour the roof. The landing would provide space 

for a rain barrel, which would provide for the use of stormwater for irrigation and reduce 

dependence on the city water supply. The landing might also provide space for a beehive, 

expanding the scope of food production on the roof and introducing pollinators into the rooftop 

ecosystem. Neither a rain barrel nor a beehive can be installed on the roof itself, because of their 

weight and the structural limits of the roof. Finally, the landing would provide shelter for the 

cardboard baler and help to protect it from the weather. 

Other possibilities for educating customers include sharing the story of the roof through a 

photo display or resource book that would be available in the store. Customers have an interest in 

the project and frequently ask for information. An exhibit of some type would educate customers 

and encourage interest in the potential for rooftop projects and the problems they can solve. In 

addition, workshops could be offered in the store on a variety of topics, including use of nontoxic 

household cleaners, residential use of rain barrels, and outdoor composting. 

An additional goal to fulfill the mission of the store is to establish a system for 

composting vegetable and fruit peelings and pulp produced by the juice bar. A variety of 

methods have been discussed, including an indoor vermicomposting operation in the store;  
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outdoor composting bins outside the store; arranging with customers who live nearby to host 

outdoor composting bins; a partnership with UHC to transport the food waste to a compost bin at 

one of their other sites; and experimenting with putting juice pulp directly on the beds on the 

roof. Each of these options presents challenges, and thus far none have been enacted. Priorities 

relating to this goal will be health and sanitation, given that the store is a retail food outlet and it 

is critical that no pests be introduced. In addition, the system has to be logistically viable, so the 

staffing necessary to maintain it needs to be addressed. Currently, options for composting by 

commercial waste haulers are not available, but change may come soon in this area. State 

Senator Heather Steans, who represents the Edgewater neighborhood, is working through the 

Illinois state legislature to adjust regulatory requirements for commercial composting operations. 

This change would decrease the cost for such operations and make them viable, opening up the 

possibility for commercial waste haulers to expand into this area (Food Waste Composting). 

Finally, Companio would like to explore possibilities for a solar installation on the south- 

facing wall of the building, to provide energy for the building. 

The Author’s Involvement 

My history with True Nature Foods is varied. As a resident of the neighborhood for 17 

years, I have long been a customer of the store, and I worked as an employee from 1996 to 1998. 

In 2008, I collaborated with Companio to offer two vermicomposting workshops, which were 

advertised to the store’s customer base and neighborhood residents. I conducted these workshops 

as a Chicago Conservation Corps (C3) trainee, while learning about conservation issues through 

the Chicago Department of Environment. In July of 2008, I interviewed Companio for a project 

focused on business owners in Chicago, in an effort to identify ways to educate and support  
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businesses in “going green.” This research was done as part of my work with the Foresight 

Design Urban Sustainable Design Studio summer internship program. 

In the fall of 2008, I met with Companio regarding my potential involvement with the 

green roof project. The plan was to transition the project from experimental mode to full-scale 

production. With the Urban Habitat Chicago crew involved in a number of other urban 

agriculture projects, there was a need to expand the scope of people involved, in order to 

accomplish the necessary work. I began working with Paula Companio, True Nature Foods store 

employee Sabine Rauch, and UHC intern Emily Lake to discuss our options and how I might 

assist with the project. My experience with growing vegetables was limited, but I was eager to 

learn and able to assist in other ways. We agreed that Sabine and Emily would continue to guide 

the project, providing agricultural knowledge and directing the work. Mike Repkin, co-founder 

of UHC and one of the masterminds behind the True Nature Foods garden project, would have 

ongoing involvement as a consultant for the project. In the spring of 2009, this core group 

prepared the beds and planted. After that, the need was for a daily presence on the roof, to check 

the irrigation system and water, weed, fertilize, and harvest as necessary. The recommendation 

from Companio was to recruit a volunteer crew and get them involved. Many among the store’s 

customer base have expressed interest in the project, and the expectation was that expanding the 

human resources involved would make it more sustainable. 

My primary involvement with the project for the 2009 season is to organize the volunteer 

crew and see that the work is accomplished. This process began at the end of May, with 

distribution of an e-mail announcement to the store’s customer base, inviting individuals to apply 

for a place on the crew. Interested persons were asked to attend an information session and to 

submit a one-page biography describing their interest in the project and any relevant experience.  
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Eighteen people responded and were introduced to the project and its history. An information 

session was held on June 19, and fourteen crew members were chosen. Individuals were asked to 

commit to a weekly shift of up to two hours per week and were assigned to a weekday based on 

their availability. Two people were assigned to each day, as volunteers must work in pairs to 

ensure the safety of all involved. Orientation sessions were arranged for small groups, to get the 

crews started working and to answer questions. Each crew was assigned to a section of the roof, 

to handle weeding, fertilizing, harvesting, and replanting activities. Responsibilities include 

monitoring the irrigation system and watering certain sections where the soaker hose system 

does not reach. Sabine and Emily are overseeing the agricultural activities, educating the crew 

about the crops, and giving direction as to when fertilizing, harvesting, or a second planting is 

appropriate. Produce from the roof is sold in the store. The goal for this season is to make the 

project sustainable such that proceeds from sales pay the expenses for plants, the water bill, and 

other supplies such as fertilizer and soaker hoses. Labor for the project will continue to be on a 

volunteer basis. Once the project is established and producing income, Companio plans to offer 

store credit to volunteers based on their work. A system for tracking hours and assignment of 

store credit will be established at that time. 

My role is to serve as project manager and to coordinate schedules and communication 

among the group. My initial plan was to rely on e-mail for communication, but crew members 

suggested using Google Groups technology. I investigated the tool to gain an understanding of 

its capabilities and established a True Nature Garden Google group. The Google Group serves as 

the primary tool for coordinating communication and sharing information. Information I have 

developed and posted there includes: contact information for the crew, the crew schedule, map of 

the roof identifying the plots for the crew, assignment of plots to each crew, business hours for  
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True Nature Foods, protocol for the crew to follow in case of rain, protocol for arranging for 

absences, protocol for watering the garden, and a log for tracking details of the harvest. Emily 

Lake developed a plant reference guide with pictures of the plants growing on the roof and 

guidelines about which ones are beneficial and which should be weeded. The Discussions 

function of the Google Group provides a forum for crew members and the core group of 

organizers to share information, ask questions, and arrange for coverage during absences. 

Resources posted on the site are updated as needed throughout the season. 

In addition to managing the Google group and developing the documents posted there, I 

developed a Crew Responsibilities and Protocol / Liability Waiver which was read and signed by 

each crew member. With their signature, volunteers acknowledge their understanding of the 

responsibilities they are taking on and of the risk involved in working on the roof and accessing 

it by ladder. The document emphasizes safety as a first priority and includes guidelines about 

appropriate footwear and working on the roof in pairs. I adapted this form for use by individuals 

who wish to access the roof but who are not participating as crew members, such as a local 

photographer who contacted the store with a request to photograph the roof. An additional 

document in use for the project is a Sign In/Sign Out sheet for use at the store. Crew members 

are required to sign in with the store staff, in the interest of safety (ensuring that someone is 

aware they are working on the roof) and in the interest of ensuring that the store employees keep 

control over the space and know who is on the premises. 

The effort to staff the project with an all-volunteer crew is an experiment, just as other 

elements of the project have been experimental. The volunteers have expressed a high level of 

interest in the project and enthusiasm for the work. Some of them have experience as gardeners 

and long for a place to garden in an urban setting. Others are new to gardening and eager to  
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learn. Most are excited at the prospect of producing food on an urban roof. Many are customers 

of True Nature Foods and eager to get involved with the store and its projects. Coordination of 

the volunteers requires an emphasis on communication, to ensure we are giving them 

information and keeping them engaged with the project, as well as an interest in their ideas and 

willingness to give them a voice in the project. Primary tasks include organizing the crew, 

motivating them, and keeping them connected, while setting clear guidelines for their work and 

enforcing safety protocols. The establishment of the crew serves the store’s mission of educating 

customers and getting involved with the Edgewater community, and it is hoped that involvement 

of this broader group will ensure the viability of the project for future years. 

My involvement with green initiatives at True Nature Foods may develop beyond my 

role as project manager for the 2009 season for the rooftop garden project. One area of interest is 

to scout out funding for the installation of a staircase and to support other initiatives at the store. 

To this end, I applied for one source of funding in the spring of 2009 that did not materialize. 

The Clorox Company sponsored a Green Heroes award as a promotion for its Green Works line 

of cleaning products. The contest invited the public to nominate “green heroes” and describe 

how a grant of $10,000 would help their project. Five awards were given. I nominated Paula 

Companio and submitted the True Nature Foods projects for consideration. The project was 

considered along with 400 other applicants and was not chosen. A description of the Green 

Heroes Award program and the nomination can be found in Appendix B. 

Other roles interest me, including acting as research assistant to gather information on 

composting options, beekeeping, and solar installations, and acting as project coordinator for a 

variety of initiatives. The work at True Nature Foods engages me because it provides an example 

of the impact a small business can have in its neighborhood by making a commitment to specific  
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projects and getting others involved. Especially inspiring is the example of a small business 

inviting collaboration among city government, a local nonprofit, and individual volunteers, to 

pool resources and solve problems. 

Impact of Small-Scale Solutions in an Urban Environment 

The projects at True Nature Foods are significant because they pose creative solutions to 

a variety of problems. These initiatives address problems of resource use and food production on 

a small scale and demonstrate the impact a small business can have on its community. This 

approach to finding small-scale solutions is crucial, as humans tackle enormous problems on a 

global scale. Many problems confronting modern society are complex and interconnected and 

exist in the context of vast systems. Many problems are a result of manmade systems that were 

implemented as solutions to other problems. The circumstances for the Earth and Earth’s 

creatures are dire. Humans, in particular, are vulnerable. Humans have built tremendous systems 

and have applied incredible ingenuity in an attempt to control the natural world and utilize its 

resources. Civilization has developed in ways that make human life rich and comfortable on this 

planet for many people. Many humans enjoy food, shelter, and clothing in quantities and quality 

that surpass the imagination of earlier generations. This wealth, however, sometimes lacks real 

substance and beauty. What’s more, this abundance does not extend to all of the human 

population, and resources are not shared equally. Furthermore, human consumption of resources 

has dominated, leaving little for other species. Species are being crowded out, with extinction 

and extirpation increasing. 

The impact of the human population on the Earth’s ecosystems is significant, as 

competition for land, water, and other resources destabilizes natural systems. Some natural 

resources required to sustain the built, human environment are being exhausted. Modern day  
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humans have developed a vast infrastructure to provide for food, water, sanitation, material 

goods, and other basic needs. Much of humanity depends entirely on this infrastructure, yet 

individuals and entire communities lack the knowledge and power to build, maintain, and control 

these systems. Collapse of this infrastructure seems inevitable, as human society erodes the 

resources that support it, and it is reasonable to expect that widespread disease and devastation 

will result. The crucial task for humanity now is to make change in ways that will stabilize the 

existing infrastructure, or to build new systems. 

This work is complex and impacts every aspect of human civilization. Food, clothing, 

shelter, methods for travel, work, marketplaces, leisure time, social activities, health, political 

structures, forms of community, and family structures are all impacted by the resources available 

to us, and the way we extract, claim, share, utilize, and dispose of those resources. These systems 

are vast, complex, and interconnected, so effecting change in them requires a coordinated effort 

and must involve all sectors, including business, government, nonprofit organizations, and 

individual humans in their roles as citizens and consumers. In recent years, increasing awareness 

of these issues has brought greater openness to change in each of these sectors, and momentum 

for change is increasing. 

A few businesses have led the way in adopting sustainable practices, and now many 

others are taking interest. Alliances are growing among businesses committed to sustainable 

resource use, businesses are sharing information, and some industries are adjusting standards to 

mandate change. Businesses are motivated to get on board for a variety of reasons, including: 

concern for the environment and a sincere commitment to reduce their impact on resources; a 

realization that sustainable practices can sometimes reduce costs and improve their profit margin; 

and an interest in the marketing value of sustainable practices and a realization that consumers  
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are responding to green practices. This last factor can lead to “greenwashing” — businesses that 

present themselves as green to attract consumers but do little to change their practices. The 

impact is that consumers struggle to discern genuine sustainable practices from greenwashing, 

and businesses that are sincere in changing their practices struggle to distinguish themselves 

from businesses using conventional practices. In some industries, this has prompted a call for 

industry standards or regulatory requirements to support sustainable practices. Industry standards 

can set the stage for establishing certification, allowing businesses to brand themselves as 

sustainable. Regulatory requirements can mandate sustainable practices and level the playing 

field, making it possible for businesses to implement sustainable practices and still compete in 

the marketplace. These instruments empower businesses to put pressure on suppliers to provide 

them sustainable inputs, and the subsequent change in the supply chain invites other industries to 

change their practices. 

Government and regulatory bodies can play an important role in the shift to sustainable 

practices by establishing regulations to mandate standards in certain industries. Government 

entities are exerting their power as large buyers to place demands on vendors for sustainable 

practices. In some cases, government is leading by example by changing its practices or 

providing infrastructure and funding to support education of citizens and organize them for 

action. Examples of this include Chicago’s Gardens in the Parks program, which supports 

residents in establishing community gardens in city parks; the Chicago Conservation Corps (C3) 

leadership training program, which trains residents in conservation issues and supports them in 

tackling a project in their community; and the Environmental Pledge, which Chicago residents 

were encouraged to sign in 2008, committing to specific actions to reduce consumption of  



Carla Riggs 
EL 545 / Page 35 

energy and water, reduce air pollution, support greening of land in urban areas, and reduce waste 

(Earth Month 2008). 

The nonprofit sector is helping to create change through education and advocacy. 

Historically, environmental causes have been championed in the nonprofit arena and have relied 

on organizing individuals who place a priority on the environment. Education and political action 

have been outcomes of this sector, as impassioned individuals have given a voice to 

environmental concerns, calling for business and government to step up. Often, these efforts 

have been embattled. In more recent times, the nonprofit sector is organizing in ways that are 

less combative, with education and outreach a higher priority and cooperative action a new 

focus. Environmental activity in the nonprofit sector now involves a wide array of organizations. 

Examples include community groups focused on local projects, groups organized around local 

schools, faith-based groups reaching out across sectarian lines to organize local faith 

communities, and national/international nonprofits working on a large scale. Concern for the 

environmental impact of human activities is spreading and beginning to pervade society at all 

levels. 

Individuals are joining in the work of creating change through their roles as citizens and 

consumers. Citizens are taking an interest in their communities and in the resources that support 

their communities’ infrastructure (i.e., energy, water) and are recognizing the impact individual 

actions can have on those resources. As consumers, those same individuals are recognizing their 

power to effect change through the marketplace by directing their dollars to businesses that 

prioritize sustainable practices. Consumer demand for more sustainable products has the 

potential to drive change among producers and broaden the array of products available, thereby 

generating more interest in sustainable products.  
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The combined momentum for change among these sectors makes way for change on a 

large scale, opening the possibility of remaking established systems. This work is crucial, and the 

commitment of individuals, communities, cities, and nations is necessary to turn things around. 

Populations in urban areas, especially, must lead the way toward sustainability, as the human 

population is increasingly concentrated in urban areas. The Population Reference Bureau reports 

that in 1800 only 3 percent of the world’s population lived in urban areas and in 2008 the world’s 

population was evenly split between rural and urban areas (Human Population: Urbanization). 

This trend is expected to continue, and it is crucial that humans find ways to live sustainably in 

urban areas. In this context, the initiatives of a small business in an urban setting are significant 

and essential. In short, no sector of society is exempt from the work of developing sustainable 

systems, and every action is crucial. No action is inconsequential. 

Paula Companio, in speaking about her choices at True Nature Foods, expressed an 

understanding that her work to implement sustainable practices is in the best interest of her 

business. When asked how much she thought her customers cared about the sustainable aspects 

of her business, she replied, “Very much.” She experiences her customers as placing a high value 

on “green things” and understands that her sustainable practices provide customers an incentive 

to shop there. She believes the store provides a role model and gives people hope for making 

change, and she understands that sustainable practices help her customers to perceive the 

business as trustworthy — “like she walks the walk.” (Companio, Paula. Personal Interview). 

Companio understands that what is good for her community is good for her, and she makes 

choices accordingly. This awareness is crucial across all sectors of society as humans tackle the 

complex problems of changing our practices and remaking our infrastructure. If we all begin  
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working to effect change on some level, we will create a way of living that is vibrant and 

sustainable. 
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Appendix A: Photos 

A.1: Sophia Garden 

Sophia Garden, September 2008 
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Sophia Garden Site, November 2008 
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A.2: True Nature Foods and Green Roof 

True Nature Foods Storefront, April 2009 
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Green Roof System and Volunteers at Work, August 2009 
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Rooftop Chard for Sale in Store, August 2009 
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Carla Riggs and Paula Companio / True Nature Farmers Market Day, August 2009 
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A.3: True Nature Green Roof: A visual representation of materials used in the growing medium 

(Source: Urban Habitat Chicago website). 
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Appendix B: Green Works Green Heroes Award Program Description and Application 

Green Heroes Grant Program Description / Sponsored by the Clorox Company 

Spread some good green and watch your eco-friendly community project grow! 

We want to recognize and reward you for your efforts to live a more eco-friendly 

lifestyle. Enter The Green Works™ Green Heroes Grant Program and you could be one of five 

Green Heroes who'll each receive a $10,000 grant to help your eco-friendly community project 

grow and flourish! 

Whether your project takes place on your neighborhood block or throughout your entire 

community, just upload a photo of your green program in action and then describe how a Green 

Heroes grant could help your project blossom. A panel of Eco-Experts will select 10 finalists. 

The public will then have the opportunity to vote for five Green Heroes who will receive a 

$10,000 grant from the Green Works™ team! 

Green Heroes Grant Application / Submitted February 2009 

Rooftop Garden and Sustainable Practices Project at True Nature Foods in Chicago 

Paula Companio, owner of True Nature Foods, is committed to sustainable practices and 

educating her community at her small grocery store. She has developed the store's roof as a green 

roof where she grows vegetables to sell in the store. The plant material on the roof insulates the 

store in summer and winter, decreasing energy required for heating and cooling. The rooftop 

vegetation captures stormwater and reduces runoff into the city's sewer system. Vegetables 

grown on the roof are offered for sale in the store, demonstrating the potential for food 

production in a dense urban area. 

The rooftop project connects with other sustainable projects at the store, including 

composting of vegetable scraps from the store's juice bar. Paula partners with the City of  
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Chicago to host a corrugated cardboard recycling program and a weekly summer farmers market. 

She is committed to local food systems and has established a CSA to bring local produce to her 

customers. She hosts educational events in the store, including vermicomposting workshops for 

the community, and she supports neighborhood efforts that benefit children, including 

sponsoring a local baseball team. Paula is truly a green hero who understands that the health of 

her community and sustainable practices are inseparable. 

A Green Heroes grant will help the True Nature rooftop garden by helping to fund a 

stairway and viewing platform for access to the roof. Currently, the roof is accessed via a ladder, 

and all tools and plant materials are hauled up and down. A stairway is needed and can be built 

with a small landing attached. This will provide easy access to the roof and decrease the hazards 

for workers. The landing will provide a safe viewing space for customers and allow the roof to 

be used for educational purposes. The landing will allow space for a stormwater collection 

system to be linked to the rooftop irrigation system. The landing will also be used for a beehive, 

which cannot be installed now because the roof itself cannot support the hive's weight. 

The rooftop garden was established in 2006 and was a pilot project throughout two 

growing seasons, to test the viability of food production in a rooftop growing medium. The test 

phase was successful, and the project is now ready for full-scale production. A stairway to the 

roof is essential to maximize the potential for food production on this site and ensure the safety 

of all involved. 

The rooftop garden is a collaboration of True Nature Foods and Urban Habitat Chicago. 

Urban Habitat Chicago is a nonprofit organization committed to demonstrating the viability of 

sustainable concepts and practices in urban environments through research, education, and 

hands-on projects.  
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Appendix C: Summary of Interview with Paula Companio 

Interview with Paula Companio, owner of True Nature Foods 

Conducted for Green Business Toolkit Project of the Urban Sustainable Design Studio (a 

program of Foresight Design Initiative) 

Conducted by Carla Riggs 

July 29, 2008 

Chicago, Illinois 

A few details: 

Natural Foods Store 

Edgewater Neighborhood 

Juice bar in store is a separate business to which Companio leases space. 

Store offers a vegetable co-op program in conjunction with farms in the region. Customers 

purchase shares and pick up weekly from the store during the growing season. 

Occasionally provides space for workshops in the store which are open to the community: 

* Vermicomposting taught by me, through the C3 program 

* Shade gardening taught by a master gardener in the neighborhood 

® Detox and juicing workshop taught by salon/spa in the neighborhood and juice bar in 

store 

Companio managed store for 7 years, working under the previous owner. She has owned the 

store for 8 years. 

In the interest of full disclosure: I worked for Companio for 1 1 years, a number of years 

ago. 

True Nature Foods website: http://www truenaturefoods.com/  
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(Their website is not comprehensive, but will give you a glimpse of the business.) 

About True Nature’s Green Roof (Urban Habitat Chicago is a local organization working with 

Companio to make the green roof happen.): 

http://www .urbanhabitatchicago .org/projects/true-nature-foods/ 

Other press about True Nature Foods: 

http://media.www loyolaphoenix.com/media/storage/paper673/news/2007/11/14/CloserLook/Tru 

e-Nature.Foods.Experiments.With.An.Active Rooftop.Garden-3100062-page2 shtml 

http://www centerstagechicago.com/grocery/true-nature-market.html 

Companio’s answers to questions... 

What is top priority for your business right now? 

To keep it going forward — or progressing. Meaning — Continue developing the aspects of the 

business already in place: 

e Green Roof 

Farmers Market (which the store hosts — the market is on the street outside the store) 

Corrugated recycling program (Store is a host for this. She has a fenced area outside where 

cardboard is dropped off and collected, then picked up by a recycler.) 

Website — developing it more fully 

Educating her staff about products and green things 

Choosing products which fit the profile she has established for her product offerings: 

o Sustainable 

Oo Local 

Fair Trade 

Organic  
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o Natural 

What things have you thought of and would like to do but have been unable to? 

e Solar panels 

e Wind power 

® Bechives on the roof (most attainable of the three) 

What are obstacles? 

® Doesn’t own the building, so this presents some constraints 

* Limited funds. Especially frustrated because grant programs are available which could help, 

but Companio cannot apply because the programs require the business to put up a certain 

percentage of the money being awarded. She mentioned the City of Chicago Small Business 

Improvement Fund (SBIF) which would require her to put up 25% of the amount of the 

grant. She doesn’t have those funds and is not willing to borrow them while she is paying off 

the loan from the purchase of the business. If she could get some kind of funding, she would 

invest in one of the initiatives mentioned above, or new signage and improved facade for the 

building, to bring them more in sync with the neighborhood where property values and 

neighborhood image have improved over recent years. 

I asked whether limited time to research and implement sustainable strategies is an obstacle. 

Her answer: Not really, because she has people within her customer base with expertise in 

various areas and would call upon them to volunteer time to help. She makes it a priority to 

know her customers and their skills and interests and experiences them as a supportive 

community. 

How much do you think your customers care about the sustainable aspects of your 

business?  
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Very much. 

Her sustainable practices are an incentive for customers to shop there. 

Customers are interested in what she is doing. 

Store provides a role model. Gives people hope that a small store can make it, that people can 

follow their passions and do something worthwhile. 

Sustainable practices help customers perceive the store as trustworthy — like the store walks 

the walk. 

What do you consider the most credible and influential source to give you ideas and 

resources for sustainable practices? 

Her customers / community 

News sources 

Her general knowledge — Sustainability is a personal interest for her. 

City of Chicago green resources and grant programs 

Are you a member of local chamber of commerce? Other organizations? 

* Board member and active in Edgewater Chamber of Commerce 

* Big fan of Local First Chicago. Has not gotten involved because she doesn’t have time to be 

active member and feels if she is going to be a member she needs to be active. 

Not familiar with the Chicago Sustainable Business Alliance 
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Appendix D: Maps 

D.1: Chicago Region (Source: The Chicago Wilderness Region) 
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: Chicago’s Edgewater Neighborhood (Source: Edgewater Neighborhood Map) 

EDGEWATER 
    

1 4 somerone Si     
  

THT es Une Subaay 

mr Skt Lire Tiewmied Sends 

ser Been Line 

= Been, Purple Linea 

me. (Gen Lin 

— Ginn, Orange Linea. 

Soe Pink, Broam, Pumple, mvoge Lina 

  

  SFC Pink, Bimwn, Purple, Omaga, Seen Line 

wm. Chg Live 

ee. Pape Ling 

TITHE Pond Lie Setmmy 

— ad Lire Dead Grade 

= Rad, Pura Line 
Soe Md, Purp, Brown Lines 
alow lin 

        
          

  

Copyright © October 2007, City of Chicago  



Carla Riggs 

EL 545 / Page 66 

Appendix E: Documents/Google Pages Used in Management of True Nature Rooftop Crew 

Appendix E.1: Solicitation for volunteers: E-mail announcement sent to True Nature customers 

f true nature foods 
“an organic comenuenity market since 1982 

Volunteer Opportunity: Rooftop Garden at True Nature Foods 
  

In 2006, True Nature Foods and Urban Habitat Chicago partnered to 
establish a rooftop agricultural project, to pursue food production on the 
roof of a retail space. The project has proven successful, and we are 

now recruiting volunteers to assist with rooftop garden work for the 2009 
season. Interested persons are invited to apply and must meet the 

following requirements: 

At least 21 years of age 

Able to climb a 16-foot extension ladder 
Able to lift 25Ibs. 
Able to assist with weeding, watering, and harvesting work 
Commitment to a 2-hour weekly shift (schedules to be 
determined) 

Available June through October 2009 

Able to attend information session June 18, 7 to 8:30pm 

Applicants will be considered, and a crew will be chosen. 

Application Process: 
Mandatory information session will be held 
hursday, June 18, from 7:00 to 8:30pm 
rue Nature Foods, 6034 N. Broadway 

Bring to the session a one-page bio to include the following information: 
-Name 
-Address 
-Phone 

-E-mail address 
-A paragraph describing your interest in the project and any relevant 
experience 

RSVP to greenlifechicago@gmail.com, to indicate your interest  
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Appendix E.2: Form to indicate availability for shifts 

This form was used during the Information Session, to gather detail regarding availability of 

crew members. 

True Nature Rooftop Project 

Name 
  

| can commit to a weekly shift on the following days / times: 

Day Time of Day 
  

Monday: Morning Afternoon Evening 
Tuesday: Morning Afternoon Evening 
Wednesday: Morning Afternoon Evening 
Thursday: Morning Afternoon Evening 
Friday: Morning Afternoon Evening 
Saturday: Morning Afternoon Evening 
Sunday: Morning Afternoon Evening   
Any other comments regarding my availability: 
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Appendix E.3: Crew Responsibilities/Protocol and Liability Waiver 

This document was developed to outline behavior expected of volunteers and to demonstrate an 
understanding of risk involved in rooftop garden work. Crew members were required to sign 
prior to work. 

True Nature Rooftop Garden 

Crew Responsibilities and Protocol 

A crew has been established to maintain the rooftop garden at True Nature Foods during the 2009 
growing season. The following protocol is required for volunteers participating in this project: 

Crew members will assist with weeding, harvesting, irrigation, and other activities as directed by the 
Garden Manager. 

Crew members will report for assigned shifts. If unable to report for an assigned shift, crew members 
will inform the Garden Manager and arrange a replacement crew member. 
Crew members will report to True Nature store staff upon arrival and will sign in and out for each shift. 
Crew members will be accountable to True Nature store staff while on the premises and will comply 
with their instructions. 
Crew members will work in pairs on the roof and will cooperate to ensure the safety of all involved. 
Unauthorized persons are not permitted on the roof. 
In the event of rain, lightning, or high winds, crews will not be permitted on the roof. 
Clothing and shoes appropriate for climbing and rooftop garden work are required. Open-toed shoes 
are prohibited. Crew members should take measures to protect against sun exposure and extreme 
heat. 

Care must be taken to ensure the safety of crew members, store employees, and all other persons, 
and to respect the property of True Nature Foods. 
Any person who violates these protocols or who acts in any way to endanger himself or other persons 
will be removed from the crew and asked to leave the premises. 

Liability Waiver 

, the undersigned, acknowledge that | am applying to participate as a volunteer with the rooftop garden 
project at True Nature Foods. | understand that this work requires physical activity, including climbing a 
ladder, lifting, kneeling, and working on rooftop of store. | understand that, because of this, there is an 
inherent risk of injury that cannot be eliminated. | acknowledge that True Nature Foods and its agents 
carry no insurance against injury, loss or damage to any person connected with this project. 

As a condition of participation with the True Nature rooftop garden crew, | assume the risk of all injuries, 
losses and damages and do hereby hold True Nature Foods, its staff and agents or persons otherwise 
connected with this project, harmless from any and all liability (including attorney's fees and costs) for all 
claims, actions or damages due to injuries, losses or damage suffered by me or caused to a third party by 
me during my participation in the project, or arising out of the activities of the project, or any other 
activities occurring on the premises of True Nature Foods facilities. 

For my own safety and that of other participants, | agree to conduct myself in a manner consistent with 
the protocol outlined above and to observe common sense safety. | certify that | have read, understand 
and agree to the conditions of this Liability Release. 

Signature: Date: 

Print Name: 
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Appendix E.4: Protocol for Access to Rooftop Garden and Liability Waiver (for use with visitors 

other than crew) 

This document was developed to outline behavior expected of visitors to the rooftop garden and 
to demonstrate an understanding of risk involved in accessing the roof. This form was designed 
for use with visitors other than crew and is required for all individuals accessing the roof as 
VISitors. 

True Nature Rooftop Garden 

Protocol for Access to Rooftop Garden 

The following protocol is required for all persons accessing the rooftop garden at True Nature Foods. This 
applies to all volunteers, staff, and other persons viewing or working with the project: 

All persons will report to True Nature store staff upon arrival and will sign in and out. 
All persons will be accountable to True Nature store staff while on the premises and will comply with 
their instructions. 
All persons will be accompanied by at least one other person while accessing the rooftop and will 
cooperate to ensure the safety of all involved. 
Unauthorized persons are not permitted on the roof. 
In the event of rain, lightning, or high winds, access to the roof is prohibited. 
Clothing and shoes appropriate for climbing are required. Open-toed shoes are prohibited, and 
individuals should take measures to protect against sun exposure and extreme heat. 
Care must be taken to ensure the safety of store employees and all other persons and to respect the 
property of True Nature Foods. 
Any person who violates these protocols or who acts in any way to endanger himself or other persons 
will be denied access to the roof and asked to leave the premises. 

Liability Waiver 

l, the undersigned, acknowledge that | have requested access to the rooftop garden at True Nature 
Foods. I understand that this requires climbing a ladder and accessing the roof of the store. | understand 
that, because of this, there is an inherent risk of injury that cannot be eliminated. | acknowledge that True 
Nature Foods and its agents carry no insurance against injury, loss or damage to any person connected 
with this project. 

As a condition of gaining access to the True Nature rooftop garden, | assume the risk of all injuries, 
losses and damages and do hereby hold True Nature Foods, its staff and agents or persons otherwise 
connected with this project, harmless from any and all liability (including attorney's fees and costs) for all 
claims, actions or damages due to injuries, losses or damage suffered by me or caused to a third party by 
me during my participation in the project, or arising out of the activities of the project, or any other 
activities occurring on the premises of True Nature Foods facilities. 

For my own safety and that of other participants, | agree to conduct myself in a manner consistent with 
the protocol outlined above and to observe common sense safety. | certify that | have read, understand 
and agree to the conditions of this Liability Waiver. 

Signature: Date: 

Print Name: 
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Appendix E.5: Sign In / Sign Out Sheet (for use at store) 

This form was developed for volunteers to sign in and out for shifts at True Nature Foods. This 
ensures that store staff members know who is on the premises and acts as a safety precaution, to 
ensure that staff note when crew returns from roof. 

  

True Nature Rooftop Garden Crew 
  

Time of Arrival Time of Departure 
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Appendix E.6: Log for Tracking Harvest 

2009 Harvest Log 

Date Vegetable Amount Crew Comments 
Harvested Members 

8/6/2009 | Chard 1.82 pounds Heather & 
Megan 

8/6/2009 | Parsley .14 pounds Heather & 
Megan 
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