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By MAGGIE FRELENG
Special to Going Green

A s John Gerber,
Professor of
Sustainable Food and
Farming at the
University of

Massachusetts Amherst, relaxes in
his kitchen eating homemade granola
and reading the Amherst Bulletin,
something grabs his eye: Matt Roth,
his former teacher’s assistant, now in
the Peace Corps raising chickens for
people in small villages in El
Salvador. A light goes off in Gerber’s
head and he is seeing a student of his
making changes in the world. 

“Students are where the change
comes from,” says Gerber. “It is so

exciting watching people who can
make a difference in the world.
Students have the opportunity and the

responsibility to take action when they
see something is not right. My classes
try to encourage and nurture that.”

For Gerber, a distinguished profes-
sor at UMass (winning the
Distinguished Teaching Award in
2008), member of the Board of Living
Routes, member of the Amherst
Conservation Commission, former
executive director of the Consortium
for Sustainable Agriculture, and a
founder of the Loka Institute (a non-
profit research and advocacy organi-
zation), it is not about him — it is
about the students.

Gerber found his calling as a new
demand for sustainability and green
living was on the rise. The first Earth
Day was around this time in 1970,
which Gerber describes as “an awak-
ening in American society.” Applying
his expertise in biology to world food
and hunger issues, Gerber became
dedicated to the sustainability and
green living movement. Post ‘70s,
Gerber said he saw the movement
slowly die out, but in recent years the
demand for sustainability has come
back, and in full force with concerns
about global warming and renewable
energy as hot topics.

“Sustainability represents a way of

UMass Prof.’s
sustainability
message has
global reach 
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Since leaving his position as an administrator at UMass and becoming a
Professor of Sustainable Food and Farming, about 12 years ago, Gerber
has seen the major grow from five students to about 55 and counting.
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thinking that guides our behavior
such that we provide for the needs of
all people alive today without jeopar-
dizing future generations,” Says
Gerber.

Since leaving his position as an
administrator at UMass and becom-
ing a Professor of Sustainable Food
and Farming, about 12 years ago,
Gerber has seen the major grow from
five students to about 55 students and
counting. 

Gerber believes that these stu-
dents, among others, are the people
who are going to make a difference in
the world; he just provides the plat-
form for them to get started.

“I like to orches-
trate and create the
opportunity for other
people to teach,” says
Gerber, who recently
held a chicken work-
shop at Simple Gifts
Farm in Amherst
where people were
encouraged to come
hear and learn from
real chicken owners
about raising chick-
ens. “It is more about
encouraging other
people to stand up and
tell their story,” he
says.

Ryan Fahey,
UMass senior and one
of Gerber’s TAs in his
Sustainable Living class, a class dedi-
cated to understanding global chal-
lenges to sustainability from econom-
ic, environmental and social perspec-
tives. Fahey is enthusiastic about
Gerber and his not-so-ordinary teach-
ing methods.

“I’d say my favorite thing about
his teaching method is his ability to
let others take the reins at any point,”
says Fahey, who feels he has been
challenged by Gerber to think and do
things he has never done before. 

“If someone else has a great idea,
and John thinks we can all learn
from it, he allows that person to lead
and become the teacher. As TAs he
gives us the power to interrupt him
mid-lecture and say ‘we need to
switch things up,’ which might just be
taking a minute or two and taking a
breath to help us come back from
being distracted, but it’s something
unique to his class.” 

When Gerber first started teaching
the class about 10 years ago, it was
not in a lecture hall but a normal
classroom of about 30 students. Now,
Sustainable Living maxed out the 2011
spring semester at 294 students, with
the enrollment capacity being 268.
Gerber teaches the class with the

help of his 14 to 15 TAs and numerous
guest lecturers for topics of choice. 

“There is a wide variety of sustain-
able topics that are addressed
throughout the semester and one of
them is bound to hit home for just
about everyone,” says Fahey on the
impact the class has on almost all of
the 200 plus students who take it.

Destined to farm

John Gerber’s sustainability move-
ment started when he was in 5th
grade, growing up in Long Island,
N.Y., and took a mandatory aptitude
test. The test results said he was des-
tined to be a farmer: Gerber was

mortified when his
friends’ results sug-
gested medicine and
law. But little did he
know it really was his
calling and something
that would make him
proud in years to
come.

Later, in high
school, he met a girl.
His girlfriend’s moth-
er kept asking Gerber
if he knew anything
about gardening,
which at the time he
did not. He figured it
would be in his best
interest to learn a bit
about gardening. It
was then that he fell
in love — not only
with the girl, who is

now his wife, but with the earth.

“It allowed me to take my interest
and skills in biology and put them to
use in the world,” said Gerber.

All around campus and the
Amherst community, projects with
roots in Prof. Gerber’s classes have
sprung up. The Garden Share Project
and the Permaculture Garden were
both ideas from students in Gerber’s
classes. 

Ten years ago, in 2001, the Garden
Share garden was started because a
student told John he thought it was
necessary and together they made it
happen. The Garden Share garden,
about ½ an acre, is part of the
Garden Share Project, a student orga-
nization at UMass. The organization
teaches how to practice sustainable
agriculture and organic farming
methods. The garden is also used in
some of Gerber’s classes, including
Garden Share, a pass/fail course for 1
credit. The food from the garden
mostly feeds the participants but in
the past has donated food to the
Amherst Survival Center and sold to
Earthfoods Cafe, a nonprofit vegan
cafe on campus.
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Greenfi eld Farmers
Cooperative Exchange

Locally Owned Since 1918
269 High St., Greenfi eld, MA 01301

(413) 773-9639

Organic Lawn and Garden
AGWAY ORGANIC
4 STAGE LAWN CARE 
PROGRAM.

AGWAY 
ORGANIC
LAWN FOOD 
100% organic 
nitrogen lawn food. 
Slow Release,
non burning.
For any season.

AGWAY 
ORGANIC PLANT 
FOOD 4-5-4
Steady Growth 
formula for fl owers, 
vegetables and 
herbs.

$2199
40 lb bag

Organic Fertilizer 
for your lawn
and garden

$1499
30 lb bag

$9999
4,000 sq ft
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DID YOU KNOW that, in
Massachusetts, our soils, climate, and
water supply make it difficult to main-
tain lawns that resemble golf greens,
even if we had unlimited time and
money? Meanwhile, landscapes that
require lots of water, fertilizers, and
pesticides pollute our water resources. 

GREEN TIP: Adopt landscaping
practices that will protect our water
supply, reduce water usage and
stormwater pollution, and encourage

groundwater recharge, all while
requiring less maintenance and chem-
icals to maintain. For information on
how to start landscaping this way,
visit greenscapes.org

For more information about the
Green Tips program and the Valley
Vision 2 Regional Land Use Plan,
contact Danielle McKahn at (413) 781-
6045 or djkahn@pvpc.org.

This Green Tip is brought to you by the Pioneer
Valley Planning Commission.

Supplying campus dining halls

The Franklin Permaculture Garden
is a newer student-run garden at
UMass and one of the first student-led
permaculture gardens in the nation to
supply fresh produce to the campus
dining halls. The ¼-acre garden was
started in October 2010 outside of
Franklin dining hall and is still in the
works, planting this April, hoping to
produce about 1,000 lbs of food when it
is finished. The new
garden is an effort
to bring self-grown
food to the dining
halls so students
can know and feel
good about where
there food comes
from; and in the
case of the students
who participate in
the permaculture
movement, a chance
to reap the literal
fruits of their labor. 

Currently, Gerber
is working on a stu-
dent farmers market
and a student CSA
(Community, but in
this case Campus Supported
Agriculture) in South Deerfield, at the
UMass Research Farm. The CSA is
also an undergraduate course in
Plant, Soil and Insect Sciences called
Student Farming Enterprise (SFE).
The class is a six credit, two-semester
course that teaches students the ins
and outs of organic farming: from
planning and marketing in the spring
to harvest and sales in the fall. Last
year the group had about 30 members.

Reclaiming the commons

Gerber is also working with the
Amherst Conservation Committee to
promote more food production and
farming locally by “reclaiming the
commons,” says Gerber, and making
more public land accessible to farm-
ers and students coming out of school

to start their farm on. He is also in
the process of trying to change
Amherst zoning laws to make it easi-
er to raise chickens in the area.

When he is not trying to save the
community with one green thumb at
a time, John Gerber’s favorite place
to be is right in his own backyard, in
rural Amherst, among his chicken
coops, hoop houses, and bee hives.

“That’s where I find my peace and
serenity. I go home, check the eggs
and see how the ladies are doing,”

says Gerber, in ref-
erence to his hens. 

Gerber says one
of the best decisions
he has made in life
was to stop being an
administrator and
return to teaching:
his first love.

“It allowed me to
take off my tie and
be who I am,” he
said. “It is not exact-
ly what most people
think of as a mile-
stone, but for me it
was huge. I would
much prefer to work
with students … my

preference is to highlight ‘you’.”

Which is where we find Gerber, sit-
ting at his kitchen table, proud of
what one of his former students has
accomplished.

“I don’t go looking for these
things,” says Gerber. “I am just read-
ing the newspaper and there is one of
my students from a few years ago
who took my Sustainable Living class,
was a TA with me and is now helping
people. It wasn’t my doing, it was
Matt’s doing, in my class and now in
his life. That I am proud of.”

Submitted photo
Gerber is trying to change
Amherst zoning laws to make it
easier to raise chickens in the
area.
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The Valley Guide To An Eco-Friendly Lifestyle
LOCAL to the Pioneer Valley, 
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• linked to your website
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MAGGIE FRELENG is a gradu-
ate of UMass Amherst, intern at
the U.S Fish and Wildlife
Service and a freelance writer
and photographer focusing in
conservation, sustainability,
social justice and humanities.

PVPC Green Tip


