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- WE WILL, WE WILL

ROCK YOU

The secretto longevity? Alittle bit of old-time rock ‘n’ roll.
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After graduation, he did just that,
joining the Jesuit Volunteer Corps
to work with developmentally dis-
abled adults and AIDS patients. It
wasn’t until 1995 that he changed
his career path. While working as
an outreach coordinator ata home-

>

Roomto Grow
= rasident of
Riverview Towess,
buries Seedlings
at Ohio City Farm;

less shelter, he began attending
community meetings and volun-
teering for friends’ political cam-
paigns. In 1997, he ran for City
Council and won.

But to fully understand Cim-
perman’s commitment to social
justice, youneed to know the
story of St. Paul’s Patch. The
5,000-square-foot plot was a flour-
ishing community garden ona
city-owned lot in Ohio City that
many families relied upon as their
main source of food. In 2006, a
group of gardeners asked Cimper-
man for help protecting the gar-
den, which was in danger of being
destroyed by a private developer
who intimidated the gardeners by
telling them they were breaking
thelaw. They weren't—Cleveland
has long allowed people to garden
in vacantlots—but they also didn’t
have any legal tenure to the land.
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The only way to save the garden,
OSU Extension’s Morgan Taggart
told Cimperman, was to change
the zoning code.

Thus began what Cimperman
jokingly refers to as “the education
of a councilman.” The teachers?

Taggart and her then-colleague

at OSU Extension, Julia Barton;
Kristen Trolio, then at the Cleve-
land Botanical Garden; and Marge
Misak, of the land trust program at

- Neighborhood Housing Services

of Greater Cleveland.

During the housing crisis,
thousands of foreclosed homes in
Cleveland were demolished. The
resulting vacant lots have all fall-
enintothe city’s “land bank”™—a
reserve that now contains 7,400 of
the city’s 20,000 vacant lots. When
selling off land bank lots, city plan-
ners typically give preference to
homeowners or businesses, who
they assume will make “the high-
est and best use” of the land. What
Misak and crew wanted to do was
flip that on its head, deeming com-
munity gardens and urban farms
the highest and best use.

The four women drafted a code

that would require the city to go
through the same public process
that a private landowner goes
through when changing zoning:
neighbor notification, public hear-
ings, and approval by the plan-
ning commission. Gardeners,
then, would get notice of any plan
to convert city land bank lots to
another use—and have the oppor-
tunity to organize against it. The
Urban Garden District legisla-
tion was adopted by City Council
in 2007. “Now people think twice
about threatening gardeners,”
Cimperman says, chuckling.
Suddenly Cleveland was an
ideal environment for agri-entre-
preneurs like Mansfield Frazier—
the man behind the vineyards at
Chateau Hough. Visiting him at ;

“They don’t
question why
we ship bell
peppers from
California
to Cleveland
and burn
fossil fuels
todoit. It’s
cheaper,
ves. But
willitemploy
people? Isit
healthier?”

his orderly, three-quarter-acre
vineyard on the corner of East
66th Street and Hough Avenue,
Frazier says he wouldn't have
gone forward with theidea ifit
hadn’t been for Cimperman'’s
2007 zoning ordinance.

“These are city boys.” Frazier
says of other city council mem-
hers. “They don't question why we
ship bell peppers from California
to Cleveland and burn fossil fuels
to doit. It’s cheaper, yes. But will

it employ people? Is it healthier?
We've got to turn the pyramid on
its head. Joe has that vision.”

N A BRISK Saturday
morning in early April, I
tour Kentucky Gardens,
one of the city’s oldest and loveli-
est community gardens, located
in Ohio City’s Fairview Park. It
has been threatened several times
over the years, and members have
fought fiercely to protect it.
Masud Hasan, a 44-year-old
computer programmer, has one
of the most impressive plots, espe-
cially for this time of year. He peels
back the polypropylene fabric that
allowsrain and sun in while pro-
tecting the veggies from frost, to
show me his winter harvest: but-
ter crunch lettuce, sweet chard,
carrots, spinach, and cilantro.
Phyllis Bambeck, a retired ele-
mentary school teacher whose
orange-tinted hair is pulled back
in ared scarf, tells me that thanks
tothe garden, she’sable to keep
her weekly grocery bill under $10.
(It helps that she has six egg-lay-
ing hens at home.) Bambeck, who
hasgardened here for more than
30 years, was garden coordina-
tor in 2002 when Fairview Park
advocates proposed reducing the
garden’s size to make way for a
fountain and a dog run.
She met with Cimperman -
and gave him an earful about the
importance of community gar-
dens, particularly organic oneslike
Kentucky. When the garden zon-
ing legislation passed, Kentucky
was one of the first community
gardens to take advantage of it.
It’s been a decade since Cimper-

-man met Bambeck, but she left

a deep impression on him. “She
canned food from the garden for
sustenance. She had a job, she
raised her kids. But she absolutely
needed the food she was growing,”
Cimperman recalls. “This—urban
agriculture—is worth preserving.”
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