
Refugees Contribute to the
Local Food Economy

A group of Anchorage’s newest residents are learning how to 
grow and market vegetables from the Cooperative Extension 
Service (CES). Participants in the Refugee Farmers Market 
Program have included refugees from Togo, Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Sudan, Hmong refugees from Thailand 
and most recently Nepali-speaking refugees from Bhutan. 
Interested gardeners are recruited by Refugee Assistance & 
Immigration Services (RAIS), with Catholic Social Service.
The refugees sell their vegetables twice a week under the 
name Fresh International Gardens. The number of farmers 
markets in Anchorage has doubled since Fresh International 
Gardens began selling in 2007. The Municipality of Anchorage 
now boasts 14 markets. Most farmers have to drive 50 miles 
while Fresh International Gardens produces 4,000 pounds of 
vegetables on parkland in one of Anchorage’s most ethnically 
diverse neighborhoods. This entrepreneurial community garden 
arguably produces the largest amount of city-grown vegetables 
sold at local markets.
Past participants have numbered from 4 to 28 with an average 
of 50% new gardeners each year. Learning objectives vary 
depending on experience. The program operates primarily 
with donations of seeds and other supplies. Service High 
School grows the transplants needed for the garden. The 
more experienced growers have learned that one square 
foot of garden space can produce $15 of spinach but only $2 
of cabbage. Last season, one of the gardeners decreed the 
garden a ‘No Broccoli Zone’.
The Cooperative Extension Service and Master Gardeners 
meet with new gardeners on a weekly basis. Vegetables 
are harvested and bunched early on market days. Master 
Gardeners and volunteers from the Alaska Literacy Program 
provide transportation to the market and remain after booth 
set-up to answer questions and help make change if needed. 
Customers are usually surprised to hear the produce was 
grown in the city. 
Sales from the 8,000 square foot garden have ranged from a 
high of $12,600 in 2015 to $3000 (the year the moose got over 
the fence). At the end of the season, sales are tallied and the 

total is divided by the number of hours the gardeners worked. 
Checks are dispensed by Catholic Social Services accordingly. 
In 2009, three brothers pooled their ‘earnings’ to purchase their 
first computer.   
The Refugee Farmers Market Program gives participants a 
chance to practice their English, develop customer service 
skills and feel like they are making a contribution to the 
community. Most participants live in apartments and growing 
food provides fresh air, exercise and, according to a couple of 
previous participants, an improvement in their mental health 
after the long winter.   
Some of the gardeners now rent community garden space 
and have begun selling produce from their individual plots. In 
response, Cooperative Extension Service has approached the 
city about leasing land for food production and is working with 
growers as they start to develop their own business models 
in the city. CSAs, cooperatives, purchasing seed in bulk and 
taxes are topics that are being explored with participants who 
have been involved in the program for three years or longer.  
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