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HY wve GROW

“Is that @ hawk?" asks Neli Jasujo, environmental justice programs
manager tor Young Women Empowered (Y-WE). We're sitting on a
bench at Marra Farm. located in Marra-Desimone Park, next to the Y-WE
Grow garden plot. "My friend told me that when you see hawks circling
near you or above you, it means you're in the right place at the right time.
| feel happy when [ see them out here in particular,” she says.

Before Neli fully introduces hersell, we walk over to a timeline of
Marra Farm, so | can better understand the context of the land we’re
standing on.

| learn that Marra Farm is on the traditional homeland of the
Duwamish and Coast Salish tribes and that it's one of the last remaining
pieces of farmland in the city of Seattle. | learn that Italian. Japanese and
Filipino immigrants settled in the area around turn of the twentieth

century, and that Japanese farmers grew two-thirds of South Park’s {
produce until many of them were interned during World War 1. And | ,
learn that the farm and park is named after several Italian truck farming
families who stewarded the land until they sold it to King County in

[980.

Once on the outskirts of town, the farm today is tucked into an

industrial pocket. directly under a flight path and surrounded by
highways. The South Park neighborhood is still home for many

immigrant and refugee populations. And despite having inherited a legacy J
of environmental injustice and racism — such as a lack of services,
including a grocery store — local residents continue to organize, build 1

community and support each other.

For Neli, connecting with the earth has led to an easing of the
chronic pain that started to develop while working in tech
marketing. As the child of immigrant parents who prioritized
financial stability, she found success pursuing and achieving their
dreams, but felt disconnected from her values and her body.

That’s when the pain started, so she took a major career
U-turn and became an AmeriCorps volunteer with Solid Ground.
Soon she discovered Y-WE, and eventually took a job
coordinating their Nature Connections program and starting their
farming and food justice program. “| started coming out here and
began to feel an easing of that chronic pain through using my
body to connectwith and steward the land.” says Neli. *l was like,
this feels better. Let’s go in this direction.”

This healing is an essential part of Y-WE’s mission: to
cultivate the power of diverse young people to be courageous
changemakers in our community. Y-WE centers BIPOC (Black,
Indigenous and people of color) and LGBTO+ youth who identify
as women or were assigned female at birth, including trans and

What Healing Looks Like

non-binary and other gender expansive folks, Programs focus on
social justice, art. and environmental justice programs. including
the Y-WE Grow program at Marra FFarm.

Neli explains that many of the youth participants have
experienced trauma at the site of the land either personally or
ancestrally. Y-WE Grow seeks to repair that relationship. “Our
goals here are to disrupt racism and injustice in the food system
and |learn about those issues. The way we do that is by first
providing space for healing and connection with the land for the
young people we work with,” she says.

Healing can look as simple as weeding—like following
Morning Glory from one side of the farm to the other. It can look
like noticing bugs or planting seeds and watching them grow. It
can look like a farm-to-table meal with fall harvest soup and kale
salad with nasturtium vinaigrette. [t’s felt in caring for and
stewarding the land, says Neli, especially since everyone knows
all the food goes back into the Y-WE and South Park
communities.




It Starts With Community

When the pandemie hit in March 2020 and evervihing weni
virtual, it didn’t take long for the Y-WE Grow program to start
back up. Soon it was the only n-person Y-WE program, and
provided a much-needed space for youth to gather and process
together.

“With the pandemic and with racial justice uprisings. having a
place for young people fo come to be in community with human,
plant and soil and water allies. It was extremely necessary,” says
Nelt, “"We really heard from young people: We want this. We need
this,”

That teeling of connection extends to other groups on Marra
Farm, within the South Park community, and beyond to a broader
BIPOC-led farming and food justice movements across the
region. ““We're in constant relationship with everyone here. We
look out tor each other,” says Neli. “We share seeds and food with
gach other.”

During a recent fieldirip to YES Farm to learn from the Black
Farmers Collective, Neli recalls how the youth felt antsy. They
wanted to be put to work. They wanted to know what they could
do right then and there.

It turns out the hawks might be onto something as they cirele
Marra Farm. Y-WE Grow may have found the right place and the
right time to grow something big and monumental. And the youth
are leading the way.

Young Women Empowered (Y-WE) is o Seattle-based nonprofit
that serves young women und anyone assigned female af
birth, including trans and non-binary youth ages 13-19. We
offer after-school programs, summer camps, and events, all
free of chorge, that are centered around leadership
development and mentorship. You can learn more about our
unigue model, program offerings, ond about our Y-WE Grow

program focused on farming and food justice on our website :

youngwomenempowered.org
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