
At the corner of Burlington 
Avenue and Fayetteville Street, 
Curnel Glenn has been selling 
fresh fruits and vegetables from 
the back of his van for more 
than a decade.

As a child, Glenn sold pro-
duce in the projects with his 
father.  He continued years later 
on a whim after having taught 
school in Virginia. Now, he 
knows the neighborhood like the 
back of his hand. 

“It was kind of a spur of the 
moment thing,” Glenn said. “I 
came out one weekend and did 
pretty good, and I continued to 
do it to give me extra income.”

Glenn said residents have 
always craved fresh fruits and 
vegetables, but that much of 
Durham feels underserved by 
convenience stores that lack 
good selection and pricing.

In fact, Glenn’s stand is locat-
ed only a few blocks from what 
the United States Department 
of Agriculture considers a food 
desert, a low-income area where 
residents lack easy access to a 
supermarket. 

Many residents do not own 
cars and have to walk more than 
half a mile to reach healthy gro-
ceries. They use more expensive 
convenience stores with fewer 
produce choices to fill the gaps 
between store visits.

According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 
food deserts can be detrimental 
to health and researchers have 
found links between access to 
affordable, healthy food and 
consumption.

Wanona Satcher, neighbor-
hood development specialist 
for the City of Durham, said 
Neighborhood Improvement 
Services started the Durham 
Network of Agriculture in 2012 
to connect farmers, educators 
and urban agriculturalists. 

She hopes the network can 
reduce the detrimental effects of 
food deserts with homegrown 
solutions like Glenn’s one-man 
farmers’ market.

“It shows the connections 
but also the gaps that we need 
to fill,” Satcher said. “Growing 
food is nothing new, but we 
need to creatively solve the 
food desert issue with very little 
resources.”

Through the network, resi-
dents are working on develop-
ing a food strategy for Durham, 
promoting educational programs 
and advocating for changes in 
laws that hurt urban farmers.

Kevin Hamak, a landscape 
architect and urban farming 
advocate in Durham, has been 
utilizing the network to lobby 
for a change in county law that 
prevents city residents from 
selling locally grown food. The 
city council unanimously voted 
to open all Durham districts to 
commercial crop production on 
March 18.

The law means that neighbors 
will be able to sell food to one 
another and hold farmers’ mar-
kets in areas that are not zoned 
for retail with a permit.

Prior to the law being passed, 
Glenn’s operation was only 
legal because the food he sells is 
grown outside of the city. If he 
had grown the food in the city, 
he would not have been allowed 
to sell it.

Satcher hopes the law allows 
people within food deserts to 
start their own affordable farm-
ers’ markets using locally grown 
food.

“When I was a kid, at least 
every other house had a garden,” 
Hamak said. “It was just what 
was done. Neighbors used to try 
to outdo each other.”

Hamak said the law is just a 
start. He would like to see aqua-
ponics — growing plants and 
fish together — and compost 
sale eventually allowed. He said 
urban farmers could earn more 
money if the practices were 
legal in Durham.

“It’s a high yield vegetable 
and meat production, and it’s 
very valuable in urban areas,” 
Hamak said. “These practices 
overcome some of the expense 
of vegetable production.”

The city council has directed 
staff to study the practices and 

may eventually legalize them.
The areas most affected by a 

lack of easily accessible produce 
are the northeast and southeast 
areas of Durham, according to 
the USDA.

“Our downtown is only as 
good as our surrounding neigh-
borhoods,” Satcher said. “The 
majority of our surrounding 
neighborhoods are low-wealth 
neighborhoods that don’t have 
access to affordable, healthy 
food.”

Glenn said the demand for 
farm-fresh food is there — 
especially for his locally grown 
pecans.

“I was born on the family 
farm,” he said. “It’s hard to get 
fresh fruits and vegetables. You 
can go to the grocery store, 
but you don’t know where it’s 
shipped from. That’s why people 
come to me.”
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“When I was a kid, at least every other 
house had a garden. It was just what 
was done. Neighbors used to try to 

outdo each other.”
Kevin Hamak

New law opens Durham up to 
urban agriculture practices

Curnel Glenn sits on his van, waiting for loyal customers walk 
or drive up to buy from his large selection. “My brother in law 
used to joke with me, ‘Man, you have more variety than the 
grocery store,’” Glenn says. (Staff photo by Brian Fanney) 
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