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[Begin Susan Pavlin Interview] 

 

00:00:01 

Sara Wood:  It’s August 7, 2013 and this is Sara Wood with the Southern Foodways Alliance 

and I’m sitting here with Susan Pavlin of Global Growers. And we’re sitting here in Susan’s 

home in Avondale Estates, Georgia. Susan I’m wondering if you could say hello and introduce 

yourself for the tape? 

 

00:00:18 

Susan Pavlin:  Hi, my name is Susan Pavlin. And I’m the Director of Global Growers. 

 

00:00:24 

SW:  And can you tell me your birthdate for the record? 

 

00:00:26 

SP:  I was born on October 20, 1968. 

 

00:00:31 

SW:  Thank you. And can you tell me a little bit about your background about where you grew 

up and you know a little bit about what your interests were and what you did as—how basically 

tell me a little bit about what you did before Global Growers? 
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00:00:45 

SP:  I grew up outside of Chicago in the suburbs, in the far suburbs and moved to Nashville to 

go to college and then after that really moved around a fair amount until I settled here in Atlanta, 

which was during my last year of law school. I was a corporate attorney for a several years, 

corporate international law for several years, and then ultimately I left that to try and figure out 

how to get more involved in international human rights, humanitarian work and so I began 

working primarily out of Atlanta in the internal refugee community which was a community of 

people who had been forced from their home countries and then allowed to come to the United 

States in refugee status. So they were here in Metro Atlanta building new lives and trying to 

figure out how to get started, really how to make those connections. 

00:01:46 

 So I guess my growing up interests in—in life, I didn’t anticipate being involved in 

farming directly, certainly when I was growing up we always had—my dad really kept a—a 

fairly good sized backyard garden and he was a real fan of canning. And so he canned peaches 

and beats and tomatoes using his aunt’s recipes and he’d keep me up at night helping him get 

that done every time. So I thought that was a lot of fun but I didn’t really connect it to a 

professional life for a long time. 

 

00:02:19 

SW:  Do you have any particular memories or stories about canning with your father late at 

night? 
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00:02:25 

SP:  Well I think the thing that was most exciting for me was that he would usually start his 

canning projects at about two or three in the afternoon because that’s what worked for his 

schedule. And of course it takes a really long time when you’re doing a couple of bushels of 

something. And so I would often end up—up with him until late at night and every once in a 

while my parents would let me not go to school the next morning because I hadn't had—had 

enough sleep I guess. 

00:02:53 

 And so for me it was really just about that kind of excitement of hanging out with my dad 

all night and then thinking I was doing something that was exciting enough that I wouldn’t have 

to go to school the next day. And the truth was is that I was a really finicky eater as a kid and I 

didn’t like most of the things that we would can. And it’s funny to me now because I’ll eat pretty 

much anything you put in front of me. But at the time I wouldn’t—wouldn’t really—I didn’t eat 

the peaches, I didn’t like the pickled beets, I thought the bread and butter pickles were okay. But 

it was really more about the experience of just hanging out.  

 

00:03:28 

SW:  And what are your parents’ names? 

 

00:03:30 

SP:  They’re Carla and Jerome or Jerry—he goes by. 

 

00:03:34 

SW:  And what is your aunt’s name, the one who had the recipe that he used for the canning? 
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00:03:40 

SP:  Oh that was Aunt Catherine. That was his aunt, so it was my great-aunt. And I got a chance 

to meet her just a couple of times when I was pretty young because she lived far away and every 

year we’d see her on a vacation for a brief period of time, but just usually it would be like a day 

and as a kid. She was just you know an older lady who lived out near the farm and that was it. 

[Laughs] 

 

00:04:03 

SW:  Was her last name Pavlin as well? 

 

00:04:06 

SP:  I don’t think so. I think it was something else, maybe Maersak which was the family’s name 

at the time. 

 

00:04:14 

SW:  So Susan you said you started as a corporate attorney and then you moved into more 

international human rights—issues. I’m wondering why did you decide to—to change over. 

 

00:04:27 

SP:  Well, I guess I could say my legal career was in corporate international law. I was doing 

immigration work just on a kind of more corporate and global scale. And I had always been—

before I got into that had always been involved in social justice, public interest work, and really 

it was the legal career that was a bit of the aberration because I got a great opportunity to work 
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with some of the folks that were doing really good things on a national level. They were helping 

to draft legislation, they were the head—the partner, the head partner was the head of the 

American Immigration Lawyers Association, so it was like this great opportunity that I took. 

And I really enjoyed the time that I was there. But I knew in my heart that I wasn’t going to stay 

there. It was really just an experience.  

00:05:20 

 And once the big learning curve had sort of tapered off a little bit I got restless and I 

wanted to get back to what I was really core interested in, which just has a lot more to do with 

connecting with people and people’s circumstances and trying to figure out how to make that a 

better situation.  

 

00:05:40 

SW:  So how did you—can you talk a little bit about what Global Growers is and how you 

started that? 

 

00:05:48 

SP:  Sure, yeah. So Global Growers Network is a nonprofit project that is focused on connecting 

international farmers that are living here in Georgia to agricultural opportunities. And it really to 

be honest with you started by accident. It wasn’t a plan at all.  

00:06:13 

 I had been interested in farming increasingly and this is while I was working more in 

social services in a—in a different aspect within the international community and just on my own 

had gotten more interested in farming. And then in part because I had some good friends, Joe 

[Reynolds] and Judith [Winfrey] were from Love is Love Farm were—were out at their farm in 
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Douglasville [Glover Family Farm] and were doing some amazing work and I started going out 

there like once a week and trying to just get my hands dirty. And it was really again as much 

about hanging out and seeing what was going on and it just got more and more interesting to me. 

00:06:50 

 I lived in a space in Atlanta where there wasn’t any green—green area. It was in a 

concrete—concrete loft building with more industrial environment and decided that I would try 

to find some garden space and felt like it would be nice to have a partner or have some people to 

do that with. So it was around that time that I met a guy who was from Burundi. He had come 

over as a refugee and he had been essentially the—the equivalent of an extension agent in his 

home country. And he was really, really intrigued with the idea of being able to grow some food. 

So I met with him and told him my idea that we might even have some land that I had found we 

might be able to use. And he came back to me the next like three days later with a list of thirty 

names, addresses, phone numbers, and said “Okay, here it is. We’re ready, let’s start our farm.”  

00:07:50 

 And he was ready to go. And in—in the Burundi culture it’s not often as common to be 

super-proactive and super-organized in the way that Americans tend to be with our lists and 

our—and our plans, and so I could tell that this was something that was just the most exciting 

thing for him. And so we ended up partnering up and to be honest with you I had no idea what I 

was getting into. I had this vision of Saturday mornings, hanging out, putting a few seeds in the 

ground, it would be a lot of fun. And it certainly has been a lot of fun, but we’ve put more than 

few seeds in the ground. And after that first year the women and ultimately it was all women that 

were really doing the hands-on work at the farm that I—so the women I was working with 

decided that they wanted to make their garden primarily—not exclusively but primarily a market 
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garden so that they could sell the vegetables and make a little bit of supplemental income or 

extra money for themselves. 

 

00:08:57 

SW:  And I want to circle back just for a second. The—the man’s name from Burundi? 

 

00:09:03 

SP:  Yeah, so it was Mr. Obede and Obede is his first name. His last name is extremely hard to 

pronounce and I always have to double-check it every time, so I don’t know it off the top of my 

head. But I can get it for you if you need it. And so Mr. Obede was the guy who I first started 

talking with and he along with another gentleman, Mr. Venance are—are two fathers of the farm. 

And we—what had happened was Obede spoke five languages, but none of them were English. 

And I speak a couple of languages, but none of them were the languages he spoke with the 

exception of maybe ten words overlapping in French. And so we had to make a deal that we’d 

get somebody else involved in the project who could help to be a broker, a translator between us. 

And so he brought in Mr. Venance into the project, who was not completely fluent in English but 

had a head start compared to most of the other folks in the immediate community.  

00:10:06 

 And so Venance became essentially a translator but also a partner in the project and the 

three of us got things launched but one of the things that I didn’t know when all of this started 

was that in their country ultimately the men will work on farms but they tend to work at 

commercial farms as wage laborers and so they might work on a tea plantation or a coffee 

plantation, but in their culture it’s really the women who grow the food. And so when Mr. Obede 

was going off to talk to his community and he asked me—this is when we first started, he asked 
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me, “Well, does it matter to you who comes to work on the farm or how—how the farm should 

be organized?” And I said, “No, if you—if you know some people who want to grow food 

together it’s fine with me whoever it is. I don’t care who comes to the table.” You know, I was 

just wanting him to figure out what he wanted to do.  

00:11:08 

 And so on that list of thirty-five names and addresses and phone numbers it was all 

women. And I didn’t understand why initially but it turned out that it was because of that 

connection for the women in particular and—and growing food for their families. 

 

00:11:25 

SW:  And so were all the women from Burundi? 

 

00:11:27 

SP:  Almost all of the women were Burundi. Burundi, Rwanda, and Congo are all connected to 

each other and a lot of the cultures overlap with each other. So people might identify as one or 

the other nationality-wise, but they actually identify first to their culture group. And sometimes 

they might be in one culture—in one country or another depending on marriages and family 

moves and everything.  

 

00:11:57 

SW:  And there is one thing I just wanted to ask you before I forget, what is an extension agent? 
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00:12:01 

SP:  So an extension agent in the United States is somebody who is typically in each state they 

have them in a—it’s somebody who is hired often times county by county to be an advisor or a 

connector to the farmers in that county. Here in Georgia almost every county has an extension 

agent, the University of Georgia runs that network. And those agents have a responsibility to 

help the farmers connect to resources, get advice, connect to each other. They’re really 

essentially a farming resource. 

 

00:12:37 

SW:  So what year did you start working on the farm or did the farm start? 

 

00:12:43 

SP:  Okay, now this will be hard for me to actually calculate. If I’ve got it right—let’s see ’13, 

’12, ’11, ’10, it was 2010 that we broke ground on the Burundi farm but we actually started 

working on the project about a year and a half before that so the end of 2008 and the beginning 

of 2009. We thought we had some land, we had—had some verbal commitments from somebody 

for some land, so we started organizing the group and that ultimately fell through and so for a 

year we were a group ready to farm, we didn’t have our land lined up, and so we did a lot of 

planning and organizing and working on that before we actually broke ground. 

 

00:13:24 

SW:  And Susan I’m wondering if you could just talk about from your—your experience 

working with these communities, what—why they ended up coming to Atlanta. I mean what 

were the conditions like in their former home countries and why they came here? 
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00:13:42 

SP:  Well the refugee community is made up of people from all different countries, so every 

circumstance is going to be a little bit different but the—the fundamental issue is usually it’s 

the—the legal definition is the fear of persecution and it’s a fear of persecution that is based on 

class, ethnicity, gender, religion, you know it’s basically something major that’s going on in that 

country that is—is driving people out. And in situations like in Burundi, it was essentially a 

genocidal civil war. So much like Rwanda, which a lot of people have heard a little bit about, 

there is a clash of—there were three main ethnic groups and the country disintegrated starting in 

1972 into a civil war. And then off and on throughout the next twenty years or so, thirty years, 

there was a war going on and in many cases targeting of different ethnic groups which pushed 

families out of that country and across a couple of borders to live in refugee camps. 

 

00:14:53 

SW:  And so when you started working with the farm, I mean was there a connection between—

you know you had talked about how Burundi farm, the women wanted—soon wanted to start a 

market to do farming for market. And I’m wondering were these roles, like you know women 

grew the food in these cultures, but was it something—I’m wondering what kind of role farming 

had for them here and—and the process of settling in—in the community here in the region and 

if that provided a sense of something grounding for them. 

 

00:15:29 

SP:  Sure, well my understanding of how farming fits into the culture of the women from 

Burundi evolved over time, right because I learned—I went through the experience side-by-side 
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with the women and so it took a while and a lot of times, you know one of the great things and 

one of the most bizarre things about working side-by-side with people when you don’t—first of 

all you don’t speak the same language, but then second of all, you don’t have the same cultural 

references or the same ideas and even the same approaches to things—means that there’s just a 

wealth of miscommunications or missed opportunities to understand each other, or sometimes 

just places where I can't understand what they really are saying or thinking and they can't 

understand what I’m really saying or thinking because we just don’t have the same life 

experiences. 

00:16:25 

 So—so all of my understanding of what farming and farm experiences mean for these 

women really has been like an evolutionary process and I’d be the first to say that I haven’t 

cornered the market on getting any of it, you know. But a couple things that I’ve learned, first of 

all when the women came together when we all—when we all came together for one of the very 

first meetings to say—and this was when Mr. Obede was organizing everybody and we all just 

came together to say, “This is a project we’re thinking about doing, are you interested?”—the 

first things that the women raised as questions were can we bring our children to the farm and 

teach them our culture? And I said, “Well, you can do whatever you want, it’s your farm. 

[Laughs] And of course you can, you know it’s—we’ll just make a space and you can do things 

how you want to.” 

00:17:18 

 And over time one of the women had explained to me too that in their culture and this is 

the way that she phrased it that there were two things that really made women—women, like one 

was the identity of being female and one of them which will come as no surprise is having 

children and that having children is part of being a woman. But the second one which was a 
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surprise for me was growing food for your family. And so it was really, really interesting to me 

that these women would say—would identify children and growing food at the same value level 

of who they were and—and—and I thought that was kind of amazing. 

00:18:06 

 And you could tell the—and I have—we have some great pictures from the very first day 

that we all met to break ground and we had a handful of tools so we had some hoes and some 

shovels and we had a tractor out there that day and they had a big celebration and we had a lot of 

fun, but what was really amazing is that the minute the women saw the hoes, which is a typical 

instrument that they use almost all of them from teenagers all the way up to like seventy-year-old 

women ran over there and grabbed them and just started hoeing into the ground using them and 

basically what they were doing is like celebrating that they were back with their tools. And they 

were also sort of showing me—I remember really clearly them showing me, “Look, I know what 

to do with this,” because I think they saw me, and you know that’s part of all of our power 

dynamics—you can go into, but they saw me as sort of the head of this project because I had 

come to them with the idea. And so they really wanted me to know that like this is something 

that I know how to do. I can—I can do this. So we’ve got some great pictures like that.  

00:19:12 

 Having said all that not so much from these women but from other people that I had met 

who came to the United States as refugees the consistent puzzle from most of the people who 

came starting a new life here was where is the food grown, where does the food come from? 

Because many people come from societies—the societies that are much more agricultural or 

certainly local food and if they weren't the ones were growing it they might have been running a 

market or they might have been—you know they know where their food comes from.  
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00:19:47 

 And it was really confusing, my job used to be back years ago was literally taking new 

arrivals to the grocery store for the first time and showing them you know where they can find 

the food that they want to buy and this is how you buy food, this is what a market looks like in 

our country. And the absolute puzzlement that many people had and it wasn’t like, “Oh my gosh 

a grocery store, how does a grocery store work?” It was, “How do I know that this is really food? 

It comes in a box with a picture on it, but it doesn’t look like anything that I’m used to 

recognizing. So how do I know I can trust you? How do I know I can trust this store? Where 

does it come from and why is it here?” 

00:20:31 

 So I think that what people and—and I would say that the women from the farm probably 

would fall into this—farming for them was just such a natural way of life that they couldn’t 

figure out how you lived without it. And that direct connection especially for the women for 

themselves and then also for the connection to their children and passing down their tradition and 

passing down their culture was—has been something really, really profound for them. And I also 

know, I mean I can say that now it’s been almost four years and of course some people have 

moved away or gotten jobs and had to change out but basically we’ve had the same core group of 

women who have been coming to the farm at least twice, sometimes three times a week for the 

last four years and it’s not because it’s a program that—they’re not—there’s no salary, there’s no 

wages, it’s just their farm and this is what they do. 

00:21:35 

 And I think it’s also one of the only times for some of them that their families like let 

them out of the house on their own. And it’s not so much like they’re not let out but in these 

cultures the women a lot of times will have five or six or eight children, husbands are working, 
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husbands typically won't stay home to take care of the kids when a woman wants to go visit her 

girlfriend, you know, or wants to go wander around or go shopping or something, but the 

husband will stay home and take care of the kids so that the woman can go to the farm. 

00:22:06 

 And so the farm also became this place that is much, much deeper I think than just a 

place that you go and you go grow vegetables. It’s a place where they see each other, where they 

earn respect from their—from their family and a place where they can connect with people.  

 

00:22:24 

SW:  How do you think that has impacted farming in the Atlanta area having these farmers come 

in from other places? 

 

00:22:35 

SP:  There’s so many ways to answer that question. [Laughs] First I’ll say within the 

international community itself the fact that these women started this farm and have been 

successful at it has had a really large impact. Part of what happened and ultimately this is part of 

why Global Growers grew but it’s a much broader movement than that has been lots of people 

from the refugee community saw these women being successful. Sometimes they saw them 

interviewed on the news or they heard about, you know or they saw them doing them doing 

something in the community and people started saying, “Hey we can do that, too. And in fact, we 

want to get more involved.” 

00:23:15 

 And so Global Growers, our group which wasn’t Global Growers when we started, it was 

just a group of people at the farm—emerged in part because leaders from these different 
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international communities started calling us up and asking if they could make appointments to 

discuss how they could start their own farms. And so we, in response to that, started trying to 

develop more resources and more farming opportunities. We also began a network of other 

groups both international and American-born who wanted to start more farming projects. And so 

now you drive through Clarkston, and apartment complexes have little community garden 

spaces, there’s gorilla gardening on the sides of the road, people are walking around harvesting, 

there’s an edible landscape that was put in at the Clarkston Community Center, you know there’s 

this huge wave, and I don’t think it’s all just because of these women, but I do think the fact that 

these women broke that new ground became an example of something that can be accomplished 

and now stand out as leaders in—in that local community that there’s been a drive for that. 

 

00:24:24 

 So I think in one respect that’s—that’s a major impact that has happened. But I think the 

other thing is really thinking about in terms of the larger community. People who are coming 

into the United States in this very strange situation of having to build a new home and really 

having to start from nothing many times, you know it’s not unusual to have a family of four 

arrive with two or three plastic bags full of stuff because that’s all they were able to keep when 

they left. They’re often seen as and they often experience being people who need a lot of help, 

right, I mean anybody would in those circumstances need to figure out how to learn a new 

language, how to get their kids to school, how to drive a car, or how to—how to just navigate 

everything. And a lot of times being a person who needs help in our society puts you in a really 

vulnerable position.  
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00:25:24 

 You know often they’re in very poor circumstances, bad public housing, you know really 

difficult things going on, as they start this new life. And one of the things that gets overlooked in 

that mix is that many of these folks are some of the most amazing people—amazing survivors. I 

mean, first of all, if you think about the histories of where they came from and what they’ve 

overcome to get here these are people who’ve—who’ve survived war, who have survived 

genocide and in some cases have trekked thousands of miles, have escaped with their families, 

you know and have really done some amazing things just to get here. And then also these are 

people who have great skills and great experiences. And I think farming is one of those things 

that they almost take for granted that this is just what I do, it’s like breathing or getting dressed in 

the morning. But in our society which has lost a lot of and certainly we’re trying to recover it but 

has lost a lot of connection to a local food economy, to where our food comes from, to how local 

food systems work, these people are experts who live and breathe and—and only know how to 

function when they can grow their own food, preserve their own foods, feed their families. And 

so I think that as a concept they’ve had—I mean as a concept them being people with that level 

of expertise is of tremendous value to our—our community and our society and on a very 

practical level what I’ve seen is, you know, the women have been selling at the farmers’ markets 

for the last three years—we now have a columnist in the AJC [Atlanta Journal-Constitution] 

who regularly writes columns about what’s local and in-season, highlighting international 

specialty products that our farmers grow at the farmers’ market. It is normal for us to sell 

Mchicha which is an amaranth green that the Burundi women grow, to sell bean leaves, which is 

another way that they—it’s green bean leaves, but they cook it a special way, pumpkin leaves, 

you know a whole wealth of products that our culture wouldn’t even really have a lot of direct 

exposure to, and yet they’re now normal products at the local farmers’ market. 
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00:27:52 

 So there’s lots of different ways that people are engaging, and we also have a lot of 

people who come through our organization as interns or who come and visit with us and—and do 

the Farmer Mentor Program that’s run by Georgia Organics and part of that is connecting to the 

other ways of agriculture that these folks bring to the table and the other things that they’re 

growing. 

 

00:28:15 

SW:  And I know you said that you’ve learned alongside the farmers as you guys grew. I’m—

and you just mentioned a few of the particular things that they grow that are new for people 

who—the eaters. I’m wondering if you—like can you talk about from what you’ve experienced 

just some of the things, are there—is there like a similar from what you’ve learned from these 

women and other farmers, are there similar growing conditions here and in East Africa and some 

of these countries? Was it difficult for them at all to grow some of the things that they wanted to 

but they couldn’t? I’m just curious about this. 

 

00:28:54 

SP:  Yeah, yeah, so that’s really about a couple different things, right. What people want to 

grow, partly at first it took a while for us to figure out where to get even the seeds or the starts to 

different things. And we’re still discovering that every day. A lot of times our international 

farmers, they just—they don’t know to ask if they can find something here because they’ve not 

seen it any of the markets, supermarkets or anything so they just kind of assume it doesn’t exist 

here. And we’ve made a recent discovery actually, I don’t know if—you’ve probably explored a 

little bit the mirlitons that come out of New Orleans—that tradition of—of chayote I think that’s 
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the name of the squash—turns out that’s something that the people from Bhutan, the Bhutanese 

refugees grow like crazy and they’ve always grown it in Bhutan and Nepal and they’ve been 

struggling here to figure out how to get it started because they keep going to the local grocery 

stores, the ethnic stores where they get imported chayote that is not particularly good quality, and 

they’ve been trying to start it from that seed, and probably—who knows, it’s like some sort of 

hybrid or whatever it is, but they’ve been really struggling to like get it to take. And I happened 

to learn a little bit more about that squash so I came back to my Bhutanese friends and I said, 

“Hey, somebody said they grew these in Nepal. Is it true?” And they got super-excited. I started 

getting texts of pictures of their own mirlitons that they’ve been trying to grow in their backyard. 

And they were like, “Yes, that’s absolutely true.” And I’m like, “I can help you find some really 

good seed to get started with.” And they were like, “Aw!”  

00:30:36 

 “Then we have to make a plan because you know not everybody in an apartment can 

grow those because they’re a perennial and they take five years to really—well a few years to be 

really super-productive. So we can only distribute that to the people who have already bought 

houses,” you know, like they get really intense about organizing it and stuff. 

00:30:51 

 So there’s some of it is around sourcing and around access and—and just having the 

conversation. But the weather patterns, typically many countries will have cold weather, cooler 

weather and warmer weather or like in the case of the East Africa, it’s very near the equator, so 

they have pretty much a rainy season and everything else which is all more or less the same. But 

the difference is they also have mountains. They have a tremendous amount of mountains and in 

a small country it’s not that big of a deal to get from the mountain to the low land you know 

relatively quickly. So what they were used to being able to do is to grow, say, cabbages and cool 
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weather vegetables, not necessarily in the same space as you grow your tomatoes but 

simultaneously almost all year round. 

00:31:46 

 So when that is your frame of reference to suddenly think that there’s only a couple 

months a year that you can really grow cabbage or a couple months a year you can grow 

tomatoes, it’s really very disorienting and it’s really hard to believe actually. It’s hard to really 

believe that. I mean I don’t even always believe that I can't grow something during a certain 

season. I try anyway, right, because I’m just determined I might be able to get away with it and 

then it doesn’t work and then you finally figure it out. 

00:32:14 

 But with the Burundi women that whole idea of when can you grow your cabbages, when 

you can plant these starts was just really, really hard and—and to this day we still work through 

it sometimes, but a lot of it had to be trial and error just because it’s such a different world view. 

And so the first year or two there were tons of opportunities to plant something and then watch it 

get completely eaten by bugs and then keel over, and then you know because it was the wrong 

time of year to be growing it. And so we had to work through that. And for all of the different 

cultures, it might be a slightly different aspect of that issue, but part of what we do now when we 

run our training programs is focus in on seasonality and how do you plan for those seasons and 

how do you—you know when you’re looking at crop rotations and you’re looking at trying to get 

things to market at a certain time how do you plan for that because it—most of the farmers know 

how to do crop rotation and they know you know these are all things that they’ve done before, 

but they just haven’t had that framework that they’ve had to do it in. 
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00:33:20 

SW:  And can you talk a little bit about—well actually I had this question and I don’t know if 

this happened, but do you ever get people who when they find—I know that a lot of the 

circumstances people stay in refugee camps for years in the process of getting to the states. Have 

you ever had any of the farmers or any of the people from the refugee community bring in seeds 

from their country? Has that ever happened? 

 

00:33:42 

SP:  Let’s just say I don’t always know where all their seeds come from. [Laughs] I mean you 

know it’s—it’s a tradition older than anything you—you read in history about people who would 

put a little baggie of seeds in their pocket and carry it over back you know in the colonial days 

and in fact, I find it amazing that families that would leave their home country with nothing but 

one plastic bag full of stuff will have found a way to put some seeds in there, so yeah. I do think 

some seeds come over. We always try to be really careful about introducing new seeds into a 

community. 

00:34:20 

 A lot of times what happens which is also really interesting to me is that well I—I have to 

almost back up to say that when you come into the United States as a refugee you get almost 

randomly assigned to different cities. So you know when we have people from Sudan here in 

Atlanta and from Darfur and Sudan in Atlanta but there’s also people in Anchorage, Alaska who 

are from Darfur and Sudan because the refugee program sent them up to Anchorage for their 

home base. And so what happens is the people that are settled from the same culture in different 

cities and different states will of course be in touch and know each other because they might 

have lived in the same camp together for twenty years. And so there’s a lot of mailing seeds and 



Susan Pavlin – Global Growers      
 

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

22 

starts and—and shipping and bringing things back and forth between the different communities. 

So a lot of times we’re working with seeds that are already here, it’s just they may not be here in 

Atlanta. 

00:35:19 

 You know I mean we have one guy from Burma who was growing so much bitter 

eggplant which is a specialty product for his culture last year, he was getting orders from people 

in Texas saying, “Hey, can you send us a box of bitter eggplant, because nobody here is growing 

it and you’re growing it organically and it’s so good?” And so you know it—there is this sort of 

network among the different international communities where they’ll share their seeds and their 

plants. We had a woman come down from DC and bring us, she had like four buckets of—of 

plant starts that she was growing a specialty product in and she brought those to share and said, 

“You’ll plant them in the farm and save the seeds then you know I’ll share that with you.” So it’s 

really an interesting thing the way they all come around. 

 

00:36:07 

SW:  And could you talk just a little bit about the process of how the farm, you know the land, 

acquiring that first piece of land to growing so that you have different sites for the farms now, 

how that all works? 

 

00:36:20 

SP:  Sure, well as I said before, we—we had a difficulty finding our first piece of land and thank 

goodness we did. It was actually fortuitous but it was ultimately a deal we struck with a group of 

developers in the community who had grown or had acquired a bunch of land and then when the 

economy basically crashed a few years ago they realized that it would be a while before they 
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could use it. They were going to put it into a new mixed use housing development. And so they 

said, “We’ll lease it to you for something crazy like $1 a month or a $1 a year,” or something 

like that and that was for the first year. And then after that they forgot about it and they’re like, 

“Yeah, just whatever. Do what you need to.” 

00:37:03 

 So you know we know that land is temporary but we’re going on year four and we think 

there’s at least a couple more years left in it. 

 

00:37:10 

SW:  And where is it? 

 

00:37:11 

SP:  It is in the City of Decatur right across from the Avondale MARTA Station. So that was that 

first piece. And as I said what was happening is that more people from the community started 

jumping up and saying, “Hey, I want to be a farmer, too,” or “I want to grow food. I want to do 

all of this.” And so what we did was we had a bunch of different sessions in the community to 

kind of chart a strategy like what kind of land do you really want? What kind of projects are you 

trying to do? And then we started looking around and kind of letting it be known that we wanted 

to find some new land opportunities.  

00:37:50 

 And each piece that we’ve acquired has come from a completely different path so it’s 

hard to say that there is any one formula. One piece is actually a deal that we struck with the City 

of Decatur that’s the Decatur’s Kitchen Garden which is about an acre and a half. It has thirty 

families growing food on it in plots that are about 500 square feet each one and that was a land 
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use agreement that they had because they wanted to develop some farming—basically local food 

growing for the City of Decatur. So we sell to their restaurants. We you know connect with them.  

00:38:31 

 Another was a—the training farm that we started which was in response to the request 

from the community that we help people who are interested in becoming serious farmers, like 

really a full-time farming career, help them figure out how to do that which is a little bit different 

necessarily than just growing your own food. And so we found the training farm and we lease 

that out, that’s a private lease space.  

00:39:00 

 And then the other is a community garden which is actually on county property through 

the County Gardens in the Parks Program and that one we chose in part because the land was 

there and available at last. And then also because—I’ll have to turn that off—let me just pause 

for—.  

00:39:29 

 Yeah, so the training farm was developed to—to provide a place for people who are 

wanting to become serious farmers as a business to have an opportunity to farm on a farm-size 

scale and then also to learn the business of farming. And so that is a private-leasehold. And then 

there is the county property which is where we have our community garden and that community 

garden is in the heart of Clarkston where people who grow food there can walk to the garden. It’s 

really part of the center of the community. And that project is actually a joint project with the 

Georgia Council on Developmental Disabilities and they partnered with us in part because they 

saw the gardens as an opportunity to connect with families who have somebody with a disability 

so that’s a really unique space, because it’s not only a community space but it’s—we’ve tried 
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very hard to make kind of a safe haven and a place where people can really get out and—and 

connect in a little bit different way. 

 

00:40:38 

SW:  And I just wanted to ask you real quick before I forget, if you could just talk—because I 

don’t think we mentioned this, but Global Growers came—you were working for Refugee 

Family Services is that the name? 

 

00:40:47 

SP:  Yeah. 

 

00:40:47 

SW:  Can you talk about—? 

 

00:40:49 

SP:  Yeah, so I was working at Refugee Family Services and that was in a very different 

capacity. That was—I was really doing development and program design and program 

evaluation and public policy work when I met Mr. Obede and we teamed up to start the Burundi 

women’s farm. When we got our first opportunity to—to pursue a grant I asked them if we could 

use the agency as a fiscal agent for that because we didn’t really know what we were doing and 

we just wanted to try to get this grant. And—and we got the grant and they were great as being 

our agent and then before we knew it as we expanded and—and acquired these other properties 

more grant opportunities came up. And then pretty soon somehow or other we were sort of a 
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program of Refugee Family Services, but it was a really different program than the normal social 

services that they do. 

00:41:47 

 And so they’ve been very generous in—in supporting us as a program, first as a program, 

and then as we became bigger and realized that we had sort of our own mission and our own 

direction to go in, they have served as our fiscal agent, while we pursue our independent 

nonprofit status. And we are almost complete in that journey and so we’re still linked to Refugee 

Family Services. They partner with us and serve as our fiscal sponsor. 

 

00:42:18 

SW:  And then the other thing I was wondering and going back to talking about the Burundi 

Women’s Farm, they—they started growing food for their families but then you know can you 

talk about right now is it about half and half, growing for the market and then for their families? 

 

00:42:33 

SP:  So the Burundi women’s farm really started as an idea of just growing food for the family 

but there was no clear 100 percent idea of what that meant. It was just—they were excited to 

have the land, we were excited to put seeds in the ground and we just kind of went with it. And 

we actually grew a bunch of stuff that they didn’t want to eat, which was sort of funny. You 

know it wasn’t on purpose, it was just that we were picking seeds out of seed catalogs and 

pictures looked like one thing or another and you know they—it turns out had never eaten 

summer squash before and they didn’t really like it.  
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00:43:10 

 But it was a good thing, they liked squash leaves. They actually harvest the stems and the 

leaves while squash is growing and eat that. And so they eat the leaves and we ate—you know us 

Americans I started giving away like pounds and pounds of squash all the time. And then they 

discovered—actually towards—so when we were growing all of that food and we discovered 

that the women didn’t want to take home green beans and didn’t want to take home squash and a 

couple of other things or they had way too many tomatoes, we set up a little mini-project for 

about a month to experiment with selling at a local meeting house. There was a Quaker Friends 

Meeting House down the road and they let us on Sundays set up a little mini-market stand. And 

so the women found out kind of explored and discovered how they could manage a market in the 

United States because a lot of them had sold things at market before, but in a different country 

and in a different context, so it works a little different. 

00:44:12 

 And they decided that they really liked the idea of a supplemental income, that—that was 

really important to them. And so the next year we started planting our crops in part to go to 

market. And so over the course of the last few years, I would say that probably seventy percent 

roughly of—of the food that they grow is designed for market and then the other thirty percent is 

specifically for them to take home. And of course there’s always a line you know that moves 

between those things, but—. It’s probably about seventy-thirty. 

 

00:44:52 

SW:  And can you just talk—this is my last question, how has farming changed you? 
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00:44:59 

SP:  I think farming has changed me in a lot of ways. First of all, when—as I said, when I first 

started this whole adventure I just wanted to have a garden to grow some food and that was about 

as in-depth as—as I had gotten in the whole thing. And now we run you know—and I don’t farm 

at all myself, certainly but we run close to seven acres of—of farmland and we network with 

another you know with people who are growing on another fifteen acres of land. And so farming 

has become part of my rhythm and how I kind of operate every day. I grow my own food in my 

garden in the backyard, which I hadn't really done before. 

00:45:49 

 I think my focus on eating local food and eating—well just eating better, eating better 

food and higher quality food and exploring food as a way of connecting to different cultures and 

traditions has become much more a part of my focus and I think along with that comes a 

connection to land and weather and nature. And also I think it’s helped me, because I have the 

opportunity not just to farm but to connect with these people from all of these different cultures I 

get the opportunity to learn from them. Half of the things that I grow in my backyard are things 

that most Americans wouldn’t even know about.  

00:46:36 

 Or, just ways that I grow things, you know the way that you put stuff in the ground is 

different than most folks because of my experience working side-by-side with some of the—the 

international folks, so—just a million different ways I guess. Public policy work, gosh, I could 

go on forever. [Laughs] 
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00:46:56 

SW:  Well Susan, do you want to add anything else that you think is important that I didn’t ask 

you? 

 

00:47:04 

SP:  Well I guess the only other thing that I would say that I think is important to this story for 

me at least where I’m at now and where—where we’re going with this is that I’ve talked a lot 

about the women from Burundi because that’s the first project and in some ways the piece that’s 

like the most integrated into my life. But currently we’re working with people from over ten 

different countries and cultures, everybody from gosh, our training farm right now we have 

people from Sudan, from Iran, from Cameroon, from Liberia, from Burma, from Bhutan, you 

know all around the world. And so you—I always want to be careful when you start talking 

generally about the refugee community because there’s this incredible wealth of diversity and 

each person carries with them both their individual(ness)—individuality but also the story of 

their own culture and their own history. 

00:48:05 

 But what’s been really exciting about it for me is that it’s pushed me in my own culture to 

be more aware of issues of privilege and of access and that plays out a lot in farming. And so 

part of what’s been really fun for me is that I’ve really made a conscious effort to try and get to 

know more about some of the farming communities that aren't as easily accessible to me, as 

some of the others. I mean we have a wonderful thriving urban farm movement in—in our 

community but I’ve also been really interested to learn about the farmers in rural Georgia that 

have held onto their land for years and years and are struggling how to make ends meet. And 

those farmers of color that you know just don’t tend to get quite the same access to some of the 
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conferences and some of the gatherings that—that other folks do because I know it’s important 

for the farmers that I’m working with, the refugee farmers, to be able to see people who look 

more like them or who have struggled with some of the challenges of being really low-income 

and—and under-resourced—have an opportunity to learn from those people as well, because I 

think that’s just more valuable. 

00:49:31 

 So part of what we’ve been doing over time is really trying to work to build those 

relationships and those connections and hopefully expand some of the things that we’ve learned 

about crossing culture internationally to bring those to the table and start building stronger 

bridges between American born cultures who still are—are very different cultures than my own. 

And so my hope is that as we go forward we’ll continue mixing that up a lot and that’s to me one 

of the exciting things about what we’re doing. 

 

00:50:06 

SW:  Susan, thank you for doing this—this morning/afternoon, I appreciate your time. 

 

00:50:11 

SP:  You’re very welcome. 

 

00:50:13 

[End Susan Pavlin Interview] 


