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SPOTLIGHT

Farming Hope uplifts struggling San Franciscans in the
kitchen and beyond

From the How San Francisco gives back during the holidays series
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The Farming Hope staff prepares to serve a crispy rice appetizer to dinner guests on Wednesday, Dec. 13, 2023
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Take one step into Farming Hope's new headguarters on Van Ness Avenue and it

feels like you're inside any other trendy restaurant in The City.



You're immediately met with the aroma of that night’s three-course meal — which,
on a recent Wednesday, featured a crispy rice appetizer followed by ginger scallion

noodles with snow peas and blondies topped with a Greek yogurt frosting.

The familiar shouts — “corner!”, “behind!”, “hot pan!” and “yes, chef!” —
reverberate around the 5,200-square-foot space as cooks march through the
kitchen.

But this isn't just any hip restaurant — it's a culinary training program organized
by a San Francisco-based nonprofit and staffed largely by people who were

formerly incarcerated, unhoused, survivors of violent crime or asylum seekers.

Farming Hope strives to help people from disadvantaged backgrounds regain their
footing by teaching them critical workplace skills.

“We want to make sure our graduates and apprentices feel embraced by their co-
workers and their community, as they're serving their community and being
served by them,” co-executive director Andie Sobrepefia told The Examiner. “Folks
that we have in our program are usually the last people called back for jobs; they
are hungry for food security and social connection. Those are the barriers we try to
remove with our program.”

Devon Jordan-McFeely said he was incarcerated in federal prison nine years ago,
just after finishing his third semester of culinary school. When he was released in

August of 2022, he said, he felt lost and hopeless.

“I'wasn’t able to find no work, no opportunities, nowhere,” Jordan-McFeely said.

Now, he’s a full-time cook at Farming Hope, helping the nonprofit feed thousands
of people in underserved communities across San Francisco each week, Along the
way, he’s also found something he didn’t know he could: belief.

“It ransformed my life,” he said. “When I got out, I was very quiet. I didn’t talk ... I
knew I had kitchen skills. But I didn't believe that anybody else believed that 1
did.”

Devon Jordan, Cook and Trainer at Farming Hope in San Francisco on Wednesday, Dec. 13, 2023,
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Andie Sobrepefa, co-executive director of Farming Hope: "We want to make sure our graduates and
apprentices feel embraced by their co-workers and their community.”

Craig Lee/The Examiner

That all changed when he enrolled as an apprentice at Farming Hope. The
organization trains sixteen participants, or “apprentices,” every 12 weeks ina
wide-ranging program that teaches essential skills in the food and hospitality

industries and beyond.

“This is where we plant the seeds of hope, which will hopefully grow into a lot of
other things outside these walls,” Farming Hope Development Director Haley

Nielsen said.

Many graduates have gone on to work at highly-rated San Francisco eateries,
including Flour + Water, Good Good Culture Club and Damansara. Others, much
like Jordan-McFeely, have been hired onto Farming Hope's staff full-time to guide

the next group of apprentices.

Farming Hope's ultimate goal is two-pronged: to train people with culinary and
service skills that can propel them into the workforce, and to create a feeling of
purpose and community for a segment of people who have been neglected or

forgotten.



At the start of the year, the nonprofit moved into a new building on the outskirts
of the Tenderloin — the former home of San Francisco Cooking School — which
was forced to permanently close in November of 2020 due to the COVID-19
pandemic. The move allowed the foundation to consolidate three separate

locations, which included Manny's restaurant, into one central hub.

The new space is 2,000 square feet larger than its previous Fell Street
headquarters and has the added benefit of already being a training kitchen. The
organization has doubled its weekly meal production and capacity during its
dinner service.

Dinner guests eat their thee-course meal at Farming Hope in San Francisco on Wednesday, Dec. 13, 2023,
“It's a huge step,” Sobrepefia said about the move. “The legacy of the cooking
school is just such a cool thing to have, especially because so many of our
employment partners and the guest chefs that we bring in have some kind of
connection to this building.”

Beyond the dinners, Farming Hope's apprentices also help operate grocery- and
food-delivery programs, through which meals are distributed to organizations
such as Conard House, a transitional-housing facility in SoMa.

On average, the foundation gives away 3,800 pounds of groceries and 3,000 meals
each week. In addition, all the food used at Farming Hope is either bought at local
grocery stores or recovered from the San Francisco produce market, which means
it would have otherwise gone uneaten. Farming Hope has saved almost 56,000
pounds of food since it started recovering food in 2020, Sobrepena said.

Meanwhile, the three-course meals mimic the experience at a sit-down white-
tablecloth restaurant. Culinary director D] Hollister said his favorite dish he's
cooked was a “beautiful” turkey for Thanksgiving when the organization
distributed an additional 1,300 meals to the community. He said he's currently
working on the Christmas menu, which will feature mac and cheese, roast beef
with onion gravy and roasted veggies, and an olive-oil cake with pomegranate for

dessert.




Crispy rice with vegetables was the appetizer for dinner guests at Farming Hope in San Francisco on
Wednesday, Dec. 13, 2023,
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Ginger Scallion Noadles with flank steak, snow peas and red cabbage was the entrée for dinner guests at
Farming Hope in San Francisco on Wednesday, Dec. 13, 2023,
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Blondie with Greek yogurt frosting, was the dessert for dinner guests at Farming Hope in San Francisoo on
Wednesday, Dec. 13, 2023,
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Access to food remains a critical need for many in The City. Before the pandemic,
one in four San Franciscans suffered from food insecurity, according to the San

Francisco Department of Public Health.

“It takes commitment and a lot of gusto to continue to continue to push for food
security being something that should be a human right” Sobrepefia said. “COVID
has made us all realize how close each and every one of us are from losing our
food security and how important programs like this are to the livelihoods of our
community.”

The apprentices are trained both by in-house staff and acclaimed Bay Area chefs,
such as Nelson German, David Phu, Michelle Minori and cooks from Fiorella and

Bungalow Kitchen, who make guest appearances throughout the 12 weeks and

help cook that night’s meal.

Jordan-McFeely said his long-term dream is to follow in those chefs’ footsteps and
open his own restaurant, something he never thought possible when he first left
prison.

“It was probably the last thing on my mind,” he said. “Every month we have the
best chefs in San Francisco work with us. Heavyweights come through here.
Working with them and them eating my food and giving me positive feedback has
all contributed to me getting my confidence and believing that I can do my own
thing.”



