
One day, Mark LoParco, director of Dining Services at 
the University of Montana in Missoula, was looking 
out the window of his office in the main dining hall 

and noticed a big empty space that was not being used. 
“It was just a big concrete slab where students would go 

down and skateboard or hang out,” said Ian Finch, Farm to 
College coordinator with University Dining Services (UDS). 
“It really wasn’t used. He thought how great it would be to 
make a productive use of that space.” 

From that initial thought came a campus garden that is not 
only a production space, but also doubles as an educational 
area. Dining Services worked with the Farm to College pro-
gram to build the space. “Incorporating local foods has been 
the culture here on campus for the last 10 years,” he said. 
“This was a logical and reasonable extension of that. We’d be 
bringing food production closer to home where students really 
see how it’s done. It is an extension of that philosophy.”

The UDS Garden and associated closed-loop campus food 
system (where all food and food waste associated with it do 
not leave campus) serve as a living, learning laboratory where 
students, faculty, staff and guests can learn about food produc-
tion through various gardening methods, passive solar green-
house design and management, innovative waste reduction, 
composting and water catchment. “The garden provides an 
alternative learning environment where 
people connect with each other, the land 
and agriculture through the shared work 
of growing food for the campus commu-
nity,” said Finch. 

Every piece of this project was care-
fully thought out and 

designed to minimize harm to the environment. “The wood 
for construction projects is reclaimed from previous construc-
tion or sourced from forest restoration sites within 200 miles 
of Missoula,” he said. “Topsoil for the garden was relocated 
from a farm in Frenchtown (15 miles away), and compost is 
made from food waste from the dining halls at our student-run 
campus farm, the PEAS (Program in Ecological Agriculture 
and Society) Farm.” 

The garden itself has three sections: an array of 12 raised 
beds; a large area used for row crops, fruit trees and the pas-
sive solar greenhouse (directly to the south of the raised bed 
zone); and a permaculture-inspired food forest that utilizes 
edible Montana and Northwest native plants, including ser-
viceberry, currants, alpine and wood’s strawberry, the native 
red raspberry, and hazelnuts. The Food Forest is planned to 
mimic nature, where plants can grow a little wilder, but still 
be for human consumption. Together, the three sections rep-
resent various methods of gardening and total more than 100 
varieties of plants.

All of the produce is organic, although it is not certified. 
“We manage the garden in an organic-intentive way,” said 
Finch. “I don’t know if certification is valued enough by our 
students. They can see it, right there at the dining hall, so we 
think that that high visibility is assurance enough.” 

While the garden’s more than 
1,600 pounds of production do not 
satisfy all of the produce needs on 
campus, it has made an impact. “In 
the second year, the garden paid for 
itself and about three quarters more, 
so about 175 percent return on in-
vestment,” he said. “Next year, it 
will be even less. This year included 
the cost of building the greenhouse. 
So this year, it will be paying for it-
self even more.” 

Students love having the garden 
on campus. “For 10 years, we have 
been running sustainability and local 
food programs,” said Finch. “Those 
haven’t really given students a way in 
to the little dining world, because it 
was not that exciting. This has really 

given students and the community a really 
good way to connect with us. It created a 

lot of life within our own organization. 
That’s been really valuable.”

Students are aware when the 
garden produce is being served. 
“When we serve it, we make sure 
to highlight it,” he said. “There 
are materials about coming to 
garden with us right there at 
the point of sale.”
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