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sustainable manner, and really
taking care of the soil, and that
being a foundation for our per-
sonal health.”

With health as a focus, a
group started growing sun-
flower microgreens, snow pea
shoots, Daikon radish micro-
greens, and wheatgrass.

“The idea originally was
everybody would help with the
growing and production, and
then they would enjoy the ben-
efit,” Nisly explains. “Then it
kind of evolved into a few peo-
ple doing most of the work, and
most of the people getting the
benefit.”

“At some point I decided
to take it on as a business,” he
says. “That’s how it started,
and it’s just grown from there.”
He moved his shoots and micro-
greens out to a mobile home on
Highway 1 toward Washington
for a while, and then in 2008, he
moved production to his cur-
rent farm near SouthTown.

Microgreens may be famil-
iar to more of us today, at least
as a garnish on the side of our
plates, but they still aren’t ex-
actly mainstream.

The edible plants, which
are ready to harvest after six
to nine days of growth, can pro-
vide us with needed diversity in
our diets and have the potential
to address nutrient deficien-
cies, according to a Feb. 2022
study in “Plants,” an academic
medical journal. The study also
demonstrated that microgreens
have anti-inflammatory, anti-
cancer, anti-bacterial, and anti-
hyperglycemic properties. As a
result, interest and consump-
tion of microgreens is growing.

“I suppose I’m one of the pio-
neers or early adopters,” Nisly
admits.

It’s taken time for Organic
Greens to grow its sales and
product line; Nisly initially
took his greens to New Pioneer
Co-op and a few restaurants
in Towa City, and has since ex-
panded to Hy-Vee stores and
other small grocers and restau-
rants in Fairfield, Iowa City/
Coralville, Cedar Rapids, Grin-
nell, Des Moines, Ankeny, and
Ames.

In addition to his initial
four plants, Organic Greens
now grows basil, cilantro, aru-
gula, sweet potatoes, butternut
squash, cabbage, asparagus,
and more. The microgreens

and herbs are grown indoors,
and the larger vegetables are
grown outdoors.

At this moment, as it cel-
ebrates 25 years in business
at the end of March, action is
ramping up at Organic Greens.
The award of two significant
grants will allow the business
to expand in an important way.
A Choose Iowa grant will allow
Nisly to purchase a 15 x 30-foot
walk-in refrigerator and 10 x
15-foot freezer. Another grant
will help him set up an indoor
clean room and purchase an in-
dustrial-size processor that will
chop, slice, and dice hard veg-
etables. Together, these addi-
tions will allow Organic Greens
to expand its offerings to K-12
schools through the Local Food
for Schools program.

“TI've been delivering sweet
potatoes to the Iowa City School
District for at least five to six
years,” Nisly says, but these ad-
ditions to his space will allow
him to fill a gap and seize an op-
portunity.

The gap is that schools don’t
have the equipment to process
vegetables themselves, nor do
they have the staff to do it. The
opportunity is that other grow-
ers have plenty of product that
can be difficult to sell; this #2
produce is perfectly edible and
delicious, but due to imperfec-
tions in appearance, is avoided
by most consumers. By cre-
ating a dedicated processing
space, and the ability to keep
produce fresh for longer pe-
riods, Organic Greens will be
able to salvage #2 produce and
provide highly nutritious, lo-
cally grown vegetables to area
schools.

The crops Nisly has cho-
sen for this school food project
are sweet potatoes, butternut
squash, and cabbage.

“We're really going to try
hard to add romaine lettuce
onto that, because romaine let-
tuce was the number one re-
quest from the schools that we
surveyed,” he says.

“We focused on cabbage,
sweet potatoes, and butternut
squash because those items
have either a long window of
availability or storability,” he
explains.

Cabbage, for example, can be
harvested fresh from mid-July
to mid-November; under proper
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James Nisly with a variety of the organic shoots and microgreens that are grown indoors. Their growing
period is a matter of days, and each variety has a distinctive flavor.

Mini Greens Salad Mix, Daikon Radish Micro-
greens, Sunflower Microgreens, and Snow Pea
Shoots are on the shelves at the Waterfront Hy-
Vee in lowa City. They each retail for $4.99.

Vibrant green pet grass is just one product grown

by Organic Greens.

conditions, it can be stored for
three to four months. As a re-
sult, schools can serve fresh
cabbage from the beginning of
the school year through March.

“The other thing is that
those crops are easy to grow
in Towa,” Nisly says. “I think
it’s possible to scale up produc-
tion.”

Nisly says that local school
districts such as Mid-Prairie,
Highland, and Lone Tree are
not yet participating in the Lo-
cal Food for Schools program,
but he hopes they eventually
will. For now, the four school
districts that are “really en-
thusiastic” about receiving
veg from Organic Greens this
fall are Iowa City, Clear Creek
Amana, Waukee, and Urban-
dale.

“They’re sharing recipes

Brenneman Pork would like to thank the
Kalona, Keota, Wellman, and surrounding
communities for their help and support
with clean up after last month’s storm.

We are so fortunate to live in such a
strong and supportive community!

Thank you again.
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A salad is just one way microgreens can be en-
joyed; inside wraps and sandwiches are others.
Nisly suggests a salad of greens, croutons, dried

cranberries, chopped apples, pecans or walnuts,

egar.

and feedback so that we can re-
ally hone the whole process and
create best practices, and then
share those best practices with
other schools as they become
interested,” Nisly says.

When asked about how he
came to be so knowledgeable
about growing produce, find-
ing grant opportunities, and
discovering ways to get nutri-
tious food to people, Nisly says,
“I just care about it.”

“I've been pushing on get-
ting better quality food into
the schools for at least 15 years,
since my oldest daughter was
in elementary school,” he con-
tinues. “It’s just something that
I care about, that I'm passionate
about. You just keep pushing
on doors, and they start open-
ing up. They started opening
up in a really significant way
just in the last year. I’'m really
thankful about that.”

After showing The News
an email he received that com-
mended him for his work and
positive influence on the local/
regional food system, Nisly

FIRE

avocado, feta cheese, olive oil and balsamic vin-

says, “It’s not about me, it’s
about what we’re all able to do
to make things better.”

“It’s no secret what the stan-
dard American diet, a poor
quality diet, is doing to the
health of everybody,” he con-
tinues. Citing the decline in
life expectancy in the United
States — a drop of 1.8 years in
2020, compounded by a .9 year
drop in 2021 — and the number
of prevalent diseases that are
linked to poor nutrition — over-
weight and obesity, heart dis-
ease and stroke, type 2 diabetes,
and cancer — he says, “We've
got to do something. [Growing
organic produce] doesn’t pay
well, but at least it’s meaning-
ful.”

More and more growers are
joining Nisly in his vision for
healthy, sustainable, organic
food.

“I’'m really optimistic about
this year and working together
with more people who have
a similar vision,” he says. “I
think the future looks bright.”
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Southtown

& Richmond

April 18-21 6a.m.-4p.m.

During these times you may experience low
water pressure and/or water discoloration.

If you have any questions, call Kalona City Hall at 319-656-2310

Get ready for the Best Summer Ever!

Sign up today for YMCA Summer Camp

JOIN US: MAY 29 - JULY 28
MONDAY - FRIDAY 6 A.M. - 6 PM.

Now in Wellman, Kalona & Riverside

Registration Deadline: April 21

Contact: Tamera Alexander, Camp Director
319-653-2141 - talexander@washingtony.org
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