
In mid-December 2013, the Downunder Café, the resident 
dining facility at the University of Nevada, Reno took 

delivery of the first certified crops from the High Desert Farm-
ing Initiative, a 9,600-square-foot facility located on campus. 

The partnership between Nevada Dining and High Desert 
Farming began in 2011. High Desert’s objective is to develop 
and implement an educational program in sustainable farming 
systems specific to high-desert climates. The operation also 
provides research and hands-on educational experience to the 
university’s students and faculty. The objective of Nevada Din-
ing, which is operated by Chartwells, is to enhance the dining 
hall’s sustainability profile by becoming the first guaranteed 
outlet for the farm’s products. This allows the Downunder 
Cafe to offer guests the freshest table greens in Reno.

The initiative was made possible by Nevada’s Small Busi-
ness Development Center in collaboration with Senator Harry 
Reid and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment. HUD provided $500,000 to help fund the project. The 
Initiative includes eight hoop houses, two greenhouses and 
a washing/storage facility. 

“What we have been doing with them since this started — 
in fact, we were trying to do it even before this whole grant 
thing got going — we have been saying to folks, ‘You get 
growing, and we’ll buy the stuff,’” said Russ Meyer, associ-
ate director of Housing Operations and Dining Services with 
the university. “We told them, ‘we can be your baseline. We 
can take product from you 32-34 weeks a year. We’ll buy all 
of your greens, depending on what volume you can provide, 
and if you want to experiment with some things to see if you 
can get the yield out of them that you are interested in, we’d 
be glad to take things on a one-off basis here. If you want to 
try growing strawberries or tomatoes or acorn squash, fine, 
you tell us how much you’ve got and we’ll use it one night. 
If it works, great; if not, it’s okay.’”

The first delivery to Dining Services included eight varieties 
of lettuce grown in the facility. “Right now, we are doing it 
specifically for our salad bar and any salads we are preparing 
in our salad prep area,” he said. 

While the first crops 
will be limited to the 
lettuce, future crops 
will expand to poten-
tially include squash-
es, carrots, heirloom 
tomatoes and fresh 
herbs. “Our goal is 
to be able to take 60 
percent, 80 percent, 
even 100 percent of 
what the farm pro-
duces every day while 
school is in session,” 
said Meyer. “This will 
include seasonal items 
and smaller batches of 
vegetables that can be 
worked into our menus 
on the fly.” 

The cost of the pro-
duce from the initiative 
is a little higher than 
produce from the school’s regular supplier. “They are a little 
bit more expensive,” he said. “The hope is that when they get 
their production numbers going, they can provide it at the 
same price. We gave them all of our product usage by week 
for a year, so that they could see everything that we used and 
how much we used, and we gave them our pricing and told 
them that they have to come in competitively. And they have.” 

Providing that local produce is very important to Meyer. 
“We were pushing for local because there isn’t a whole lot 
of local in Reno,” said Meyer. “We tried potatoes, we tried 
onions, but there is not a lot grown in this area; and as with 
most schools, there is not a lot that is ripe when school is in 
session. This helps, especially when it is on campus.” 

Decreasing the “food miles” involved with the produce 
is also important. “The key for us was the ability to provide 
local items because everything we get has to come from Cali-
fornia, so the food miles are pretty substantial,” he said. “We 
switched several years ago to a different produce supplier who 
gets more product from Northern and Central California as 
opposed to Southern California and Mexico, when it is avail-
able. It is not always available. But the food miles when we 
looked at it were considerably less than the previous supplier. 
But still, everything that is coming is coming a couple of 
hundred miles. We just figured if we could get things from a 
couple of miles away it would be great, and we are within a 

mile of them. It is also pretty cool to 
be growing it on campus.” 

In the short time since its availabil-
ity, the produce has garnered positive 
attention. “We’ve gotten some really 
positive comments, and some interest-
ing looks from students when we tell 
them the greens they’re eating were 
literally grown right down the street 
and picked in the last day or two,” said 
Barbara Hanke, Resident Dining direc-
tor with Chartwells. “They really like 
the taste, too.” 
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UNR Executive Chef Steven 
Robinson with greens from 

High Desert Farming.

This hoop house, an unheated 
greenhouse, is one of eight at 

High Desert Farming.
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