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TO: The Honorable Detroit City Council 

FROM: David Whitaker, Director   

Legislative Policy Division Staff 

DATE:  7/23/2025 

RE: RECOVERY PARK UPDATE  

City Council President Mary Sheffield has requested the Legislative Policy Division (LPD) to provide an 

update on the status of the RecoveryPark Project. 

BACKGROUND 

RecoveryPark was incorporated as a nonprofit in 2010, along with a holding company, 

RecoveryPark Farms. Founder Gary Wozniak pitched the project as a for-profit, large-scale commercial 

farm that would sell produce to local businesses while also having a non-profit component that would 

provide jobs to individuals who were encountering barriers to employment, such as prior issues with 

addiction, criminal records, or illiteracy. 

RecoveryPark launched a pilot farm in 2014, which quickly garnered national media attention and 

support from organizations such as the Fred A. and Barbara M. Erb Family Foundation, the Kresge 

Foundation, the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, the Scripps Howard Foundation, DTE Energy, 

SHAR, and the Michigan Economic Development Corporation’s Michigan Strategic Fund, among 

others.1 

1 https://www.metrotimes.com/news/can-detroits-recoverypark-recover-27153209 

https://www.metrotimes.com/news/can-detroits-recoverypark-recover-27153209
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 In 2015, the City announced a deal to transfer roughly 40 acres of land owned by the City and the 

Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA) to Recovery Park under a lease agreement.2 The lease was for a 

term of 5 years, and RecoveryPark was required to pay roughly $100 per acre each year and given the 

option to purchase the land in 3 portions throughout the lease term if certain conditions were met. It 

appears that RecoveryPark was able to meet the conditions necessary to exercise its purchase options, as 

the Wayne County Register of Deeds shows multiple deed transfers from the DLBA and the City of 

Detroit to RecoveryPark in early 2019. 

 

 
 

RecoveryPark greenhouse off East Grand Boulevard in 2014. 

 

 Throughout the first few years of the lease term, it appeared that RecoveryPark was making 

progress, hiring Detroiters and building a series of hoop houses that were supplying produce to local 

restaurants. Wozniak stated that the plan was to eventually accumulate funding to expand the operation to 

a large-scale greenhouse, although this never materialized. In early 2020, roughly a year after 

RecoveryPark exercised its options to purchase land, it terminated essentially all staff.  

 

Wozniak is quoted as stating that the decision was in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

although the Detroit Metro Times reported that an email shows that RecoveryPark staff were terminated 

on February 11, 2020 which was almost a month prior to the first confirmed case of COVID-19 in 

Michigan.3 The email stated that “[t]he decision has been made by the equity investors not to proceed to a 

closing” and that [w]e have no choice but to start winding down our operations.4 Nonetheless, 

RecoveryPark received two rounds of Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loans for $91,700 in April 

2020 and $92,900 in February 2021. 

 

The Detroit Metro Times investigated the status of RecoveryPark back in 2021, finding that the 

existing hoop houses were foreclosed on by the construction firm that built them and that they were empty 

and in a state of disrepair aside from 2 that were being leased by the construction firm to recoup its 

losses.5 RecoveryPark’s financial hardship existed prior to the pandemic, with a 2018-2019 audit 

reportedly showing a loss from operations of $1,057,354 and a net asset deficiency of $2,204,479. 

 
2 See a map of the RecoveryPark areas below. 
3 https://www.metrotimes.com/news/can-detroits-recoverypark-recover-27153209 
4 Id. 
5 Id. 

https://www.metrotimes.com/news/can-detroits-recoverypark-recover-27153209
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According to the last available tax filings from ProPublica in 2021, RecoveryPark had a net income of 

negative $74,989 and net assets of negative $3,550,065.6 

 

 
 

Hoop Houses in 2021 as shown from Metro Times investigation. 

 

Although it is not clear to what extent RecoveryPark’s increasing debt obligations played in the 

various equity investors backing out of the deal,7 for all intents and purposes the project ceased all 

operation in 2020 and has not been able to secure new investment to revive it. Since that time, Wozniak 

has been embroiled in various personal and legal disputes including a defamation complaint against Darin 

McLeskey8 for alleging that RecoveryPark was going to sell off properties to real estate speculator 

Tatarian,9 allegations that former investors leveraged their experience and connections with RecoveryPark 

to start a similar for-profit business in Chesterfield Township,10 a court order to repay its $750,000 loan to 

the Michigan Strategic Fund for failing to meet the loan requirements, and a cease and desist order from 

the Michigan Department of Licensing and Regulatory Affairs for issuing promissory notes to former 

investors which allegedly constituted unregistered securities.11 

 

 

 

 

 
6 https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/273051022 
7 https://www.crainsdetroit.com/nonprofit/investment-brings-new-life-new-jobs-recoverypark; 

https://www.crainsdetroit.com/nonprofit/recovery-park-lenders-leveraged-information-collected-profit-launch 
8 McLeskey is a real estate broker who initially helped RecoveryPark to acquire properties from the City. 
9 https://www.metrotimes.com/food-drink/former-recoverypark-farm-associate-accuses-owner-of-intending-to-flip-properties-

given-by-city-of-detroit-for-profit-27650551 
10 https://www.crainsdetroit.com/nonprofit/recoverypark-supporters-voice-concerns-over-venture 
11 https://www.crainsdetroit.com/nonprofits-philanthropy/court-rules-against-recovery-park-orders-loan-repayment 

https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/273051022
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/nonprofit/investment-brings-new-life-new-jobs-recoverypark
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/nonprofit/recovery-park-lenders-leveraged-information-collected-profit-launch
https://www.metrotimes.com/food-drink/former-recoverypark-farm-associate-accuses-owner-of-intending-to-flip-properties-given-by-city-of-detroit-for-profit-27650551
https://www.metrotimes.com/food-drink/former-recoverypark-farm-associate-accuses-owner-of-intending-to-flip-properties-given-by-city-of-detroit-for-profit-27650551
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/nonprofit/recoverypark-supporters-voice-concerns-over-venture
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/nonprofits-philanthropy/court-rules-against-recovery-park-orders-loan-repayment
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OPERATIONAL STATUS 

 

RecoveryPark has essentially ceased all operations since early 2020. The most recent reporting 

regarding Wozniak and RecoveryPark states that Wozniak announced plans to bring several franchises of 

fast-casual Mexican restaurant Ori’Zaba’s Scratch Mexican Grill to metro Detroit and to integrate the 

franchises with RecoveryPark’s mission to provide opportunities for returning citizens and recovering 

addicts.12 Although the reporting was from 2023, no such franchises have opened. 

 

LAND OWNERSHIP 

 

Although LPD is not aware of any sales or transfers of properties acquired by RecoveryPark at a 

prior date, the Wayne County Register of Deeds shows 3 certificates of forfeiture of real property from 

RecoveryPark Farms to the Wayne County Treasurer from March of 2023 and 2025, suggesting that some 

or all of the land has returned to the county due to tax foreclosure. LPD will reach out to the Wayne 

County Treasurer’s Office to determine which properties were forfeited, and the City may exercise its 

right of first refusal to acquire these properties. 

 

NUISANCE AND BLIGHT VIOLATIONS 

 

LPD has reached out to the Buildings, Safety Engineering, and Environmental Department 

inquiring whether any of the parcels sold to RecoveryPark have incurred nuisance and/or blight 

violations. Our office has not received a response as of the date of this report but will provide any 

supplemental information we receive in the future. 

 

BENCHMARKS UNDER THE LEASE AGREEMENT 

 

The lease agreement provided the option to purchase parcels of land in 3 areas throughout the 

lease term. RecoveryPark could purchase the land in area 1 within the first 36 months, the land in area 2 

in the first 48 months provided that there were at least 6 one-acre greenhouses or high tunnel facilities and 

RecoveryPark had purchased area 1, and the land in area 3 provided that there were at least 9 one-acre 

greenhouses or high tunnel facilities and RecoveryPark had purchased area 2. It appears that 

RecoveryPark met these benchmarks, although they were minimal.13 

 

REVERTER CLAUSE 

 

The lease agreement between RecoveryPark and the City contained a clause that allowed the City 

to exercise a right of reverter to retake title of properties acquired by RecoveryPark if it failed to satisfy its 

obligations under the lease. According to the original lease terms, the City’s right of reverter expired 5 

years after the commencement of the lease term on November 1, 2015.14 After consulting with the Law 

Department, our office is not aware of any subsequent agreements that would have extended the right of 

reverter, although the Law Department may be able to provide more insight on this matter. 

 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 
12 https://www.crainsdetroit.com/restaurants/recovery-park-ceo-franchise-fast-casual-mexican-chain 
13 See the attached Lease Agreement. 
14 Id. 

https://www.crainsdetroit.com/restaurants/recovery-park-ceo-franchise-fast-casual-mexican-chain


5 

 

MAP OF RECOVERYPARK AREAS 
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