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Introduction 
 
During the months of August – December, 2010 SCALE, Inc President, Anthony 
Flaccavento undertook an assessment of the commitment, capacity and involvement of 
Cooperative Extension in helping to build healthy local food systems in the Central 
Appalachian regions of three states:  Tennessee, Virginia and Ohio.  The assessments 
also looked at emerging trends in this area, and the challenges and opportunities for 
collaboration going forward. 
 
Two broad categories or topical areas were considered:  Organic, sustainable and grass-
based farming practices; and local foods efforts, from farm to market, involving various 
innovations, ranging from season extension to choice of crop, product or market.   
Because each state operates its own Extension service, closely tied to its land grant 
universities, each state was examined individually.  To the degree possible, focus was 
placed upon the Appalachian area of the states, although some relevant resources and 
personnel outside of the region were included. 
 
Methodology 
 
Four means of information gathering were used to develop these assessments: 
 

1. Review of Extension websites, including relevant publications, ongoing 
research or field trials, schedules of educational or training events, etc. 

2. Discussions with Extension staff, as possible, including both local and 
state/university level personnel. 

3. Conversations with 4 – 6 farmers in each state involved in sustainable 
agriculture and/or other local foods innovations, including some participating 
in value chains where those exist. 

4. Conversations with community organizations involved in building healthy 
local food systems, including but not limited to CAN groups, CAN mini-grant 
recipients and participants in sub-regional networks. 

 
Findings were organized in five categories: 
 
First, Educational and training activities supporting healthy local food systems, including 
seminars and workshops, tours, field days, informational materials, web-based resources, 
etc 
 



Second, Research in support of healthy local food systems, including past, current and 
planned research. 
 
Third, Involvement and capacity of Extension personnel related to healthy local food 
systems, including county agents, university and state level staff and specialized or 
regional positions. 
 
Fourth, Ease of access to information and personnel through the web site, on the phone 
or otherwise; and 
 
Fifth, Opportunities for collaboration between Extension and CAN and other community 
organizations in support of healthy local food systems. 
 
 
With limited time and resources for these assessments, there will no doubt be important 
resources, key personnel and initiatives missed in this investigation.  The hope 
nonetheless is that each assessment will surface and highlight major strengths and critical 
gaps related to each state’s Extension service regarding healthy local food systems, 
ultimately helping to encourage improved partnerships and greater and more effective 
support for healthy local food systems enterprises and organizations.  Although I 
attempted to use a consistent methodology throughout the three examinations, in some 
cases, leads from a farmer or Extension staff person led to sources of information not 
considered in a prior investigation.  Overall, however, the “database” of research was 
relatively comparable for all three states. 
 
 
Overall Findings  
 
There are both commonalities and differences among Cooperative Extension in 
Tennessee, Virginia and Ohio. Most of these will become apparent as you read the 
individual assessments below.  By way of introduction, I call attention here to four 
common threads: 
 
First, all state Extension agencies have faced significant if not major budget cuts 
over the past few years, continuing into the present.  At the same time, Extension staff 
are being asked to broaden both their geographic area of coverage and breadth of 
knowledge, in part to keep up with developments related to healthy local food systems 
and sustainable agriculture (henceforth in this report, “healthy local food systems” will 
generally be understood to include local foods initiatives, innovations of production, crop 
and product diversification, and organic and sustainable farming methods).  It is not clear 
that some of the specialist positions, often most closely focused on healthy local food 
systems, will be lost in these cuts, but there is certainly concern about this possibility, 
particularly where those positions are newer to Extension. 
 
Second, all three Extension agencies are increasingly focusing personnel, research, 
and educational and outreach efforts on building healthy local food systems.  This 



includes specialized staff focused on direct marketing, aggregation and distribution, and 
other alternative production and marketing systems; and new Land Grant-based programs 
related to organic and sustainable farm research. 
 
Third, Extension increasingly works with community partners to meet goals related 
to building healthy local food systems.  This is most true in Ohio, but is a strong trend 
in all three states, including Extension staff at local and regional levels and land grants.  
Community organizations, local farmer associations and related groups are perceived as 
critical allies, needed to bring about the work effectively. 
 
Fourth, given both the resource constraints and the increased interest in healthy 
local food systems in all three states, strong interest has been expressed in a multi-
state meeting of key Extension personnel, probably with involvement of leading 
community based organizations, to explore ways to collaborate on research, 
education and professional development in relation to healthy local food systems.  It 
may make sense early in 2011 for CAN and/or SCALE, Inc to pull together such an 
exploratory meeting. 
 
 
Assessment 1:  University of Tennessee Cooperative Extension 
 
Historically, Tennessee’s Cooperative Extension Service (CE), including the University 
of Tennessee (UT) in Knoxville, have had minimal involvement with or apparent 
capacity to assist organic and sustainable farmers.  Likewise, smaller scale, non- 
commodity farmers – “innovative producers” henceforth – have generally struggled to 
find support from Extension personnel in NE TN to strengthen their enterprises, secure 
markets or explore other forms of innovation.  There are notable exceptions to this, 
generally larger acreage vegetable producers using conventional production methods, 
some of whom have received considerable attention from CE for 10 years or more. 
 
Over the past four years, UT Extension has substantially increased its involvement in 
organic/sustainable farming as well as with innovative producers, beginning with the 
hiring of Dr Annette Wszelaki to oversee a first-ever organic program within TN CE.  As 
detailed below, Dr Wszelaki has led a major effort involving research, outreach to 
producers, education and training, and technical assistance targeted to organic/sustainable 
and innovative producers of fruits and vegetables.  Her work and that of her colleagues 
also includes high tunnels and season extension, assistance with GAP, training of new 
farmers and farm interns, and related areas.  Dr Wszelaki is involved with local 
community organizations, including ASD, Jubilee Project, Rural Resources and others 
working to strengthen the local food system.  The program, called the “Organic and 
Sustainable Crop Production” program, has grown in size and scope during her short 
tenure, including the recent hiring of Dr David Butler, a soils expert whose appointment 
is focused almost entirely upon organic production issues. 
 
 
Educational and training activities supporting healthy local food systems 



 
1. Organic/sustainable activities:  Annual, six part training series for organic 

producers begun in 2009, repeated in 2010, with plans to continue.  Conducted at 
the organic research farm on the campus near Knoxville.  Includes season 
extension and high tunnels. 

2. “Sprouting Growers” series, pilot training in 2010 focused on new farmers.  Six 
part series includes farm planning and management, production training, 
developing markets, season extension, business planning and budgeting and more.  
Twelve new farmers went through the training in the first year.  (Note:  I have not 
yet been able to ascertain whether or not they plan to continue this training in 
2011 and the future). 

3. In 2010, five interns, all UT students, have participated in a 10 month long, 
hands-on organic production, farm management and marketing training.  The 
interns have received both instructional and on-the-job training, the latter 
including assistance in maintaining the UT organic farm and responsibility to set 
up and manage UT’s first farmers market, on campus, featuring the organic 
produce grown on the farm.  Funding is secure to continue the internship program 
at least through 2011. 

4. Dr Wszelaki and some of her staff have on occasion provided off-site educational 
workshops, in collaboration with ASD, Jubilee Project and others hosting various 
conferences and training events. 

5. GAP training has been conducted at the UT campus, led by Dr Wszelaki, joined 
by TN Dept of Ag staff, for local farmers. 

 
To date, training and TA in organic/sustainable production has come almost entirely from 
Dr Wszelaki or her staff, rather than from county level personnel.  In the realm of 
education and TA for innovative producers not necessarily organic, some of this is made 
available at the county level, including information on food processing regulations and 
food safety, though farmers perceive this more as sharing the rules rather than working to 
help make such ventures work. 
 
Research in support of healthy local food systems 
 

1. In 2008, Dr Wszelaki led a research trial on trap cropping for organic control of 
cucumber beetles, at the request of ASD staff, and then published a paper on the 
results. 

2. At present, the UT website posts five organic research papers, all authored (in 
whole or in part) by Dr Wszelaki.  The publications are “farmer friendly” in the 
sense of being concise and easily readable.  They are not particularly detailed or 
advanced, geared more for farmers with less experience in this area. 

3. Dr David Butler’s recent appointment – June, 2010 – should add considerable 
capacity to UT’s overall research and knowledge base in organic production 
systems over the next few years.  While Dr Butler is the only faculty fully focused 
on organic systems (in addition to Dr Wszelaki), others in different specialties are 
also engaged in both research and teaching related to sustainable production. 



4. No research was found related to “local food systems”, either from an economic 
analysis perspective or related to “how to” get such initiatives underway. 

 
Involvement and capacity of personnel 
 
This portion of the assessment is based upon interviews with several farmers as well as a 
few CE staff. 
 

1. The general perception among organic and innovative producers is that Dr 
Wszelaki and her team are knowledgeable and helpful, but local, county level 
staff are either unresponsive or lack the expertise to be of assistance in these 
areas.  The responsiveness of local staff, according to the farmers interviewed, 
ranged from “tried to be helpful” to “did not respond to six requests for help”.  
There is broad agreement that county staff are stretched thin, wanted to be helpful 
in most cases, but lacked knowledge in organics and other alternatives, and were 
usually not involved in farmers markets or other local marketing systems. 

2. UT has joined with the University of Kentucky in a two year, SARE-funded 
Professional Development initiative to train county ag agents in organic 
production practices.  The project got underway this year and continues through 
2011. 

3. There appear to be no regional level specialized personnel dedicated to support 
local innovations, comparable for example to Virginia’s “Community Viability 
Specialists”. 

 
Ease of access to information and resources 
 
Of the three systems considered thus far – VA, TN and OH – the UT Extension website is 
the easiest to navigate when looking for research, education and training activities related 
organic/sustainable farming and help for new, small and innovative producers.  The 
homepage for UT Extension could be improved nevertheless, as it took a few attempts to 
find the relevant sections.  “Organics” appears as a link on the home page but goes 
nowhere.  You must instead click on “Crops and Nursery”, then “organics”, which takes 
you to the “Organic and sustainable crop production” page,  From there, it is very easy to 
find research papers, information on past and upcoming education and training 
opportunities, the internship and “Sprouting Growers” programs, and information on the 
UT organic farm.  There are also links to ATTRA, SARE, the Tennessee Organic 
Production Network and other resources.  There is a facebook option as well to follow the 
progress of the organic program. 
 
Beyond the organic and sustainable crop production segment of the website – which 
includes resources and information of use to non-organic innovative producers – it was 
much more difficult to find information for other innovators, whether grass-based 
livestock farmers, value-adding producers, or others pursuing alternatives. 
 
Challenges to and opportunities for collaboration 
 



The improvements in UT CE’s organic program over the past four years also encompass 
a focus on developing new farmers and assisting innovative producers with GAP 
compliance, season extension and other challenges.  Although the locus of these efforts is 
concentrated at the UT campus farm, UT’s location in Knoxville makes it relatively 
accessible for farmers in northeast Tennessee, though most do not perceive it as such.  
The main limitation and challenge in this realm is the degree to which the knowledge, 
capacity and support for local, sustainable farmers and entrepreneurs will reach and be 
absorbed by county level personnel. 
 
Critical challenges to increased collaboration include: 
 

• Extension personnel feel understaffed, and this combined with a lack of 
experience and educational background in sustainable ag appears to create 
resistance among some county staff to expanding their capacity and services 
to include these and other innovations.  Some also simply don’t believe it is 
viable or legitimate. 

• While there are certainly some farmers seeking assistance from Extension on 
organic/sustainable or other farming innovations, their numbers remain small 
compared to more conventional crop and livestock producers.  Without 
somewhat more of a groundswell, it may be difficult for county agents to 
justify increased capacity and other resources.  The generally very small size 
of most of the alternative growers – usually more at the market garden level – 
may also create barriers for greater Extension involvement, as they feel such 
farming is more of a “hobby”. 

• While community organizations like Rural Resources, Jubilee Project and 
ASD have worked to maintain good relationships with CE staff, they have not 
yet succeeded in forging “peer relationships” with most extension staff as has 
happened in Ohio and some parts of Virginia.  This is likely due to the reasons 
described above, as well. 

• Problems with TN’s food safety laws, among the strictest in the region, also 
limit advances in innovative food and farming enterprises, including 
Extension’s willingness to assist and promote this. 

 
Key Opportunities for increased collaboration include: 
 

• The UT Organic and Sustainable Crop Production program is building a 
strong base of knowledge and experience in organic and sustainable 
production practices, , season extension and other innovations, and is looking 
to share this widely with farmers.  In addition to encouraging growers to 
participate in the organic training or the Sprouting Growers series taking place 
in Knoxville, it would be worth exploring a combined series in Greene, 
Hawkins or Sullivan counties, perhaps co-sponsored by Jubilee, Rural 
Resources and ASD. 

• Regardless of whether such a complete series takes place off site, the 
knowledge base being developed at the UT organic farm can and should be 
tapped through local workshops and other forms of information sharing.  The 



sub regional network may be able to help with this.  One example of this is the 
roundtable discussion on GAP and small farmers, tentatively planned for 
October, organized by the east TN/southwest VA sub-regional network . 

• The SARE-funded professional development program (UT and UK) will 
expose a number of local agents to sustainable production research and 
practices over the next two years.  Local farmers and local groups need to be 
positioned to capitalize on this, both to demonstrate demand for this 
information and to build stronger relationships with CE staff 

• The organic internship is wrapping up its first year of training.  Funding is 
secure for at least one more year.  Jubilee, RR and ASD could work with Dr 
Wszelaki to help “place” some of the interns on working farms, to the benefit 
of both farmers and the interns.  Such placement might also help secure 
continued funding for the internship program. 

 
 
NOTE:  As interviews with additional farmers and CE staff are completed over the next 
two weeks, revisions and/or additions to this assessment will be made as needed. 
 
 
 
Anthony Flaccavento 
 
 


