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Executive Statement

The Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation (CESCT) is an Extension/Outreach
center housed in Virginia Tech's College of Agriculture and Life Sciences (CALS). Operating at
the nexus of food, agriculture, and society, we employ a values-based, systems-level approach to
explore and catalyze the conditions for a more sustainable food system. We are committed to
building a food system in which all may thrive. Our work integrates three core goals:

* Address food system complexities through programs, outreach, and partnerships.
» Conduct community-based research on historical and emerging food system issues.
* Enhance curriculum in food systems as community-university learning goals.

In 2025, the Center deepened its commitment to transformative food systems through six signature
programs, fifteen active projects, and seventeen documented community impacts. Our work
spanned urban agriculture, beginning farmer training, soil health education, agroforestry capacity
building, farmworker health and wellness research, food systems resiliency planning and research,
mid-scale food value chain development, and cultural development for food systems change work.
Guided by a distinguished advisory group and supported by a network of 55 Center Fellows, our
team hosted 83 Center events engaging 2770 participants, including farmers, educators, Extension
professionals, researchers, policymakers, and community leaders. These connections were forged
around a shared vision of resilient and regenerative food systems.

This year's results speak to both breadth and depth. We secured over $4 million in federal and
internal funding sources to address our outreach and research goals. New projects include National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) funding to build climate resilience capacity in
through Cooperative Extension across three states comprising the Delmarva region. Our efforts
also included distributing $90,000 in urban agriculture mini-grants to seven community-led
projects across five Virginia cities to build production and community capacity. As a signature
program of the Center, the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition graduated the first
cohort of the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Certification Program, supporting 11
producers through a transformative 12-month educational journey. The “4 The Soil” podcast
reached 922,546 Facebook views and 116 cumulative episodes. As a partnership initiative, the
Virginia Soil Health Coalition has grown to 49 member organizations and has facilitated
approximately $3 million in collaborative soil health funding since 2021. As another partnership,
the Roanoke Foodshed Network continues to build food, farm, and health intersections for regional
food systems growth.

Behind every metric is tangible, on-the-ground impact. These direct impacts include a refugee
family growing culturally significant crops in Charlottesville, a beginning farmer rebuilding after a
major loss, Virginia farmers adopting adaptive tools and safer practices, and a young person in
Roanoke developing culinary and regenerative agricultural skills. Looking ahead to 2026, the
Center remains committed to community-centered scholarship, partnerships, and programs
designed to meet people where they are. The challenges ahead are substantial, as is the expertise,
collaboration, and trust the Center has built.


https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/

This document highlights select impacts as a summary of 2025 efforts.

Core Team

Our core team comprises individuals who work together to achieve Center objectives:

Kim Niewolny, Center Director and Professor, Department of Agricultural Leadership and
Community Education

Katie Trozzo, Center Assistant Director for Outreach and Engagement, Department of Agricultural
Leadership and Community Education

Lia Kelinsky-Jones, Center Associate, Assistant Director for Research,

Department of Agricultural, Leadership, and Community Education

Eric Bendfeldt, Center Senior Associate, Senior Extension Specialist, School of Plant and
Environmental Sciences and Virginia Cooperative Extension

Pratyoosh Kashyap, Center Associate, Department of Agricultural and Applied Economics
Roberto A. Franco, Center Associate, Department of Agricultural, Leadership, and Community
Education

Arogeanae ""NaeNae'" Brown, Center Graduate Fellow, PhD Candidate

Madisen Plunkert, Center Graduate Fellow, PhD Student

Frank Adusei, Center Graduate Fellow, PhD Candidate

William McCausland, Center Graduate Fellow, MS student

Enrique Lopez, Center Graduate Fellow, PhD Student

Shadrack Nii Yarboi Yartey, Center Graduate Fellow, PhD Student

Advisory Group
We are advised by a group of leaders from across the state. Our 2025 advisory group includes:

Jeanette Abi-Nader, Co-Executive Director, Cultivate Charlottesville, Founding Member, Growing
Food and Justice for All Initiative

William Crutchfield, Director, Small Farm Outreach Program, Virginia State University

Daniel Goerlich, Associate Director for Economy, Community, and Food, Virginia Cooperative
Extension and Virginia Tech

Ellington Graves, Associate Professor of Practice, Department of Sociology, Virginia Tech

Kathy Hosig, Associate Professor, Department of Population Health Sciences; Director for the
Center for Public Health Practice and Research, Virginia Tech

Janine Parker Woods, Associate Administrator, Virginia Cooperative Extension and Virginia State
University

Nicole Shuman, Community Agriculturalist and Educator Cornerstone Community Farm
Fairfield Middle School, Henrico County, Virginia

Max Stephenson, Professor and Director of the Institute for Policy and Governance, School of
Public and International Affairs, Virginia Tech



Signature Programs

The Center anchors six state and regional signature programs supporting food systems-based
community development at the nexus of food, agriculture, and society. These core Extension
programs represent our most sustained, impactful work in Virginia and beyond:

The Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition (VBFRC): A statewide
coalition established in 2010 that supports new and beginning producers through whole
farm planning, technical assistance, cohort-based certification, and peer learning networks.
Virginia Tech serves as backbone organization in partnership with Virginia State
University's Small Farm Outreach Program and regional allies.

AgrAbility Virginia: A nationally supported program promoting farm safety, wellness, and
accessibility through direct services, educational outreach, and assistive technology
consultations, with a focus on aging farmers, veterans, and producers with disabilities.

Virginia Farm-to-Table: Connecting Food, Farms, and Health: A program that
strengthens mid-scale food value chains by linking mid-size farms and producers to
institutions, food hubs, and wholesale markets while advancing local food access and
community nutrition.

Virginia Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE): Supporting
sustainable and regenerative agriculture research, farmer innovation, and Extension
education across Virginia through grants, partnerships, and applied learning.

Community, Local, and Regional Food Systems (CLRFS) Program, Virginia
Cooperative Extension: A statewide Extension program coordinating community food
systems education, outreach, and coalition-building through field faculty and community
partnerships. Home to the 4 The Soil Initiative and Virginia Soil Health Coalition.

Food Value Chain Coordination in Virginia: A program focused on developing and
sustaining food value chains that connect farmers, processors, distributors, institutions, and
consumers across Virginia's diverse agricultural landscapes, with emphasis on mid-scale
producers and underserved markets.

To learn more, visit: www.foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/Programs



https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/Programs.html

Projects

Throughout 2025, we were actively engaged in numerous projects across Virginia and beyond.
These initiatives focus on developing regional food systems, fostering and sharing farmer
agroecological knowledge, promoting regenerative soil practices and agroforestry systems, and
more. They also address shaping resiliency policy, advancing support for urban farmers, and
exploring farm worker health, safety, and wellness. Projects are funded through a combination of
federal, state, and internal grants and contracts.

e Community Agricultural Resilience Through Extension (CARE)

e Roanoke Foodshed Network

e Improving Wholesale Market Access for Black, Hispanic, and Tribal Producers

e National Urban Agriculture (NUAg) Initiative

e Advancing Urban Agriculture and Sustainable Food Systems in Virginia
Community-based Health Equity Research to Practice Initiative to Increase Farm Worker
and Agricultural Laborer Health, Safety, and Wellness in Virginia

Expanding the Agroforestry Regional Knowledge Exchange Network in Virginia
Agroforestry Facilitation and Capacity Building

Supporting Food System Resilience in Central Appalachia: A Participatory Policy Project
Scaling Soil Health Action Through Virginia Soil Health Coalition

Strengthening Food System Resilience Through Arts, Culture, and Community Storytelling
Cultivating Resilience for Rural Vitality (CRRV)

To learn more, visit: www.foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/projects

Center Core Programming and Outreach

We offer a range of targeted programs that advance the work of the Center, our Fellows, and
partners. Over the past year, our outreach engaged more than 2,770 participants across 83 Center-
led events. Our listserv grew to 1,202 members, a 6% increase, spanning Virginia, the United
States, and international audiences, with bi-monthly updates and weekly reading highlights. We
also strengthened community connections through social media, reaching 298 Facebook followers
(up 20%) and 415 LinkedIn followers (more than double last year). Together, these efforts expand
our reach, deepen engagement, and support knowledge exchange. Key outputs include:

Center Fellows and the Fellows Speaker Series
Graduate Student Learning Circles (GSLC)
Five Pieces Worth Reading

Bi-Monthly Update


https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/projects11.html

Hosted Events

The Center leads or partners on a number of programs and projects to support network and
coalition development. In 2025, we hosted over 19 events supporting the following network and
partnership initiatives: Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition (VBFRC), the National
Urban Agriculture (NUag) Initiative, the Roanoke Foodshed Network (RFN), the Community
Agriculture through Extension (CARE) Project, and the Agroforestry Trainings for Natural
Resource Professionals (ATFNRP) project. Events included learning exchanges, webinars, and
trainings —to support co-learning within networks—as well as network gatherings and cultural
events that allowed for relationship building and greater network alignment.

Conference Presentations, Webinars, and Invited Talks

Center team members delivered a broad range of scholarly and outreach presentations in 2025,
including 47 conference presentations, poster sessions, invited talks, and webinars. These
presentations covered topics such as food system resilience, sustainable agriculture, wholesale
market access, farmworker well-being, agricultural technology, mental health, and Extension
education. Team members presented at national and international conferences, university forums,
policy events, Extension meetings, and virtual learning sessions. Several presentations were peer-
reviewed conference papers and posters, while others focused on practitioner training, stakeholder
engagement, and public outreach. The Center also contributed to webinars, virtual discussions,
educational videos, and Extension publications designed to support farmers, farmworkers,
community leaders, and Extension professionals.

Publications (books, chapters, journal articles, extension
publications)

Book Chapters / Conference Proceedings

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., Ishee, J. H., Carter, E., Sastre-Flores, B., Niewolny, K., & Trozzo, K.
(2025). 4 The Soil: From health-building principles to metaphor to movement-making. In 2025
Agriculture, Food, and Human Values Society Annual Conference. Corvallis, OR.
https://spes.vt.edu/faculty-staft/faculty/bendfeldt-eric.html



https://spes.vt.edu/faculty-staff/faculty/bendfeldt-eric.html

Journal Articles

Kashyap, P., Niewolny, K., McElderry, J., & Ashton, W. (2026). Advancing wholesale market
access: Technical assistance to support Black, Hispanic, and Tribal producers. Journal of
Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development.

Kashyap, P., Niewolny, K., McElderry, J., & Ashton, W. (manuscript under review). Supporting
wholesale market access for socially disadvantaged producers: A community-centered planning
and evaluation model. Community Development.

Kelinsky-Jones, L. R., & Levine, A. S. (2025). Local sustainability officers' desire to collaborate
for climate action. Sustainability and Climate Change, 18(1), 39-53.
https://doi.org/10.1089/scc.2024.0132

Kelinsky-Jones, L. R., Niewolny, K. L., & Stephenson, M. O., Jr. (2025). "Magic concepts" and
USAID: Framing food systems reform to support the status quo. Development Policy Review,
43(1), e12823. https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12823

Kelinsky-Jones, L., & Spence, J. (under revision). Regional Food System Resilience and Rural
Realities. Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development.

Kelinsky-Jones, L., Galardi, C., & Baughman, S. (under revision). The Civic Science Potential of
Cooperative Extension for Policy and Practice. Journal of Human Sciences and Extension.

Nunoo, N., Zabawa, R., Tackie, D., & Niewolny, K. (2025). Exploring the Community Capitals
Framework and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in Developing a Social Justice Index in
Alabama. Journal of Local Development and Society. https://doi.org/10.1177/00346446251375908

Extension Publications

Franco, R., Niewolny, K., Crutchfield, W., Robertson, T., Daubert, J., Edwards, J., & Lawrence, L. (2025,
July 18). AgrAbility Virginia program evaluation brief: 2025 survey & interview results (ALCE-32NP).
Virginia Cooperative Extension.

Kashyap, P., Niewolny, K., McElderry, J., & Ashton, W. (n.d.). Wholesale readiness:
Understanding market access and technical assistance needs of Black, Hispanic, and Tribal
producers. Virginia Cooperative Extension. https://www.pubs.ext.vt.edu/AAEC/aaec-342.html

McElderry, J., Kashyap, P., Niewolny, K., & Ashton, W. (n.d.). Finding the next frontier:
Improving systems of support for small and mid-scale producers. Virginia Cooperative Extension.
https://www.pubs.ext.vt.edu/AAEC/aaec-343.html
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https://www.pubs.ext.vt.edu/AAEC/aaec-342.html
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Reports

Trozzo, K., Adusei, F., & Niewolny, K. (2025). Annual Evaluation Report. Virginia Beginning
Farmer and Rancher Coalition.

Trozzo, K., Adusei, F., & Niewolny, K. (2025). Annual Evaluation Report. National Urban
Agriculture Initiative.

Bendfeldt, E., Niewolny, K., & Trozzo, K. (2025). Final report for the Soil for Water:
Regenerative grazing and soil health-building systems project. [ Virginia Cooperative Extension /
Virginia Tech].

Adusei F., Niewolny, K., & Stevenson, B. (2025). Land Access and Policy Advocacy: NuAg
Impact Statement. Retrieved from https://nuaginitiative.com/

Adusei, F., Niewolny, K., & Stevenson, B. (2025). Financial Support & Resource Allocation:
NuAg Impact Statement. Retrieved from https://nuaginitiative.com/

Aduset, F., Niewolny, K., & Stevenson, B. (2025). Collaborative Networks for Food Resilience:
NuAg Impact Statement. Retrieved from https://nuaginitiative.com/

Niewolny, K., Adusei, F., & Stevenson, B. (2025). Community Building & Youth Engagement:
NuAg Impact Statement. Retrieved from https://nuaginitiative.com/

Adusei, F., Niewolny, K., & Stevenson, B. (2025). Organizational Growth & Capacity Building:
NuAg Impact Statement. Retrieved from https://nuaginitiative.com/

Adusei, F., Niewolny, K., & Stevenson, B. (2025). Sustainable and Regenerative Practices: NuAg
Impact Statement.

Aduseti, F., Niewolny, K., & Stevenson, B. (2025). Environmental Sustainability: NuAg Impact
Statement.

Podcast Episodes (Digital Scholarship)

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E1: Commitment and system balance with
Rick Clark of Farm Green, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT
School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for
Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E2: Understanding context, establishing
baselines with Rick Clark of Farm Green, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A
Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, &
VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/



https://nuaginitiative.com/
https://nuaginitiative.com/
https://nuaginitiative.com/
https://nuaginitiative.com/
https://nuaginitiative.com/
https://www.spreaker.com/
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E3: Defying obstacles, bringing voices to
sustainability with Farmer Cee of Green Heffa Farms, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The
Soil: A Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health
Coalition, & VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with
On the Farm Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E4: Cultivating wellness from the soil up
with Farmer Cee of Green Heffa Farms, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A
Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, &
VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E5: Hands-on community agriculture work
with Nicole Shuman of Cornerstone Farm, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A
Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, &
VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E6: Education first and foremost with Nicole
Shuman of Cornerstone Farm, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT
School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for
Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E7: Grow-it-yourself (GIY) with Nicky
Schauder of Permaculture Gardens, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation.
VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for
Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E8: Ins and outs of compost tea with Nicky
Schauder of Permaculture Gardens, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation.
VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for
Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E9: Soil health is attainable with Anthony
Beery of Beery Farms, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT School
of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food
Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E10: Farmers talking with farmers with
Anthony Beery of Beery Farms, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation.
VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for
Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/
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Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E11: Common ties: Cooperation and
sustainability with Elizabeth McMullen and Garland Mason of Organic Valley, Part I [Audio
podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences,
Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in
collaboration with On the Farm Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E12: A whole community with Elizabeth
McMullen and Garland Mason of Organic Valley, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A
Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, &
VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E13: Seven generations of stewarding the
land with Susan Watkins [ Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT School of
Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food Systems
and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E14: Youth education and soil health with
Dara Booher, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT School of Plant
and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food Systems and
Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E15: Building confidence and knowledge
through mentorship with Dara Booher, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A
Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, &
VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E16: Celebrating our 100th podcast episode
with Jeff, Mary, and Eric [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT School of
Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food Systems
and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E17: Everything good starts with the soil
with Dr. Summer Thomas, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT
School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food
Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E18: Round bale grazing for soil health with
Dr. Summer Thomas, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT School of
Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food Systems
and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/
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Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E19: Agroecological dynamics of soil health
with Kasper Krabbe of Aarhus University, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A
Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, &
VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E20: Soil health beyond the economic
rationale with Kasper Krabbe of Aarhus University, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil:
A Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition,
& VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., Ishee, J. H., & Jernigan, A. (2025). S5 - E21: Regenerating worn out
soils with Dr. Ashley Jernigan of Virginia Tech, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A
Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, &
VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., Ishee, J. H., & Jernigan, A. (2025). S5 - E22: Encouraging a hospitable
habitat for soil microorganisms with Dr. Ashley Jernigan of Virginia Tech, Part II [Audio podcast
episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia
Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in
collaboration with On the Farm Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E23: A fundamental overhaul and paradigm
shift in soil science with Dr. Robin "Buz" Kloot, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A
Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, &
VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E24: Health and nutrition start with the soil
with Dr. Robin "Buz" Kloot, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT
School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food
Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E25: Social enterprises, systems-thinking,
and flower farming with Dr. Christine Mahoney, Part I [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A
Conversation. VT School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, &
VT Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm
Radio. https://www.spreaker.com/

Bendfeldt, E., Sketch, M., & Ishee, J. H. (2025). S5 - E26: Flowers, pollinators, health, and peace
with Dr. Christine Mahoney, Part II [Audio podcast episode]. In 4 The Soil: A Conversation. VT
School of Plant and Environmental Sciences, Virginia Soil Health Coalition, & VT Center for Food
Systems and Community Transformation in collaboration with On the Farm Radio.
https://www.spreaker.com/
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Fellows Talks

The Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation Fellows Talk series highlights the
research, practice, and outreach of affiliated faculty, practitioners, and community members
working to advance food systems and community transformation efforts. Throughout the year,
fellows shared their work on topics ranging from regenerative agriculture, food security among
university employees, and indigenous perspectives on the environmental-food-health-nexus.
Together these talks fostered shared learning and dialogue that helps to connect research and
practice for food systems change.

Taylor, A. (Guest Expert), & Kelinsky-Jones, L. (Host). (2025). CFSCT Fellows Speaker Series:
The Grassfed Beef Partnership: Linking Principles of Regenerative Agriculture and Adaptive
Grazing with Local Economic Resilience. Center for Food Systems and Community

Transformation. https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/events-and-
speakers/PastEvents/2025/CSFCTFeb2025Fellows.html

Holmes, C., Misyak, S., & Hall, R. (Guest Experts) & Kelinsky-Jones, L. (Host). (2025). CFSCT
March Fellows Series: Results from the 2024 Virginia Tech Employee Food Access and Wellbeing
Study. Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation.
https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/events-and-speakers/PastEvents/2025/cfsct-march-fellows-
series--results-from-the-2024-virginia-tech-.html

Galappaththi, E. (Guest Expert) & Kelinsky-Jones, L. (Host). (2025). CFSCT April Fellows Series:
Indigenous Climate-Food-Health Nexus: Insights from Community-Engaged Research in the
Global North and South. Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation.
https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/events-and-speakers/PastEvents/2025/cfsct-april-fellows-series-
-indigenous-climate-food-health-nexus.html

Carter, M., McDougall, T., & Deckla-Cobb, T. (Guest Experts) & Kelinsky-Jones, L. (2025).
CFSCT May Fellows Series: Revisiting UVA’s BIPOC Procurement Initiative: Successes,
Challenges, and Opportunities to Wholesale Acquisition. Center for Food Systems and Community
Transformation. https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/events-and-speakers/PastEvents/2025/cfsct-
august-fellows-series--advancing-wholesale-market-access--.html

Kashyap, P., Ashton, W., McElderry, J., & Niewolny, K. (Guest Experts) & Kelinsky-Jones, L.
(Host). (2025). CFSCT August Fellows Series: Advancing Wholesale Market Access: How Does
Technical Assistance Support Black, Hispanic, and Tribal Producers. CFSCT August Fellows
Talk. Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation.
https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/events-and-speakers/PastEvents/2025/cfsct-august-fellows-
series--advancing-wholesale-market-access--.html

Stone, T., Krabbe, K., Hvarregaard Thorsoe, M., (Guest Experts) & Kelinsky-Jones, L. (Host).
(2025). CFSCT September Fellows Series: Exploring lessons and limits of using Living Labs for
transformative change in food systems: European cases. CFSCT September Fellows Series. Center
for Food Systems and Community Transformation.
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Wald, D. (Guest Expert) & Kelinsky-Jones, L. (Host). (2025). CESCT November Fellows Series:
Rooted in place, grounded in goodwill: Perceptions of scientific credibility in agri-environmental
communication. CFSCT November Fellows Series. Center for Food Systems and Community
Transformation. https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/events-and-
speakers/PastEvents/2025/November2025FellowsTalk.html

Copeland, N. (Guest Expert) & Niewolny, N. (Host). (2025). CFSCT December Fellows Series:
Counter-Plantation Science: Perspectives from Guatemala. Description: CFSCT December
Fellows Series. Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation.
https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/events-and-speakers/PastEvents/2025/cfsct-october-fellows-
series--counter-plantation-science--perspe.html

Summary of Impacts

Increasing Community Agricultural Resilience through Extension

Relevance

Agriculture is Virginia's largest private industry and an economic engine for rural communities,
but rising threats from extreme weather events are putting farms and rural livelihoods at serious
risk. Hurricane Helene alone caused an estimated $160 million in farm damage in Southwest
Virginia in 2024, while saltwater intrusion swallowed more than 19,000 acres of Delmarva
farmland between 2011 and 2017. Drought, heatwaves, flooding, and mounting pest and disease
pressures compound these losses, rippling far beyond the farm gate to affect employment, local
economies, and environmental systems. Yet existing resilience frameworks are largely built for
urban contexts and offer little practical guidance for the distinctive challenges facing rural and
agricultural communities. Farmers and rural residents urgently need targeted support, evidence-
based strategies, and trusted educational partners to help them adapt and thrive in an era of
increasing climate volatility.

Response

Cooperative Extension is uniquely positioned to support rural agricultural resilience through its
longstanding relationships, trusted presence, and locally embedded expertise. Recognizing a
critical gap in resources to guide Extension professionals in this work, the Center partnered on a
successful multi-state collaborative effort. This initiative secured $2 million in competitive funding
from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) for the Community
Agricultural Resilience through Extension (CARE) project. This four-year initiative spans six
land-grant universities across Virginia, Maryland, and Delaware and involves four academic units
at Virginia Tech and five community partner organizations. In its first year, the project launched a
comprehensive Extension needs assessment. Dr. Trozzo led the design and initiation of 12
community listening sessions to capture diverse stakeholder priorities and align future
programming with real-world needs. These activities are forming the foundation of a professional
development framework to equip Extension educators as effective resilience-building partners.

Results
In the first year of the CARE project, the team completed a needs assessment survey that reached
over 100 Extension professionals across three states. Results revealed that 92% of respondents
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were highly concerned about at least one climatic hazard, with drought, heatwaves, flooding, crop
loss, and pest and disease pressures topping the list. Respondents rated climate resilience as highly
important, averaging 4.2 out of 5.0 on a Likert scale. However, 75% reported barriers to
incorporating resilience into their programming, primarily citing complexity, information gaps,
and limited institutional support. The project also completed its first community listening session
in partnership with the VSU Small Farm Outreach Program. Sixteen farmers participated and
shared perspectives on how Extension can better serve agricultural community resilience.
Evaluation results were overwhelmingly positive, with 93% of attendees reporting increased
understanding of resilience strategies and 100% indicating their perspectives were genuinely
valued. An additional 17 listening sessions are planned across the project's four-year arc, ensuring
inclusive input.

Together, these findings highlight both the urgency of climate resilience challenges and the critical
opportunity for Extension to close knowledge and capacity gaps. By grounding future
programming in stakeholder input and demonstrated need, the CARE project is laying the
foundation for a more responsive, effective, and regionally coordinated approach to agricultural
resilience.

Building Partnership Capacity to Support Virginia Beginning Farmers

Relevance

Virginia's agricultural future depends on recruiting and retaining a new generation of producers,
however, the barriers facing beginning farmers and ranchers are formidable and persistent.
National data indicate the average farmer age has risen to 57.5 years, and even higher among
African American producers. Beginning farmers consistently cite high start-up costs, limited land
access, insufficient financial planning skills, low production experience, and constrained market
access as the primary obstacles to success. In Virginia, the Maryland Eastern Shore, and North
Carolina, agriculture remains economically and culturally vital. The need for coordinated
accessible pathways into farming has never been more urgent. Without sustained infrastructure for
education, mentorship, and peer connection, many capable and motivated aspiring farmers will fail
to establish viable operations. This outcome deepens the crisis of agricultural succession and
undermines rural economic vitality.

Response

The Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition (VBFRC) was established in 2010 as one of
the Center's six signature programs. In 2025, it continued to provide statewide backbone support to
beginning farmers across Virginia, the Maryland Eastern Shore, and North Carolina. Virginia Tech
serves as the lead backbone organization under a subaward from Virginia State University's USDA
BFRDP grant. This grant, titled "Creating Opportunities for Sustainability for Small, Socially
Disadvantaged and Veteran Farmers and Ranchers," supports the coalition's mission. In 2025, the
Center hosted a statewide Coalition Partner Gathering, facilitated three educational webinars, and
tabled at three agricultural conferences. Additionally, it produced monthly news blasts,
administered two listservs, and guided advisory group elections. A newly elected eight-member
advisory group, comprising both farmers and service providers, provided strategic oversight for the
coalition. The group also participated in the statewide gathering to ensure programming remains
grounded in farmer needs and community context.
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Results

In 2025, VBFRC strengthened the pipeline of new farmers by expanding access to education,
networks, and resources across the region. The Coalition directly engaged over 200 participants
through targeted programming, including a statewide gathering of 45 stakeholders that enhanced
coordination among organizations serving beginning farmers. Three webinars equipped 159
participants with essential business skills in record keeping, risk management, and marketing,
increasing their capacity to make informed operational and financial decisions. Outreach at three
major agricultural conferences further extended the Coalition’s reach, connecting with prospective
farmers at key entry points. Ongoing communication platforms ensured sustained support,
reaching over 1,900 individuals through listservs and more than 4,300 through social media.
Additionally, strengthened collaboration between Virginia Tech and Virginia State University led
to at least five joint grant-funded projects, enhancing the region’s ability to deliver coordinated,
high-impact support.

Accelerating Beginning Farmer Success Through Cohort-Based Education

Relevance

Despite growing demand for structured pathways into farming, Virginia has lacked a
comprehensive, cohort-based farmer training program. Such a program would combine technical
education with peer community building and individualized mentorship. Beginning farmers and
Ranchers frequently report not just gaps in agribusiness knowledge, but also deep professional
isolation, a factor that contributes significantly to early exit from farming. Focus groups conducted
by Virginia State University's Small Farm Outreach Program confirmed the key challenges facing
beginning farmers. These challenges include financial planning, limited production experience,
land access, and lack of trusted networks for guidance and accountability. These conditions call for
an immersive, relationship-centered educational model that addresses both the technical and
relational dimensions of farming. This model fosters not just competency but belonging,
community, and long-term resilience in the agricultural profession.

Response

The Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Certification Program was launched in 2024 and
continued through 2025. It delivers a 12-month, cohort-based educational experience that integrates
online and in-person instruction, individualized technical assistance, and peer community building.
The program is a collaborative initiative of the VBFRC, supported by Virginia Tech's Center for
Food Systems and Community Transformation and Virginia State University's Small Farm Outreach
Program. The hybrid curriculum covers agribusiness production, financial management, whole farm
planning, marketing, farm funding, and risk management. Each cohort engages in monthly virtual
meetings, Coalition webinars, an agribusiness production course, experiential workshops, farm
tours, and a culminating graduation ceremony. In October 2025, the inaugural cohort of 11 farmers
celebrated graduation at the VSU Small Farm Conference, and a new cohort of 17 farmers was
formally welcomed.

Results

The inaugural Beginning Farmer Certification Program cohort delivered outcomes that exceeded
expectations in both depth and breadth. Participants reported meaningful personal and professional
growth, including increased business confidence, clearer farm direction, expanded production,
successful grant applications, and the launch or refinement of farm enterprises. Whole-farm
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planning and financial management training supported better decision-making and stronger
operational sustainability. Equally important was the peer community built through the cohort
model. Farmers described their network as a vital source of mentorship, accountability, emotional
support, and practical problem-solving. One participant rebuilt a farm after a partnership
dissolution and achieved profitability, while another reported significant progress across farm,
business, and personal goals.

These experiences highlight that combining technical education with peer support and
individualized guidance drives transformative outcomes, accelerating farm development and
strengthening long-term commitment to agriculture.

Values and Vitality of Virginia’s Mid-size Farms and Markets

Relevance

Virginia’s mid-sized farms, too small to compete in commodity markets yet too large for direct-to-
consumer channels, occupy a key but increasingly precarious position in the agricultural economy.
This “middle ground” makes them particularly vulnerable to market fluctuations, policy shifts, and
resource constraints. Nationally, only 6% of farm operations qualify as "mid-sized," yet they
operate on 18% of total farmland and play an outsized role in community food systems,
conservation, and rural economic vitality. In Virginia, this segment represents 3—4% of farming
operations and faces unique structural challenges. These include limited access to land, labor, and
capital; barriers to wholesale and institutional market participation; and insufficient business
planning support. Without targeted education, these farms risk disappearing from the agricultural
landscape, taking with them their ecological stewardship, community relationships, and food value
chain contributions. Virginia Cooperative Extension and the Center recognized this gap and
initiated programming to address the values, challenges, and vitality of mid-scale agriculture.

Response

In 2025, the Center and Virginia Cooperative Extension expanded educational programming and
research on Agriculture of the Middle (AOTM). This work was carried out through collaborative
partnerships with national and regional experts. Building on foundational work from the 2024
Virginia Farm to Table Conference, the team hosted a Virginia Food Value Chains Training, Tour,
and Seminar in April 2025. The event featured Becca Jablonski from Cornell University and Alexis
Hamilton from Virginia Tech. In June 2025, the Center co-hosted a widely accessed 90-minute
national webinar, "An Agriculture of the Middle (AOTM) Webinar: Exploring the Importance,
Values, and Vitality of Mid-Size Farms" with the National AOTM Research Workgroup. Presenters
included Drs. Becca Jablonski, Bendfeldt, Hendrickson, Miller, and Baur. They provided a
comprehensive view of mid-scale farm challenges and opportunities across production, market
access, policy, and community impact.

Results

The AOTM national webinar in June 2025 drew 106 live participants. The recording and
supporting materials were shared with an additional 211 registrants, extending the educational
reach well beyond the live event. The webinar content subsequently served as professional
development material for the Local Environmental Agriculture Project (LEAP) staff in Roanoke. It
was also incorporated into a graduate Sustainable Consumption course at Chatham University in
Pittsburg, demonstrating the transferability of the Center’s educational outputs. The April Food
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Value Chains training brought together farmers, Extension professionals, and food system
practitioners for hands-on learning on food value chain development and mid-scale market
strategy. The Center continued building durable food value chain connections across Virginia,
including facilitating market linkages between farms and institutional buyers. This work
strengthens the foundation for mid-scale farm resilience by equipping producers with essential
business planning tools, market knowledge, and peer network connections. These resources
support their long-term viability and capacity to navigate structural and market challenges.

Improving Wholesale Market Access for Black, Hispanic, and Tribal Producers

Relevance

Despite growing consumer demand for local and regional foods, Black, Hispanic, and Tribal
agricultural producers remain systematically excluded from wholesale market channels. This lack
of access to wholesale markets limits their ability to expand economic opportunities and access
broader markets. The roots run deep. Decades of discriminatory federal policy and institutional
neglect have shaped the agricultural landscape for historically underserved producers. These
systemic barriers have resulted in lower farm productivity, reduced land ownership, and
constrained access to technical assistance and capital. Together, they perpetuate inequities limiting
economic opportunity and resilience for Black, Indigenous, Latino, Asian American, and other
marginalized farming communities across Virginia and the nation. USDA has introduced programs
to narrow these gaps. However, research has not yet documented the specific technical assistance
needs of these farmers as they attempt to enter wholesale markets. Without this evidence, well-
intentioned support risks being culturally inappropriate, structurally inaccessible, and ultimately
ineffective for the farmers it aims to serve.

Response

To address this gap, the Center led a USDA-funded research project on technical assistance needs
and wholesale market access barriers for Black, Hispanic, and Tribal producers. The team spans
Virginia Tech, Illinois Tech, and USDA's Agricultural Marketing Service. Together, they reviewed
existing technical assistance programs and built an original planning and evaluation framework.
Further, data collection included surveys and in-depth interviews with producers. The team also
interviewed technical assistance providers across the country and identified policy and
programmatic needs to support producers as well as providers. An Advisory Group of farmers,
educators, community leaders, and faculty guided the project from the start. . Their involvement
kept the research grounded in community priorities. Findings reached multiple audiences. The
team shared results through academic manuscripts, Extension fact sheets, and a white paper. They
also hosted webinars and presented at conferences. The project was collaborative, community-
centered, and designed for real-world impact.

Results

The project generated meaningful outcomes across research, relationships, and practice. The team
built authentic, trusting relationships with Black, Hispanic, and Tribal farming communities. This
alone was a foundational achievement for research of this kind. A comprehensive evaluation and
planning model was developed. It was tailored specifically to socially disadvantaged producers
that could be used by researchers and technical assistance providers nationwide. The project also
identified critical gaps in current support offerings. These include the need for culturally
responsive programming, multilingual resources, and relationship-based trust-building. Adequate
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infrastructure for wholesale participation was another key gap. Two peer-reviewed manuscripts are
currently under review. They were submitted to the Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and
Community Development and the journal Community Development. Two Extension fact sheets
were published through Virginia Cooperative Extension. They offer freely accessible guidance on
wholesale readiness and support systems. Conference presentations brought findings to
practitioners and policymakers. These conversations are shaping ongoing federal efforts toward
equitable program design.

Bridging the Gap for Urban Agricultural and Federal Support at the National Level

Relevance

Urban agriculture is a proven strategy for addressing food insecurity, generating economic
opportunity, and advancing environmental sustainability in cities. This approach is particularly
impactful in food deserts, where access to fresh food is severely limited. However, urban
producers have historically been underserved and even excluded from federal agricultural
programs. USDA's Farm Service Agency was not designed for the realities of urban farming. Its
frameworks do not account for innovative production systems like hydroponics and container
farming, leased or shared land tenure, or small-scale operations with limited capital. These
structural mismatches, layered atop historical inequities and institutional mistrust, have created a
deep gap between urban farmers and the federal resources they deserve. Without targeted outreach,
tailored technical assistance, and program adaptation specifically designed for urban contexts,
urban producers will remain disconnected from critical resources and support systems. As a result,
the promise of urban food systems to advance equity and resilience will remain unrealized.

Response

The National Urban Agriculture (NUAg) Initiative is led by Virginia State University, with
partners including T.I.LM.E. Inc., Cornell University, and Virginia Tech. The initiative strengthens
connections between urban producers and USDA resources through education, trust-building, and
two-way engagement. Programming spans 17 cities nationwide, engaging more than 700
stakeholders. Activities include national conferences, learning exchanges, listening sessions, and
community-based micro-grant initiatives. Three anchor conferences shaped the outreach: the
Atlanta Kickoff Conference in October 2023 convened 71 participants; the Detroit Conference in
August 2024 reached nearly 700 participants, including 168 in person; and the Houston
Conference in September 2024 further expanded national reach. Nine learning exchanges engaged
276 participants on urban agriculture policy, equity, mini-grants, and impact measurement. Virginia
Tech’s Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation led evaluation efforts and
produced NUAg Impact Snapshots. These snapshots drew on 48 interviews conducted in Detroit,
organized into 10 themes, to inform program improvement and federal policy considerations.

Results

NUAg's 2025 programming demonstrated strong, quantifiable outcomes across all dimensions of
engagement. At the Detroit Conference, 168 in-person attendees achieved a 95.24% networking
success rate and 90% satisfaction with content relevance. Participants emphasized the value of
practitioner-led sessions grounded in lived experience rather than theory. The Houston Conference
saw 97% of participants report successful networking and 95% agree that the information shared
was relevant and applicable. Qualitatively, participants reported increased confidence navigating
USDA systems. Interview analysis revealed that the initiative is rebuilding trust among historically
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excluded populations, with participants expressing that they feel valued as experts rather than
treated as beneficiaries. Across all three conferences, 94-97% of participants reported forming
valuable new professional connections. NUAg's qualitative findings have generated practitioner-
driven policy recommendations that are now being taken up at the federal level. These
recommendations include replacing loan-based models with grant financing and developing urban-
specific programs for soil remediation and controlled-environment agriculture.

Advancing Urban Agriculture and Sustainable Food Systems in Virginia

Relevance

In an era shaped by climate uncertainty and economic disparity, localized food systems are
essential, not optional. Virginia’s urban centers continue to face food insecurity, unequal access,
and environmental sustainability challenges. The “Advancing Urban Agriculture and Sustainable
Food Systems in Virginia” initiative responds to these gaps by helping communities reclaim food
sovereignty. The initiative converts vacant land into productive spaces. It strengthens resilience
against supply chain disruptions and supports soil health. It also addresses systemic inequities in
agriculture by prioritizing underserved groups, including refugee communities and minority
growers. A key focus is bridging the gap between urban residents and federal resources. This
ensures that knowledge and funding reach those historically excluded. Ultimately, the initiative
supports a regenerative future where communities are both producers and consumers. It promotes
health, wealth, and stability at the neighborhood level and builds a foundation for long-term
community survival and prosperity.

Response

The “Advancing Urban Agriculture and Sustainable Food Systems in Virginia” initiative was led
by the Virginia Tech Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation. It was
implemented in partnership with the Virginia State University Small Farm Outreach Program and
the USDA Farm Service Agency. The initiative took a multi-pronged approach to expanding
opportunity for urban producers statewide. An Urban Agriculture Enhancement Mini-Grant
Program was a cornerstone of this work, which distributed $89,471 to seven community-driven
projects across five Virginia cities: Richmond, Petersburg, Stafford, Roanoke, and Charlottesville.
Funded projects included greenhouse construction, urban farm revitalization, and improvements to
water access. They also supported the development of multicultural farming spaces serving refugee
communities. The initiative also co-hosted the 6th Virginia Urban Agriculture Summit in April
2025 with Dr. Leonard Githinji. In addition, it launched a Sustainable Urban Agriculture
Certificate Program to build long-term grower capacity.

Results

The initiative’s reach and impact in 2025 were substantial and multidimensional. More than 1,794
urban growers and stakeholders increased their awareness of USDA programs through outreach
sessions and convenings. Over 120 producers gained practical skills to navigate and access USDA
Farm Service Agency services. In addition, seven farmers successfully obtained farm numbers and
enrolled in USDA programs, marking concrete progress toward institutional recognition and
resource access. The funded mini-grant projects are also reshaping communities. In Richmond, the
Chimborazo Playground Community Garden installed a solar-powered greenhouse. In
Charlottesville, the International Rescue Committee’s New Roots Farm supported refugee growers
producing culturally significant crops. In Roanoke, One Valley, Inc. trained youth in regenerative
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agriculture through apprenticeships. In Petersburg, a vacant lot was converted into a productive
community garden. Partnerships with Happily Natural Day and the Petersburg League of Urban
Growers expanded hands-on training for more than 1,000 additional growers. Participants
consistently described the initiative as transformative and forward-looking.

Urban Agriculture Mini-Grants Build Capacity and Production

Relevance

Food insecurity, vacant land, and disconnected communities remain persistent challenges across
Virginia's urban landscapes. In cities like Petersburg, Richmond, Roanoke, Charlottesville, and
Northern Virginia, low-income neighborhoods frequently lack access to fresh, nutritious, and
culturally appropriate food. Vacant lots sit idle while families rely on processed foods from distant
supply chains. Meanwhile, refugee populations struggle to maintain cultural identity and economic
footing in unfamiliar environments. Youth in underserved communities face limited pathways into
green careers and civic leadership. The COVID-19 pandemic further exposed the fragility of
existing food systems, deepening inequities that had long existed beneath the surface. Community
organizations, faith institutions, and grassroots leaders recognized these gaps but lacked the
coordinated resources, technical support, and funding needed to transform local assets into
sustainable food systems. A statewide, collaborative initiative connecting urban growers, academic
institutions, and federal partners was urgently needed to address food access, workforce
development, environmental stewardship, and community ownership simultaneously and
equitably.

Response

Virginia Tech's Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation launched a new initiative
in partnership with Virginia State University and the USDA Farm Service Agency. The Advancing
Urban Agriculture and Sustainable Food Systems in Virginia initiative activated seven community-
led urban agriculture projects through targeted mini-grants and wraparound technical assistance. In
Petersburg, a vacant park was reimagined as a community garden. In Charlottesville, the
International Rescue Committee's New Roots Farm equipped refugees with culturally relevant
growing practices. In Roanoke, One Valley, Inc. reclaimed vacant lots and launched a youth
apprenticeship in regenerative agriculture. In Richmond, the Chimborazo Playground Community
Garden added a solar-powered greenhouse for year-round production. The Mosby Justice Garden
and 31st Baptist Church Urban Farm deepened community ownership through permaculture and
justice-centered programming. In Northern Virginia, Healthy Pantry SERVE scaled fresh produce
distribution. Each project centered on local leadership, cultural relevance, and long-term self-
sufficiency.

Results

The initiative has generated measurable impact across Virginia's urban communities. Healthy
Pantry SERVE distributes over one million pounds of fresh produce annually, addressing food
insecurity with dignity and nutritional quality. Richmond's solar-powered greenhouse at
Chimborazo Playground has extended the growing season and serves as an educational landmark.
New Roots Farm in Charlottesville now operates five garden sites, connecting refugees and New
Americans to culturally significant crops. In Roanoke, One Valley's youth apprenticeship is
building green workforce pipelines and equipping the next generation with regenerative agriculture
skills. The 31st Baptist Church Urban Farm is advancing permaculture practices and developing a
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neighborhood farm store. Across all seven sites, vacant land has been transformed into productive,
community-owned green spaces. These projects have strengthened social cohesion and advanced
environmental stewardship. They demonstrate that urban agriculture is a powerful, replicable tool
for community resilience, justice, and lasting transformation.

Promoting Safety, Wellness, and Accessibility on the Farm in Virginia

Relevance

Virginia farmers face mounting physical and mental health challenges that threaten both individual
farm viability and the long-term sustainability of agricultural communities. The average age of
Virginia farmers has reached 59.2 years, one year higher than the national average. This aging trend
has made age-related health conditions, such as arthritis, vision loss, slower reaction times, and post-
traumatic stress disorder, more prevalent in farm operations. Farm stress, depression, and economic
anxiety are simultaneously on the rise, compounding risk across the state. These pressures are not
limited to aging farmers. Military veterans entering agriculture, beginning producers, and farmers
from communities with limited access to resources and services also face intersecting vulnerabilities
related to safety, accessibility, and mental health. Without specialized, coordinated support that
bridges agricultural expertise with disability services and healthcare, many farmers face forced exit
from the profession they depend upon.

Response

AgrAbility Virginia, a signature program of the Center funded by USDA-NIFA AgrAbility Project,
continues to provide life-changing direct services to farmers facing disability, injury, and health
challenges. The program also offers educational outreach to help farmers adapt safely and
sustainably to these challenges. In 2025, field staff conducted on-farm site assessments and delivered
one-on-one recommendations for assistive technologies, equipment modifications, and operational
adaptations. Case management was coordinated in partnership with the Virginia Department of
Aging and Rehabilitative Services, local VCE agents, and disability service providers. AgrAbility
Virginia also expanded its educational footprint through Farm Dinner Theaters, which brings
together rural communities to engage in facilitated conversations on farm safety, stress, and mental
wellbeing through storytelling and shared meals. These culturally relevant events support awareness,
reduce stigma, and encourage help-seeking behaviors. A formal session on Farm Dinner Theater
implementation was presented at the national AgrAbility Training Workshop, and AgrAbility
Virginia partnered with Virginia Cooperative Extension and other local organizations on a Farm
Safety Day for Mennonite youth.

Results

In 2025, AgrAbility Virginia provided direct services to 46 farmers through in-person on-farm
visits. An additional 20 individuals received phone and email consultations, bringing total client
support to 66 farmers. Services reached operations of all sizes, with common farm types including
beef, dairy, vegetable, poultry, and apiary systems. Farmers presented a range of disabilities,
including back and knee injuries, vision loss, amputations, age-related limitations, and PTSD.
Recommended assistive technologies most often included tractor steps, lifts, and other small
adaptive tools that improved safety and accessibility. The program also supported access to
funding and connections to rehabilitation and support services. Two farmers applied for the
Easterseals PORT Health Bellows Fund, with one receiving funding. One veteran farmer was
successfully connected to the Virginia Department for Aging and Rehabilitative Services
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rehabilitation services. Staff participated in 37 events and presented at 11. Social media
engagement grew significantly, with Facebook reaching peaking at 3,365 per post. The 2025
program evaluation was published as a VCE publication, indicating improvements in quality of life
and strengthened farmer support.

Understanding Social Vulnerabilities of Virginia Farmworkers: CBPR Approach

Relevance

Farmworkers are the backbone of Virginia's agricultural economy, yet they remain among its most
socially and economically vulnerable residents. Despite their essential role in farming and food
production, farmworkers and agricultural laborers (FW&AL) in Virginia face persistent challenges
across multiple dimensions of daily life. These include limited access to healthcare, stable housing,
transportation, culturally appropriate services, and legal protections. These vulnerabilities are not
uniform, varying significantly across commodity types, farm sizes, and labor arrangements. This is
particularly evident across Virginia's diverse agricultural landscape, which involves poultry and
row crop industries, small-scale farms, and complex policy environments. Research examining
these disparities using community-based, participatory approaches has been limited. This gap
leaves practitioners, advocates, and policymakers without the granular evidence needed to design
effective, targeted programs. Without such evidence, interventions risk imposing one-size-fits-all
solutions rather than genuinely serving the distinct needs of farmworker communities.

Response

The Exploring Social Vulnerabilities of Virginia Farmworkers project employs a community-based
participatory research (CBPR) framework to examine disparities in health, safety, and labor
conditions among Virginia's farmworker populations. The project represents a first-of-its-kind
collaboration at Virginia Tech. Core academic partners include the Center for Food Systems and
Community Transformation, the Center for Public Health Practice and Research, and the Center
for Economic and Community Engagement. Additional partners include AgrAbility Virginia, VT
Environmental Health and Safety, the VSU Small Farm Outreach Program, county Cooperative
Extension offices, and the Legal Aid Justice Center. Using the CDC Social Vulnerability Index as a
guiding framework, the team developed four research protocols to assess farmworker
vulnerabilities. Data was collected from 125 individuals, including 88 farmworkers, 17 agricultural
employers spanning 8 counties and 19 commodity types, and 20 Extension professionals
representing 32 counties. Additionally, fifteen safety and wellness workshops were delivered in
2025.

Results

The project generated important findings and tangible outcomes in 2025. Its cross-sector
partnership of 10 institutions represents a new model for collaborative farmworker research,
spanning public health, food systems, farm safety, economic development, and legal advocacy.
Safety workshops reached 165 farmworkers and agricultural laborers, covering ATV safety,
machinery safety, and worker protection standards. These sessions provided direct, practical
benefit to a population often excluded from formal occupational safety training. Survey and
interview data from 125 respondents revealed key themes across multiple domains: healthcare and
labor regulation knowledge gaps, workplace safety concerns, and communication and cultural
competency needs. Findings were presented at the Agriculture, Food, and Human Values Society
Conference in 2025, elevating the project's methodology to a national audience and stimulating
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dialogue among researchers, practitioners, and policymakers. A SARE grant pre-proposal
submitted in Fall 2025 was invited for a full proposal submission to expand the scope and develop
responsive training programs.

The Soil Awareness Campaign: Building Community and Health from the Soil Up

Relevance

Soil is the foundational resource of Virginia’s $4.01 billion farm-gate agricultural economy and its
$106 billion agriculture and forestry sectors. However, despite its strategic importance, soil
remains chronically undervalued and under-protected. A living ecosystem, healthy soil regulates
water cycles, sequesters carbon, sustains biodiversity, and supports food production for current and
future generations. Virginia manages over 27 million acres of land and soil as part of its Phase I11
Watershed Implementation Plan, underscoring the enormous environmental stakes. Despite
growing scientific and institutional recognition of the importance of soil health, practical adoption
of soil health management principles remains uneven. These principles include keeping soil
covered, minimizing disturbance, maximizing living roots, and energizing with diversity. Adoption
is particularly inconsistent among non-farmer landowners, consumers, planners, and municipal
decision-makers. Broadening awareness beyond agricultural professionals to all who depend on
soil is essential to achieving landscape-scale conservation outcomes.

Response

The 4 Soil Awareness Initiative is a collaborative public education campaign embedded in the
Virginia Soil Health Coalition. It is supported by the Agua Fund, the National Fish and Wildlife
Foundation, and Virginia Tech's Community Viability grant program. The initiative takes a broad,
community-facing approach to soil literacy. Rather than focusing solely on farmers, it engages
homeowners, landscapers, youth, gardeners, urban agriculture groups, policymakers, and food
hubs. Everyone who interacts with the land is recognized as a potential soil steward. Its flagship
vehicle is the 4 The Soil: A Conversation podcast. It is co-produced by Virginia Tech's School of
Plant and Environmental Sciences and Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation,
alongside Virginia Cooperative Extension, VSU, USDA-NRCS, and the Virginia Soil Health
Coalition. The program broadcasts across 92 Mid-Atlantic radio affiliates through On the Farm
Radio. Season 5 (2025) featured 26 episodes with guests spanning national organic cooperatives,
Danish agroecology researchers, university scientists, and diverse farming innovators.

Results

The 4 The Soil Initiative has demonstrated significant breadth and momentum. Since launching in
October 2021, the podcast has published 116 episodes with over 20,124 total downloads. Season 5
alone achieved 5,294 organizational downloads, averaging 441 per month. Social media reach
grew to 2,905 unique followers across Facebook and Instagram. Total Facebook views in 2025
reached 922,546, with an average post reach of 932 individuals. A bimonthly newsletter serves
700+ subscribers. The initiative's educational assets were formally adopted by the Virginia Soil
Health Coalition and the Virginia USDA-NRCS. A new farm-to-distillery value chain was
catalyzed between Brandon Farms and Reservoir Distillery in Richmond. The podcast also
inspired a farmer to host the Virginia Farm-to-Table Feast and Harvest Celebration at On Sunny
Slope Farm, drawing roughly 140 participants. The Mission Resource Conservation Council in
California added the podcast to its website, reflecting its growing national stature.
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Scaling Soil Health Action Through the Virginia Soil Health Coalition

Relevance

Transforming soil health across Virginia requires action at the scale and speed demanded by state
and national water quality, climate, and environmental goals. No single agency or institution can
accomplish this alone. It demands a broad, coordinated network of public, private, and nonprofit
actors working from a shared vision. Virginia has over 27 million acres of agricultural land. Yet
adoption of soil health practices, cover cropping, minimal tillage, rotational grazing, and soil biology
enhancement, remains inconsistent and geographically uneven. Gaps exist not only in technical
knowledge but in organizational capacity, community awareness, cross-sector collaboration, and
access to financial incentives. A statewide convener with a bird's-eye view of the landscape is
essential. Such an entity can identify where gaps and opportunities exist and mobilize resources
across systems. This role is key to accelerating meaningful progress in soil health and sustainable
land management.

Response

The Virginia Soil Health Coalition serves as a strategic backbone organization embedded within
Virginia Tech and Virginia Cooperative Extension, convened by the Center. It coordinates efforts,
aligns stakeholders, and mobilizes resources to advance soil health statewide. The Coalition began
in 2021 with 12 organizations endorsing USDA-NRCS core soil health principles. It has since grown
into a network of nearly 50 public, private, and nonprofit organizations. Led by a Steering
Committee and staffed through the Center, it convenes quarterly partner meetings, coordinates
educational programming, manages shared communications, and facilitates collaborative grant-
making. In 2025, the Coalition made a significant investment by hiring Dr. Summer Thomas as a
full-time Education and Outreach Specialist. This expands capacity to reach youth, landscapers,
homeowners, and historically underserved communities. The Director also received 50% hard
funding support, strengthening the program's long-term institutional sustainability.

Results

In 2025, the Virginia Soil Health Coalition achieved several milestone outcomes. Membership grew
to 49 partner organizations, up from 12 in 2021. Quarterly meetings have averaged 50 participants
each across 14 gatherings. Combined with podcast and outreach activities, the Coalition has reached
more than 10,000 people at over 50 events since its founding. Since 2021, the Coalition has
facilitated approximately $3 million in collaborative soil health funding. It has supported 16
practitioner trainings reaching over 250 individuals. Through farmer-to-farmer mentoring, more than
30,000 acres have been transitioned to no-till, cover cropping, or rotational grazing. In 2025, Dr.
Thomas led newly developed programming extending the Coalition's reach to youth, landscapers,
and urban gardeners. The Coalition is also preparing a strategic plan to guide continued growth and
regional collaboration through 2026 and beyond.
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Strengthening Food System Resilience with Arts, Culture, and Storytelling

Relevance

Food systems are inseparable from culture, identity, and community, but this reality is often
eclipsed in food systems discourse that privileges technical and market-based approaches. In
communities where historical trauma, structural inequity, and cultural erasure have shaped both
food practices and food access, building a more resilient food system demands approaches that
honor lived experience. These approaches must also amplify marginalized voices. Additionally,
they must cultivate belonging and collective purpose. The Roanoke region, like many rural and
post-industrial communities across Virginia, contains rich traditions of foodways, cultural
exchange, and community self-reliance. However, these traditions are rarely centered in food
systems planning. Nor are they consistently integrated into policy frameworks that shape local
food access and equity. Creative and narrative-based engagement offers a powerful, accessible
pathway to bridge divides, deepen participation, and catalyze the kind of sustained collective
action that technical programming alone cannot produce.

Response

In 2025, the Center deepened its collaboration with the Roanoke Foodshed Network, advancing
cultural community development programming that integrates arts, storytelling, and creative
expression into food systems work. Two signature initiatives continued: Arts Connect the Food
System and Stories of Community Food Work. These engaged local artists, cultural leaders,
farmers, and community members celebrate multicultural food traditions and capture the lived
experiences of food system transformation. Signature events included A Celebration of African
American Foodways, A Celebration of Indigenous Foodways, and OkraFest. Three grants
supported this work in 2025. A $15,000 Virginia Humanities grant funded "Rhythms of the
Region: Building Connection Across Our Food System Through Music." Two Roanoke Arts
Commission grants totaling $20,000 further bolstered regional efforts. The Center showcased this
work at the VCE Winter Conference and the ESC Engagement Scholarship Consortium, presenting
it as a model for integrating creativity into food systems transformation.

Results

The 2025 cultural community development programming yielded meaningful outcomes at the
intersection of food, art, and community resilience. Arts-based events engaged hundreds of
Roanoke community members in cultural celebration, intergenerational knowledge exchange, and
food system dialogue. Stories of Community Food Work produced over 15 published narratives
amplifying the voices of farmers, food justice advocates, community organizers, and cultural
workers. These fostered local pride and cross-sector understanding. Grant awards confirmed
external recognition of the initiative's effectiveness as an engagement model. The program drew
new audiences and strengthened relationships among universities, neighborhood organizations,
cultural institutions, and local government. Presentations at national conferences positioned the
Roanoke Foodshed Network and Center as leaders in arts-integrated food systems work, inspiring
peer communities to adopt similar approaches. Looking ahead, plans include expanding Learning
Exchanges, hosting community forums with regional partners, and developing practitioner
resources to scale this model across Virginia.
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Advancing Food Systems Resilience in Virginia through Participatory Planning

Relevance

Virginia’s food systems are critical platforms through which agricultural production and
innovation, farm and food business viability, community development and resilience, well-being,
and natural resource stewardship converge. Yet converging pressures from changing weather
patterns and policy shifts to economic volatility and supply chain disruptions are exposing
vulnerabilities in food systems that threaten farm viability and community well-being. Because
these pressures manifest differently across regions, advancing food systems resilience requires
approaches that are both regionally grounded and coordinated across the state. Bolstering food
systems resilience in response to these challenges is central to the work of Virginia Cooperative
Extension and the Center for Food Systems and Community Transformation, aligning research,
community engagement, and planning efforts across the Commonwealth. Resilience requires
coordinated regional and statewide planning, shared frameworks for understanding complex food
system dynamics, and inclusive processes that place scientific evidence and community knowledge
in conversation to inform coordinated action across Virginia. Farmers, food organizations, health
professionals, local governments, and funders each hold valuable insights into the food systems’
strengths and opportunities. However, these perspectives are rarely brought together in sustained,
cross-sector dialogue. Without inclusive, participatory processes that connect science and
community experience to align diverse stakeholders around shared priorities, food systems
resilience efforts risk remaining fragmented and disconnected.

Response

Advancing food systems resilience at regional and statewide levels requires intentional, phased
approaches that build shared understanding and trust across a network of stakeholders before
moving to coordinated planning, action, and policy engagement. As an initial step in a broader,
multi-phased food systems resilience initiative, the Cultivating Resilience for Rural Vitality
(CRRV) project facilitated a participatory, statewide listening process to build a collective
understanding of food system resilience across Virginia. The project was funded by a 2025 CALS
Integrated Seed Grant and the Chan Zuckerberg Donor Advised Fund through the Open
Scholarship Catalytic Award.

Our approach emphasized stakeholder engagement and community-informed insights to guide
future work by engaging stakeholders from across the food system landscape, including farmers,
community organizations, state agencies, health professionals, funders, and regional and local
government planners. Our approach ensured that diverse perspectives were captured to inform
collective understanding and strategic action. Each session was designed to create an inclusive
space for dialogue, relationship-building, and mutual learning. The CRRYV project represents a
foundational step toward future phases focused on deeper regional planning and further integration
with Extension core initiatives. In this way, CRRV contributes to a long-term Virginia Cooperative
Extension effort to embed food systems resilience into research-informed, community-engaged
planning that supports viable agricultural economies, community well-being, and resilience to
environmental and economic change.

Results

The CRRV project generated impacts that extend beyond individual events to strengthen statewide
and regional capacity for coordinated action on food systems resilience. Across twelve facilitated
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listening sessions, 266 stakeholders representing Virginia’s diverse regions and food system sectors
engaged in structured dialogue. This participation reflects broad involvement across agricultural
production, food businesses, community organizations, public health, planning, funding, and
government.

A key outcome of this work was the strengthening of collaborative Extension- and
community-based facilitation and relationships. The listening sessions were cohosted in
partnership with 13 organizations, including Virginia Cooperative Extension agents and regional
and statewide partners. These partnerships helped ground the sessions in regional and local
contexts, broaden participation, and reinforce Extension’s role as a trusted convener working
alongside community leadership. Additional outcomes included expanded cross-sector and
regional networks and increased shared understanding of food systems resilience challenges and
opportunities at regional and state levels. Participants noted the value of engaging at a regional
scale, particularly given the considerable variation in food system conditions, challenges, and
opportunities across the Commonwealth.

Insights generated through the listening sessions are shaping how stakeholders across Virginia
approach collective planning and action. Actionable themes and priorities emerging from this work
directly informed the agenda and programming for the 2026 Food System Resilience Statewide
Summit, which was designed to serve as a catalytic gathering for deeper and coordinated action
and planning. In addition, partner organizations gained structured, regionally informed insights to
guide their own resilience-building efforts, while the project team developed a dataset of
stakeholder perspectives to inform future applied research, Extension programming, and
policy-relevant insights at regional and statewide levels. The strength of this foundation has
already supported continued investment in the work, including the award of a USDA NIFA seed
grant ($300,000) and the submission of an additional USDA NIFA proposal ($650,000) currently
under review to advance subsequent phases of regional and statewide planning. Together, these
results establish the groundwork for subsequent phases focused on advancing coordinated regional
planning and further integrating food systems resilience into Extension’s research, education, and
community development efforts across Virginia.

Building Agroforestry Capacity Among Agricultural Professionals

Relevance

Agroforestry is the intentional integration of trees into agricultural and forested systems. This
practice offers Virginia farmers a powerful toolkit for improving ecosystem function, diversifying
income, and strengthening farm resilience in the face of climate volatility. Interest in practices like
silvopasture, alley cropping, and forest farming is growing rapidly among producers and landowners
across the Commonwealth. Yet despite this enthusiasm, Agricultural Educators and Professionals
(AgEdPros) report limited access to coordinated technical training, institutional support, and the peer
networks needed to confidently advise farmers. These gaps are particularly evident in areas such as
agroforestry design and establishment, where specialized knowledge and support systems are
essential. Without a robust, regionally connected community of practice among educators and farmer
mentors, the gap between farmer interest in agroforestry and on-the-ground implementation will
persist. As a result, Virginia’s considerable potential as a leader in this space will remain unrealized.
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Response

From January 2023 through May 2025, the Center partnered with the Virginia State University
Small Farm Outreach Program, Appalachian Sustainable Development (ASD), and 12 additional
collaborators. Together, they delivered the Expanding the Agroforestry Regional Knowledge
Exchange (ARKx) Network project in Virginia. A coordinated Train-the-Trainer approach was
employed, engaging educators and farmer mentors through online webinars, intensive in-field
workshops, and statewide convenings. Core offerings included the “Ask an Agroforester” webinar
series and a one-day Agroforestry Fundamentals workshop at Randolph Farm. The program also
featured a two-day Silvopasture 201 Design Intensive at Catawba Sustainability Center. Additional
outreach included agroforestry panels integrated into the VABF Summit, the VSU Small Farm
Conference, and the VCE Winter Conference. The team established two long-term demonstration
sites, including a riparian buffer at Randolph Farm and an alley-cropping and forest-farming
system at Sankofa Community Orchard. They also expanded the ARKx Network from a regional
Appalachian initiative into a national platform with shared digital infrastructure.

Results

The ARKx project's cumulative reach and impact across its final phase in 2025 were exceptional.
More than 820 participants were engaged across all project activities, including 132 agricultural
education professionals and 460 farmer mentors who received hands-on training. These
participants in turn catalyzed a secondary reach of over 324 farmers through subsequent
programming they delivered in their own communities, a meaningful multiplier effect. Across all
surveyed events, 100% of respondents reported increased agroforestry knowledge, and 97% felt
better equipped to support producers, including historically underserved farmers. Intent on acting
was high: 54% of participants planned to initiate or expand agroforestry demonstration projects.
Additionally, 43% intended to deliver agroforestry training, and 75% expected to provide
individual producer support. The project also generated institutional momentum: Virginia NRCS
activated a forest farming practice standard, and ASD explored a new cooperative agreement to
expand technical assistance. Follow-on funding was awarded for additional trainings in 2026—
2027, extending the project's reach and impact. Collectively, these outcomes demonstrate a
strengthened statewide agroforestry support system, with expanded technical capacity, peer
networks, and institutional alignment. This positions Virginia to accelerate on-the-ground adoption
and continue serving as a national leader in agroforestry innovation and implementation.
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