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Press Release:

The Field School: Regional resource for current, future farmer readiness


October 23, 2015 
For Immediate Release

Farming is not for everyone, but everyone needs farmers.

In order to build the next generation of motivated and prepared farmers in East Tennessee, area agricultural partners have worked together to create an educational series, called The Field School. 
The Field School is a nine-part program that will begin November 19th, with monthly courses tailored to provide farmers with up-to-date information about the latest innovations and aspects of the regional environment like soil, markets, regulations and resources. Registration is now open: see www.ARCD.org for program details.
Lead organizations are the Appalachian RC&D Council, Jonesborough Locally Grown, and Green Earth Connection, with technical support from UT Extension, TSU Extension, local NRCS-Soil Conservation offices, AccelNow, and area business sponsors, such as First Bank and Trust. 
More than 20 mentor farmers and business experts will be involved in the educational series.

“The Field School is the right step towards training knowledgeable and prepared agricultural entrepreneurs for East Tennessee,” said ARC&D Council Executive Director Emily Bidgood. “The average age of a farmer in our region is 60 years old. Who will grow our food and manage our lands 20 years from now?”

“This is the first year for the program, "says Bidgood. "We hope it will continue to grow in years to come. This is just the beginning.” 

Bidgood says that so far 10 beginning farmers have signed up for the program in its pilot year, and they are still accepting registrations. The program is especially seeking growers with one year of experience but those who still work full time away from the farm. It also targets farmers who are ready to take their passion to the next level by completing a business plan at the end of the series. ARC&D is also interested in recruiting veterans and anyone historically underserved by government programs who now qualify for special grants and cost-share incentives. 

Jenna Phillips, a farmer in Bristol with 19 acres, said she found out about the program through Veterans Affairs. 

“We have chickens, goats, and pigs,” Phillips said. “We plan to get cattle and bees soon. We garden and can our own food.”
Phillips is excited to learn anything and everything she can through the series. 
"We hope to learn from the elders in the field,” she said. “We hope to meet people that will share their wisdom and craft. We love to learn new things, network, and meet people with the same interests.” 
Phillips was unable to say which class she is the most excited about because they all have a unique appeal.

“We are so excited that there is an effort to support this type of education and an effort to target the younger generation,” Phillips said. “We lose so much human connection and real contact through social media. So, meeting people face to face adds richness to this opportunity.”
Dana York, lead facilitator and curriculum consultant, has a passion for growing more prepared young farmers in the region.
“The program aims to make a difference in the community by increasing the number of farmers in the area, helping them overcome common mistakes that beginning farmers can experience and increasing upper East Tennessee consumer access to locally-grown food,” York said. “The goal is to give attendees a basic orientation to a wide variety of agricultural production information and well how to enhance their skills and abilities to be successful as a farmer.”
One-on-one mentoring builds relationships between veteran farmer instructors and new or future farming leaders. Peer-to-peer learning provides an opportunity for new and future farmers to network with each other.

“I especially like the opportunity they will have to not only hear from local agricultural experts and agents, but they will also hear from local farmers on what they think is important from their perspective and past experiences,” York said. “What worked and what didn't work can be as important to a beginning farmer as the general knowledge they will acquire about potential agricultural production system in East Tennessee.”
The Field School program was inspired by a similar project in Maryland called Future Harvest. 

“I wanted to bring that model here to East TN when I returned to my family farm to live after my retirement from USDA-NRCS,” York said. “Also, after being gone for almost 40 years, I found that much of the agricultural land in the area has turned into subdivisions and many of the farmers I had worked with were gone.  So, the need to encourage new farmers in our region is even more important.”
Class topics include finances, season extension, integrating animals, networking, pest and weed management, field to market, soil health, liability and risk management and tourism.

Dates for the courses are Nov. 19, Dec. 19, Jan. 21, Feb. 18, March 19, April 21, May 19, June 16 and July 21. In August, students will work one-on-one finalizing an integrative whole farm financial, production and marketing plan. Graduation is set for Aug. 18.

“People can register for one session or for as many as they like,” Bidgood said. “Also, additional courses based on interest can be arranged.”

Individual sessions are $10 each. A discounted rate of $55 is for all nine courses. A limited number of scholarships are available for veterans.

To register through the Appalachian RC&D Council, call 423-979-2581 or email apprcd@gmail.com. For more information, visit www.arcd.org, or see facebook.com/AppRCD. 
















