
Nanotechnology Moves
Forest Products Into The Future
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Nanotechnology, the manipulation and utilization of

materials at the nanoscale, is expected to be a criti-

cal driver of economic growth and development in

this century. Technology has enabled the exploration

and manipulation of structures the size of molecules

to create new opportunity in the utilization of wood

and wood derived materials. 

Nanomaterials are characterized by structural fea-

tures of at least one dimension in the nanometers

range, with a nanometer (nm) being a unit of length

equivalent to a billionth of a meter.

While nanomaterials have garnered interest in recent

years, the wood science and forest products depart-

ment has been on the forefront in developing novel

applications of bio-based materials, either from the

biopolymer components that make up wood or other

plant-based biomass or from other naturally occurring

materials, such as chitosan from the shells of shrimp

and crab. 

Professor Emeritus Wolfgang Glasser, a world-

renowned leader in this arena, conceived and found-

ed the Biobased Materials Center in the department

in the 1980s. Department head Paul Winistorfer

noted, “Dr. Glasser was a man before his time. His

work 20 years ago set the stage for where we are

going today with our new faculty hires, Maren Roman

and Scott Renneckar. This research has also enabled

new product development as well as elucidated

behavior of varying biomaterial systems.”

Assistant professor Roman focuses on potential appli-

cations of cellulose nanocrystals; she is researching

applications for intravenous drug delivery, food addi-

tives that could prolong nutrient and vitamin release,

coating of paper used by printers, and optical filters.

Assistant professor Renneckar is concentrating on

developing non-cellulosic biobased nanomaterials as

well as hybrid nanomaterial systems. He is research-

ing how existing nanotechnology can interface with

wood and wood-derived biopolymers to modify

wood’s performance.

They join professors Chip Frazier and Audrey Zink-

Sharp, two seasoned faculty members with strong

science and materials backgrounds. Winistorfer said,

“The future of the forest industries sector depends on

innovation and development of new materials and

products. There isn’t another forest products program

in the country that has amassed our current level of

faculty expertise and we will be adding a top North

American scientist soon to expand collaborative

research among Virginia Tech’s polymer and materi-

als community.” 

The department, one of the leaders in cellulose

nanocrystal research in the U.S., partnered with the

departments of biological systems engineering, mate-

rials science and engineering, and chemical engineer-

ing on this successful faculty cluster hire proposal in

bioprocessing and biomaterials to create the new fac-

ulty position in the department. Funded by the engi-

neering and natural resources colleges and the

Provost, the proposal focuses on bioprocessing and

biomaterials.

The wood science department is also working

towards establishing nanomaterials derived from

lignin (the second most abundant biopolymer) and

hemicelluloses (such as xylan) through fundamental

studies. By dictating the interactions and architec-

tures at the nanoscale, the development of these

nanomaterials will lead to the creation of composite

materials that resemble natural tissues. 

“These new research endeavors will advance wood

utilization through the development of nanomaterials

for a spectrum of applications, structures, medicine,

security, and packaging,” Winistorfer summed up.

Iridescent film made of cellulose nanocrystals.

Maren Roman (left) is pictured
with her former supervisor Peter
Zugenmaier (center), professor
emeritus at Clausthal University of
Technology in Germany, and
Derek Gray, professor at McGill
University in Montreal, Canada, at
the Spring 2006 National Meeting
of the American Chemical Society.
Roman helped organize a two-day
symposium at the meeting in
honor of Zugenmaier. 
Photo credit: Reis Birdwhistell

Scott Renneckar (right) speaks with a staff member of

the U.S. House of Representatives’ Committee on

Agriculture. A group from the committee’s advisory

staff visited the Brooks Forest Products Center while

visiting the university in April.

Porcine aortic endothelial cells (red) and fluorescently
labeled cellulose nanocrystals (green).
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Virginia Tech does not discriminate against employees,

students, or applicants on the basis of race, color, sex, sexual

orientation, disability, age, veteran status, national origin,

religion, or political affiliation. Anyone having questions

concerning discrimination should contact the Equal

Opportunity/Affirmative Action Office.
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P l e a s e  l e t  u s  k n o w  w h a t  i s  h a p p e n i n g  i n  y o u r
l i f e  s o  w e  c a n  i n c l u d e  t h e  n e w s  i n  o u r  n e x t
c o l l e g e  n e w s m a g a z i n e .

S e n d  y o u r  i n f o r m a t i o n  t o  D a v i d  A r n o l d  a t
d f a r n o l d @ v t . e d u ;  o r  3 24  C h e a t h a m  H a l l ,
B l a c k s b u r g  VA  24 0 61.

T h a n k s .  We  w o u l d  l o v e  t o  h e a r  f r o m  y o u .
S e n d  i t  N O W  w h i l e  y o u  a r e  t h i n k i n g  o f  i t !

Our Spring Commencement ceremony was an espe-
cially happy occasion as we added 87 new natural
resource professionals to our ranks. Although the post
graduation survey results are not yet available, anec-
dotal evidence suggests that the market for new grad-
uates who have prepared themselves well appears
strong. Most students that I spoke with that were
seeking employment have secured a job in the field.
The notable change from previous years is the rela-
tively small number of forestry majors going to what
have been considered traditional forest industry
employers. At the same time a new suite of employ-
ers is developing in the form of real estate investment
trusts and limited liability corporations and partner-
ships that are purchasing the timber land being sold
by the major forest products manufacturers.  

Obviously we are in a time of change and these
changes have been accelerated in part by the increas-
ing globalization of our economy. Interestingly, this
same driving force is also creating an increasing
demand for people with backgrounds in geographic
information systems. Knowledge is power, and geo-
graphic information systems bring together informa-
tion in ways that we could not have imagined as little
as a decade ago. Consequently, students with back-
grounds in the applications of these powerful tools,
especially our geography graduates, are in great
demand by both the public and private sectors. So all
in all it looks like a good time to enter the job market.

Just as we are in a time of change in terms of
employers for our graduates, we are in a time of
change in terms of how land-grant universities like
Virginia Tech fund their learning, discovery, and
engagement programs. Historically most of these
activities were funded in great measure by state and
federal funds and only modestly by tuition and fees.
Over the past 10 years we have seen contributions
from state and federal sources seriously decline. Gifts

have become a very important part of the way we
now sustain the quality and growth of our programs
with students and parents also shouldering some of
the increasing costs of tuition and fees. 

I raise this issue with you because a recent conversa-
tion with an alumnus of the university reflected a mis-
understanding of our current situation. This person
remarked that it seemed that every time he visited
campus there was a new building going up or a new
program being announced and he could not square
this with the frequent requests he received from his
department and college for donations. To his eye
things seemed to be going pretty well, and if there
was money for all these things why was there a need
for donations from alumni and friends?  

What many people do not understand is that most
money for these new projects and programs was
restricted to that particular activity. For example,
funds provided by the Commonwealth to support capi-

tal projects cannot be diverted to other uses. The
Bond Referendum passed by the state voters in 2002
supplied much of the funding for the construction now
going on at Virginia Tech. However, there is a growing
expectation that a significant portion of the cost of
new buildings will be covered by private funds.
Corporate and foundation gifts also come with restric-
tions and earmark funds to support a very specific
activity. So the flexibility in funding that we once
enjoyed is no longer available. This leads to situations
where gifts from alumni and friends are the only
means of funding some needs. In many respects the
long-term success of this college and its students
depends on your financial support. With a hope that
this rundown gives you a clearer understanding of our
current environment, I encourage you to respond to
requests for giving.
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College dean Mike Kelly pre-
sented Perry Beeman, president
of the Society of Environmental
Journalists (SEJ), a painting of
the New River by David
Hutchins, during a recent site
visit to Virginia Tech. SEJ has
selected Virginia Tech to host its
October 15-19, 2008, annual
conference at Hotel Roanoke
and the Blacksburg campus.

FROM THE DEAN’S PERSPECTIVE

~ Friday, September 22, 2006 ~ 
• Virginia Tech College of Agriculture and Life Sciences Alumni Organization 
"Scramble for Scholars" Golf Tournament by Farm Credit Country Mortgages 

• Latham Hall dedication, tour, and ceremony/reception
(Tours 2:00 p.m. - 4:15 p.m. with a ceremony/reception following at 4:30 p.m.)

~ Saturday, September 23, 2006 ~ 
Homecoming Registration: $10 Adults, $5 Children (12 years and under), 

includes Pre-game Tailgate 3 hours before kick-off

Starting at 10:30 a.m. prior to the Virginia Tech vs Cincinnati game,  
CNR and CALS will celebrate a joint pre-game Homecoming tailgate at the 

entrance to Litton-Reaves Hall. Latham Hall tours will also be available  
from 10:30 a.m. to Noon.

 Lodging and football game tickets available on a first-come, first-served basis 
to paid pre-game tailgate registrants only ($10 per adult/$5 per child 12 and under). 
Lodging and football game tickets ($40 per ticket) are limited. Everyone, including 

infants, must have a game ticket to enter the stadium.
For more information, please contact Patty Foutz at 540/231-2512 or  

pfoutz@vt.edu. To register and for updated information, visit our website.

alumni.vt.edu/reunion

The Dean of the College of Natural Resources, J. Michael 
Kelly, invites you to join fellow alumni from the 

Colleges of Natural Resources (CNR) and Agriculture & 
Life Sciences (CALS) for the William C. and Elizabeth 
H. Latham Agriculture and Natural Resources Building 
dedication.  This event and homecoming activities for both 
Colleges will be held jointly in celebration of our research 
partnership in this new building.  An exciting football 
weekend is planned around these events and the Virginia Tech vs Cincinnati football 
game.  Please see how Virginia Tech can Invent the Future with this new research 
building addition.  Enjoy time to reminisce with fellow alumni as you return to 
Virginia Tech for your college homecoming!

Virginia Tech Alumni Association • www.alumni.vt.edu 
 

College of Natural Resources 
Building Dedication and 
Homecoming Celebration!

VirginiaTechforlife

JOIN US!
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COLLEGE NEWS

The National Capital Region’s natural resources pro-

gram continues to expand by welcoming seven new

faculty members in 2006. Each of the visiting assis-

tant professors will teach two courses and advise

graduate students, who now number more than 70. 

Jennifer Plyler, public affairs officer at the USDA

Forest Service, received her Ph.D. in forestry and for-

est products from Virginia Tech. She earned her M.S.

in forestry and B.A. in psychology and sociology from

the University of Tennessee. Plyler teaches courses in

natural resources communication applications and

environmental ethics. 

David Robertson, an adjunct faculty member at the

university with the forestry department, also works

with the Virginia Tech political science department.

He earned his Ph.D. and M.L.A from Virginia Tech in

forestry and his B.A. at Montana State University.

Robertson teaches courses online in public and urban

ecology.

Alan Thornhill, the executive director of the Society for

Conservation Biology, has also worked for the Nature

Conservancy. Thornhill earned his Ph.D. in ecology

and evolutionary biology from the University of

California-Irvine. He studied tropical ecology through

the Organization of Tropical Studies, completed gradu-

ate studies at the University of Costa Rica, and

received a B.S. in biology from the University of

California. He teaches courses in conservation ecolo-

gy and applied conservation. 

Ellen Paul, the executive director of the Ornithological

Council, completed her J.D. at Villanova University and

earned her M.S. in sustainable development and con-

servation biology from the University of Maryland. Her

B.A. was completed at Goucher College in American

History. Paul teaches courses in natural resources law

and policy, and natural resources science and applica-

tions. 

Brian Czech, a conservation biologist for the U.S. Fish

and Wildlife Service, also serves as adjunct faculty for

the university in the fisheries and wildlife sciences

department. He received his Ph.D. from the University

of Arizona in renewable natural resources. He has an

M.S. in wildlife sciences from the University of

Washington and B.S. in wildlife ecology from the

University of Wisconsin. He teaches courses in endan-

gered species and management and ecological eco-

nomics in natural resources. 

Shelley Mastran worked as a consultant for Rural and

Regional Planning, Heritage Preservation and

Community Development for the National Endowment

for the Arts, National Trust for Historic Preservation,

the Conservation Fund, Scenic America, Scenic

California, the Georgia Conservancy, and other such

groups. She received her Ph.D. in geography from the

University of Maryland, M.A. in geography at George

Washington University, and B.A. in English from

Vassar College. Mastran works with the college’s nat-

ural resources program and Virginia Tech’s urban

affairs and planning program. She teaches courses in

environmental conservation and American landscape

as well as natural resources planning. 

Mansi Grover Vyas has been appointed as the first

postdoctoral teaching fellow in the Natural Resources

Program at the National Capital Region campus. She

has worked with the Natural Resources Conservation

Service, Environmental Protection Agency, and the

Chesapeake Bay Program. She received her Ph.D.

from Virginia Tech in natural resources and environ-

mental economics. She earned her M.A. from the

Delhi School of Economics and B.A. in economics

from the University of New Dehli in New Dehli, India.

She teaches a graduate seminar focusing on climate

change and natural resources and a course in natural

resources economics. 

The Postdoctoral Teaching Fellowship Program was

sponsored and supported by Virginia Tech Graduate

Dean Karen DePauw as part of Transformative

Graduate Education. The fellowship is a part of

Preparing the Future Professoriate, which examines

the knowledge and skills that future faculty will need

to have so they can contribute to the shaping and

changing of institutions of higher learning.

“Since the completion of the 2006-2010 Strategic

Plan for the Natural Resources Program last summer

there has been a large increase in funding from the

university for our program,” said David Trauger, direc-

tor of the Capital Region’s Natural Resources

Program. “With these additional funds we were able

to hire these new faculty members, who greatly

strengthen our program.”

Left to right: Jennifer Plyler, new visiting assistant professor; David Robertson, new visiting assistant professor;
Jane Huff, adjunct faculty; Steve Sheffield, adjunct faculty, Robert Bush, associate dean for research and gradu-
ate studies; Mansi Grover Vyas, postdoctoral teaching fellow; David Trauger, director of natural resources pro-
grams; James Bohland, executive director of the university’s national capital region; Gary Evans, director of nat-
ural resources distance learning consortium; Ellen Paul, new visiting assistant professor; Laura Giese, adjunct
faculty; Neil Sampson, adjunct faculty.  

Capital Region’s
Natural Resources
Program Continues
To Grow 

Slusser Named New Potomac Watershed Field Coordinator 
Bob Slusser has been appointed as the fisheries and wildlife

department’s Potomac Watershed field coordinator, a position

based out of the National Capital Region Campus.  

Slusser worked for the

Department of Defense as a con-

tractor and owned a small busi-

ness. In the past he has worked

on the urban biodiversity project

with the university, with the city

of Alexandria, Va., on stream

restoration and evaluation of

best management practice effectiveness, and on tree inventory,

stream monitoring, and volunteer coordination with the

Volunteers in Service to America Volunteer Program. 

In the spring of 2005, Slusser received an M.S. in natural

resources from the university’s National Capital Region campus

under director David Trauger. He has a bachelor’s degree in busi-

ness administration from the University of Maryland.

His new position is funded through a grant Trauger received from

the Chesapeake Bay Program by the Virginia Department of

Conservation and Recreation. 

Director of the Capital
Region’s Natural Resources
Program David Trauger (left)
and Potomac Watershed
field coordinator Bob
Slusser.

Hosner Sets World Record
Former director of the university’s School of Forestry (now the College of Natural Resources) John Hosner, who still

comes daily into his office in Cheatham Hall, has set another world running record. At 81 years old he competed in the

2006 USA Track and Field Southeast Region Masters at Duke University, Durham, N.C., May 7. Setting the world record for

the 80-84 age group for the mile run, Hosner ran the mile at 7 minutes, 36 seconds, beating the world record that had

been 7 minutes, 51 seconds. Hosner has had numerous U.S. road racing records for distances between 5000 meters to

the half-marathon, 13.1 miles.
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COLLEGE NEWS

Judith Araman has recently been named the college’s

recruitment and career coordinator. “I’m first and

foremost a recruiter for the college and I have plans

to meet with all the department heads to discuss

what they need done specifically for their recruitment

needs,” stated Araman. 

Araman also works as a liaison between the depart-

ments and Career Services to help students find

internships, co-ops, and future employment. 

She will focus on recruitment for the college by tar-

geting freshman university studies majors and their

parents during summer orientation as well as

throughout the academic year. She will recruit at

majors fairs, university open houses, youth summer

camps on campus, summer Governor’s Schools, and

Virginia community colleges. 

“I hope we can build bridges with other recruiters on

campus so that the process can become a shared

experience,” Araman said.

Araman enters this position after seven years of

advising experience in University Studies and two

years' experience in recruiting for the Department

of Wood Science and Forest Products.

College Welcomes
New Recruitment And
Career Coordinator

STUDENT NOTES

Several local industries provided students in the lum-

ber manufacturing and drying course with valuable

field experiences this past year. The course, which is a

requirement for wood science and forest products

undergraduate students, involves teaching students

about the raw material characteristics, management

techniques, and production methods used in the man-

ufacturing of hardwood and softwood lumber.

Four businesses donated their time and facilities

to the students of the course. Allegheny Wood

Products of Princeton, W.Va., provided students

with the opportunity to observe how hardwood

logs are graded, sorted, and sawn into lumber.

Students then were able to see how material qual-

ity impacted each piece processed. “This showed

students the complexity of manufacturing,” 

explained Brian Bond, assistant professor of wood

science and forest products.

The class also visited Bonds Logging of Narrows,

Va., where students participated in a log scaling

exercise and estimated the volume of lumber to

be produced from each log. The students then

went to Turman’s Sawmill in Radford, Va., for a log

grading exercise. Indicators of external defects

and size measurements were used to determine

the log’s value.

For the drying portion of the course, Musser

Lumber Sales in Rural Retreat, Va., gave students

a tour of its custom drying operations so they

could see their course material applied to the

actual procedures used in drying hardwood

lumber. 

“We all appreciated the experiences these opera-

tions provided, and we look forward to working

with them again next year,” commented course

instructor Bond. If anyone in the industry is inter-

ested in assisting with the class, please contact

him at (540) 231-8752 or bbond@vt.edu.

Forest products students in
the lumber manufacturing and
drying course learned on-site
at numerous companies. 

Local Industries Teach Lumber Manufacturing

Two graduate students in the college were presented

two of the six university-wide Waste Policy Institute

(WPI) Fellowship Awards for their thesis or disserta-

tion research.

Cristina Siegel-Issem is a forestry Ph.D. student

doing research on the effects of soil compaction

caused by forest harvest and management opera-

tions on soil and forest health. She is interested in

soil-plant relationships, particularly root growth as a

predictor of forest soil productivity, and is developing

models for tree growth for different species in

National Forests in Missouri, Mississippi, and

California. Siegel-Issem also earned her M.S. degree

in forestry through the college. In addition to her

research she is building a solar-powered home and

drives a biodiesel-powered automobile. Other honors

include the Best Paper Award from the Soil Science

Society of America.

Amy Villamagna is a fisheries and wildlife science

Ph.D. student interested in international conserva-

tion management and is researching the impact of

nutrient pollution and water hyacinth on water quali-

ty and sustainability in Mexico. Villamagna is inter-

ested in increasing the understanding of the

response of ecological communities at different lev-

els in lakes to environment and control efforts. In

addition to this fellowship Villamagna was named

the Ford Foundation Fellow, and the International

Lake Conservation Fellow. She also earned the Best

Paper Award at the 2005 National Water Research

Symposium.

WPI is a non-profit organization affiliated with the

university from 1989-2005. It provided environmen-

tal science and engineering services to government

agencies and private businesses. Proceeds from

grants were used to establish an endowment in the

Office of the Vice President for Research to make

student awards.

Fellowships Awarded To Two Students
Interested In Environmental Stewardship

Forestry Ph.D. student
Cristina Siegel-Issem

Fisheries and wildlife Ph.D.
student Amy Villamanga
peers through binoculars
as she studies the wildlife
of Lake Chapala, Mexico,
for her dissertation.



STUDENT NOTES

College benefactor Jean Short was granted the
Keystone Contributor Award from the Forest
Landowner Foundation (FLF) at the 65th Annual
Forest Landowners Conference in San Antonio, Texas,
this past April. The award is in recognition of the
many years of contributions to the FLF and the long-
term support of the foundation’s scholarship program. 

Short currently resides in Clarksville, Va., where she
plays an active role in the management of several
timber farms she owns throughout Southside
Virginia. Short is also on the advisory board for the
400th annual celebration of Jamestown as well as a
lifetime member of the Wild Turkey Federation. In
2000 Short was awarded an honorary doctorate
degree from Randolph-Macon College in Ashland,
Va., in recognition of her contributions to the field of
forestry and wildlife preservation. 

Short is the widow of the late Shelton Short III. They
endowed a forestry professorship currently held by
John Seiler, who is known for his dendrology class
and online tree identification
(http://www.cnr.vt.edu/dendro/dendrology/
main.htm).

Short Named
Keystone Contributor
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Somatic Embryo

Arbor Day Celebrated
With Local Elementary School
Six students from the college’s urban forestry program coordinated an educational program for 30 first-grade students

from Harding Avenue Elementary in Blacksburg this past spring in recognition of Arbor Day. 

The program was planned, designed and presented as a class project for the urban forest management and policy

course taught by assistant professor of forestry, Eric Wiseman. The goal of the project was to give the college students

real-world experience with an educational program and the elementary students hands-on learning about urban

forestry. The project included a Johnny Appleseed presentation, arts and craft session, tree planting ceremony of a

sugar maple, and a gift of a white pine seedling for each student.

“All the kids were very excited and I believe that it was a valuable experience for them,” said Alexis Alvey, master’s

candidate in forestry.

Harding Avenue Elementary students plant a Sugar Maple
tree with the assistance of urban forestry students.

Pallet And
Container
Scholarship
Announced

The National Wooden Pallet and

Container Association (NWPCA) Board of

Directors has recently approved a new

scholarship for the wood science and for-

est products department. Students in the

college concentrating in the packaging

science option are eligible for the

$10,000 award. 

The university houses the only research facility in the

nation dedicated completely to pallets and containers.

The William H. Sardo Jr. Pallet and Container 

Research Laboratory offers comprehensive research 

and development, technical assistance, and educa-

tional programs related to packaging science.

College Remembers Life-Time Friend 
In June former Virginia legislator Earl Dickinson passed away. In 2001 he was given the Friend of the College Award

because he played a major role in the development of the college while serving 30 years in the House of Delegates. He

helped complete the support of the college’s Brooks Forest Products Center and was instrumental in funding a number

of faculty positions necessary for the college to expand.

"It was a real privilege to know Earl Dickinson.” said John Hosner, retired director of the college’s earlier program. "He

was a true southern gentleman in the finest sense of the word. I can say without reservation that our current university

program would not be what it is today without his continued support over the years. His support also was critical in the

establishment of a separate College of Forestry and Wildlife Resources – what is now the College of Natural Resources

at Virginia Tech and the only one of its kind in the entire state.”

FACULTY BREIFS

Trauger Wins Award 
David Trauger, director of the university’s National

Capital Region’s Natural Resources Program since

2001, received the Chairman’s Award for Professional

Service to the Foundation from the Renewable

Natural Resources Foundation (RNRF). Trauger won

the award to honor his leadership and support of the

foundation’s purposes and activities. 

In 2000 while working in the U.S. Geological Survey’s

(USGS) Biological Resources Division, Trauger became

involved with the RNRF. He served as a representative

on the program committee for RNRF’s 2000 Congress

on Promoting Sustainability in the 21st Century. He 

also served as the chairman of the RNRF Washington

Roundtable on Public Policy and the Committee on

Program Development. 

In 2003 Trauger headed a review of the relationship

between economic development and wildlife conser-

vation for the Wildlife Society. He has worked as a

wildlife research biologist in the Northern Prairie

Wildlife Research Center in North Dakota. When he

retired from executive service he was chief of the

Division of Wildlife Research for the U.S. Fish and

Wildlife Service in Washington, D.C. 

Trauger, who also holds an appointment as a profes-

sor of fisheries and wildlife sciences in the college,

served on the department’s advisory board for a num-

ber of years. 

The National Capital Region’s Natural Resources

Program has grown significantly since Trauger has

been the director. The program now teaches 100 stu-

dents and the graduate school has increased the

budget to hire more faculty members and postdoctor-

al fellows.

Speaking to a group of friends and alumni of the college, wood sci-
ence and forest products professor and director of the William H.
Sardo Jr. Pallet and Container Research Laboratory Mark White gives
an overview of the global significance of pallets.
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FACULTY BREIFS CNR

All the wood science and forest products faculty and
staff participated in a retreat this summer at Pipestem
State Park in West Virginia. Department head Paul
Winistorfer said, “This is the most capable and dedicated
group of individuals working toward creating and dissem-
inating knowledge about wood, forest products, and their
utilization in North America.” L – R, front row: Christian
Heinemann, Paul Winistorfer, Chip Frazier, Tom
Hammett, Dan Cumbo, John Koo Hann, Kenny Albert,
Rick Caudill; middle row: Bob Wright, Angela Riegel, Bob
Bush, Debbie Garnand, Linda Caudill, Bonnie Maccubbin,
Audrey Zink-Sharp, Maren Roman, Bob Smith; back row:
Will Pfeil, Brian Bond, Geza Ifju, Bob Youngs, Peter
Hamner, Mark White, David Jones, Zhangjing Chen, Dan
Hindman, Phil Araman, Joe Loferski, Scott Renneckar,
Jim Fuller, and Earl Kline.

Wood Science And Forest Products
Retreat To West Virginia

RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT

Switchgrass Could Profit Farmers
Jeff Waldon, executive director of the college’s
Conservation Management Institute, joined other renew-
able energy experts this past spring for a conference in
Danville, Va., at the Institute for Advanced Learning and
Research. They gathered to discuss the possibility of an ini-
tiative in Virginia that would pay farmers to grow switch-
grass to be used to co-fire with coal in producing electricity. 

Waldon said, “With the reduction in tobacco acreage, and
the instability of other crops, farm profitability has been
declining for some time. A new crop that is locally grown
and utilized would help farmers and rural communities in
Southside Virginia.”

Research on co-firing has been ongoing since the 1970’s,
but only recently has the price of coal made co-firing eco-
nomically possible. In other states, municipality and indus-
trial applications are considering co-firing to reduce fuel oil
and natural gas purchases. 

If successful, this initiative would reduce emissions, reduce
runoff from fields, produce wildlife habitat, and help
address global warming. Burning as much as 20 percent
switchgrass with coal was found to significantly reduce sul-
fur, nitrogen, and mercury. Switchgrass also captures more
carbon than is used in the co-firing process – greatly reduc-
ing carbon dioxide, a major contributor to global warming.

Conservation
Management
Institute executive
director Jeff Waldon
speaks before
renewable energy
experts at the
Institute for
Advanced Learning
and Research in
Danville, Va.

Experts believe that using switchgrass as a source of
energy in co-firing would not only have environmental
benefits, but would also offer greater income potential
to farmers than the sale of hay.

INTERNATIONAL CROSSINGS

MMoonnddaayy,,  SSeepptteemmbbeerr  1111,,  22000066,

American Fisheries Society

136th Annual Meeting

7-9 p.m., site TBA,

Lake Placid, NY

MMoonnddaayy,,  SSeepptteemmbbeerr  2255,,  22000066,,

The Wildlife Society

13th Annual Conference,

6-8 p.m., Lupine Room,

Anchorage, Alaska

TThhuurrssddaayy,,  OOccttoobbeerr  2266,,  22000066,,

Society of American Foresters

2006 National Convention,

6-9 p.m., site TBA,

Pittsburgh, PA

TTuueessddaayy,,  NNoovveemmbbeerr  77,,  22000066,,

60th Annual Conference of the Southeastern

Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (SEAFWA),

5-6:30 p.m., site TBA,

Norfolk, VA

Contact: pfoutz@vt.edu

Upcoming Alumni And
Friends Receptions

Scholar Martini
Visits From Syria
“The college was delighted to host Ghalia Martini, a visit-
ing scholar from Syria’s Aleppo University this past
year,” said forestry department head Harold Burkhart.
Martini assisted the forestry department’s research on
the effects of fire on plant biodiversity. She collected
data in the Appalachian Mountains with the help of
forestry professor, Shepard Zedaker, his students, and
his assistant, senior laboratory specialist Meral Jackson.

“My acceptance as a Fulbright Scholar came as a great
surprise,” Martini stated. “I was surfing on the Internet

when I came across the application and decided to
apply on a whim.” Despite Martini’s hesitation to leave
her family for nine months, she applied and was one of
four applicants out of 400 chosen to be a Fulbright
Scholar.

The Fulbright program, sponsored by the U.S. State
Department, gives faculty and professionals the oppor-
tunity to study, teach, or conduct research abroad.
Martini praised the program for allowing herself and her
family the opportunity to visit America and meet with
fellow Fulbright Scholars from all over the world.

Martini said, “Dr. Burkhart made the strongest impres-
sion on me when I was choosing which university to
work with. I want to thank him and the college faculty
for their invitation and kindness, the Fulbright founda-
tion for the opportunity, and Aleppo University for allow-
ing me nine months’ leave to work in Blacksburg.”
Zedaker and his family took in Martini for four months
during her stay.

Martini’s husband and three children came to visit for
the last part of her stay. Her youngest son, Iyad, nine,
attended Kipp’s Elementary and Harding Avenue
Elementary schools while in town. Her daughter, Joud,
15, enjoyed being in Blacksburg and having the opportu-
nity to learn about different cultures with local friends.
Amir, 21, studied pharmacology and assisted Virginia

Tech with cancer research on dogs and horses. Martini’s
husband, Majdeddin Sayed Issa, professor of agricultur-
al economics in their homeland Syria, had the opportu-
nity to work with Virginia Tech’s George Norton, profes-
sor of agricultural and applied economics. 

Martini noted many differences between Syrian and
American culture. She pointed out, for example, that
married Syrian women don’t change their names. She
was also surprised by how different the education sys-
tem is. “In Syria,” Martini explained, “it’s very difficult to
get into a university. You have to be above the 90th per-
centile in your class. If you want to study dentistry, medi-
cine, or pharmacology, you have to be above 98.” She
said that in Syria one must work hard to get the same
opportunities one has in America, whether pursuing
education or obtaining a job. She encouraged students
here to take advantage of the opportunities they have in
front of them.

Martini was excited to return to Syria because she
missed her students, classes, family, and parents. But
she’ll also miss Blacksburg, the friends she’s made
here, and the opportunity she’s had to learn about dif-
ferent cultures and share her own.  

“Everything is beautiful here,” Martini said. “There are
nice people in Syria just like in Blacksburg. It is also
beautiful there, but it is a different kind of beauty.”
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INTERNATIONAL CROSSINGS CNR

Professor of forestry and
associate dean of outreach
Jim Johnson is recognized
worldwide for his work
with various educational
programs in forestry.

Associate Dean Committed To
International Service

Professor of forestry and the college’s associate dean of outreach, Jim Johnson

has recently been honored with the International Service Award through the

Association of Natural Resource Extension Professionals (ANREP). The award is 

given in recognition of contributions made to international natural resource

extension programming including planning, design, delivery, and evaluation of

programs in other countries. 

Johnson has published over 150 extension publications, scientific papers, and

technical articles. He has also conducted research, lectured, and consulted in

over 20 different countries around the world. His professional work as well as

his commitment to providing leadership for the International Union of Forest

Research Organization’s Extension Working Party for the past 10 years earned

him the award.

Johnson has been working on a sustainable forestry project in Bolivia and pro-

viding training to staff members at the Bolivian Research Institute to advance

their research skills in tropical forestry. Other faculty members from the col-

lege are also working in Bolivia on projects involving reduced-impact logging,

community forestry, wood technology, and forest products marketing. 

Johnson will be leaving the college this summer to become the associate dean

of extended education in the College of Forestry at Oregon State University. 

ALUMNI UPDATE

Foutz Named
New Alumni Director

In her new role as director of alumni relations for the

college, Patty Foutz serves the Virginia Tech Alumni

Association as well as acts as liaison for several

alumni chapters, and plans alumni and friends events

at various conferences for the college’s four depart-

ments. In the fall, Foutz will be working with Virginia

Tech Special Events on the dedication of Latham Hall

– the new agriculture and natural resources research

facility.  She will be responsible for coordinating

homecoming, and the mudbass tournament held at

the campus duck pond in the spring, plus the first

“Summer Around the Drillfield” event scheduled for

summer 2007. She also works closely with the col-

lege’s alumni board and oversees all alumni informa-

tion on the college website. 

Foutz began her career at Virginia Tech in 1976 when

she joined the Department of Computer Science and

became assistant department head in 1981. She

eventually became director of Cooperative Education

for the university. Later she joined the Department of

Statistics and became Director of University

Programs and Services for the Southwest Virginia

Extended Campus in Abingdon, Va. In 2003, she

retired from the university, but has returned part time

with Alumni Relations. 

Geography Alumnus
Crawford Commended
By Virginia Legislators

Jim Crawford, who earned his master’s degree in

geography in 1995, was recently commended by the

Virginia General Assembly for his 2005 documentary

Down in the Old Belt: Voices from the Tobacco South.

During the winter session at the state Capitol,

Crawford was recognized for his “outstanding” depic-

tion of the cultural and economic changes affecting

the Old Belt region of Southside Virginia. 

Crawford’s film explores the history and culture of

tobacco in the Old Belt through interviews and the

oral histories of 26 tobacco-farming families.

Crawford’s film has been shown across Virginia at a

variety of venues including the Southside communi-

ties of Danville and South Boston. 

New Alumni
Director Patty
Foutz

EXTENSION AND OUTREACH

Master Naturalist Program
Formed Through Extensive Partnerships

The college is partnering with the university’s College of Agriculture and Life Sciences,

Virginia Cooperative Extension, Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries, Virginia

Department of Conservation and Recreation, Virginia Department of Forestry, and the Virginia

Museum of Natural History to facilitate a grassroots effort called the Master Naturalist

Program. This new partnership trains volunteers statewide who are interested in working in

their communities to improve the natural environment and educate their neighbors. 

Coordinator of the program Michelle Prysby said, “My goal is to recruit, train, and inform

groups of volunteers in educating citizens on natural resources.” Although the university’s

forestry department hosts the program, Prysby works out of the Virginia Cooperative

Extension office in Charlottesville, Va.

“The Master Naturalist Program is all about citizen participation, and we are honored to serve

as the home for such a program,” said Harold Burkhart, head of the forestry department for

the college, who oversees the coordinator office. 

Virginia’s Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (DGIF) anticipates that Master

Naturalist volunteers will provide valuable assistance to the agency on a wide range of

projects ranging from population censuses and habitat restoration to interpretive pro-

grams and site enhancements along its Birding and Wildlife Trail. “Most importantly,”

added David Whitehurst, DGIF’s Wildlife Diversity Division director, “Master Naturalists

will become better-informed citizens who will promote the value

of conserving the Commonwealth’s wildlife and the natural

resources on which they and all Virginians depend.”

Master naturalist training
takes place in the great

Virginia outdoors.
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College of Natural Resources

College Offers
Innovative Doctorate
Program
Beginning this fall the college will offer the

nation’s first Ph.D. program in geospatial and

environmental analysis. Geospatial analysis

involves the use of Geographic Information

Systems (GIS), the Global Positioning System

(GPS), remote sensing, and imagery analysis.

“Geospatial analysis provides a valuable frame-

work to explore a broad range of contemporary

natural resource and environmental issues

related to forestry, fisheries, wildlife, human

health, and population growth,” stated Larry

Grossman, head of the geography department. 

According to a recent report by the U.S.

Department of Labor, geospatial technology is

one of the three most important emerging

fields for the U.S. economy. Additionally, a

report by the Virginia Geographic Information

Network (VGIN) revealed the extensive use of

geospatial tools by Virginia’s agencies involved

in natural resources. Grossman explained, “This

interdisciplinary doctoral program is designed to

meet one of the great challenges of the 21st

century – the sustainable management and

conservation of natural resources.”

This digital elevation map of
Virginia is created using GIS,
a widely used component
of geospatial analysis.

Associate professor of forestry Steve Prisley has

been named the director of the university’s Center

for Geospatial Information Technology (CGIT). CGIT

conducts geospatially-related research for federal

and state agencies and private business and pro-

vides expertise in GIS and GPS applications to the

university community. 

Prisley explained that CGIT research has included

flood plain management, facilities management,

watershed management, and hazard mitigation.

New areas of research this past year were geospa-

tial intelligence and homeland security. 

CGIT also supports the work of other faculty mem-

bers and graduate students by providing computing

resources, software, and full-time expertise. In addi-

tion to the forestry, civil and environmental engineer-

ing, and geography departments, affiliated faculty

members come from many different departments

throughout the university. "Our affiliated faculty

demonstrate the interdisciplinary nature of the cen-

ter," said Prisley.

Prisley earned all of his degrees in forestry at

Virginia Tech and has worked as a GIS manager for

15 years before returning to the university in 1999.

Prisley Named Geospatial Director 

Forestry associate
professor and director of
the Center for Geospatial
Information Technology
(CGIT) Steve Prisley (left)
works with a student
on a GIS project.
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Storm Chasers
The Department of Geography now offers a special studies course geared

toward forecasting, intercepting, and analyzing severe storms and tornados.

In May, nine high school and college students and the course’s instructors,

known as the storm-chase team, left on a two-week tour to trace weather

patterns across the Great Plains. With the help of forecast model data, real

surface data, and GPS, the team was able to experience first-hand the formation

and severity of thunderstorms and tornados throughout the region.

Storm-chasers observe a rapidly rotating wall cloud
of a tornado-warned supercell over the open farm lands of
Central Illinois, as tornado sirens sounded in the background.


