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Chapter One  

Introduction 

Background and Setting  

 In every job sector there is a cycle of new people coming in as others retire to keep 

production from slowing down. The agriculture industry is subject to the same cycle to keep 

producing enough food for the world, but fewer new farmers are coming in and more are retiring. 

Since 1992, the USDA has been providing assistance to beginning farmers due to concern over 

the rising age of farmers (Ahearn & Newton, 2009). Beginning farmer and rancher program 

development has increased across the United States of America since the mid-2000s as 

educators, farmers and researchers continue to take advantage of the assistance offered by the 

USDA (Niewolny & Lillard, 2010). The Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition 

within Virginia Cooperative Extension began in 2010 and has been growing and evolving since 

to address this and similar concerns. 

 The mission of the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition Program 

(VBFRCP), also referred to as the Coalition in this paper, and several other beginning farmer 

programs around the country, is to improve the opportunities available to beginning farmers and 

ranchers so that they may establish and sustain agricultural operations (Niewolny & Lillard, 

2010). The Coalition is unique from other beginning farmer and rancher efforts across the 

country in that there is a diverse network of stakeholders that makes up the Coalition. The 

stakeholders are non-governmental organizations, Virginia Tech and Virginia State University 

(Virginia Land Grant universities), Virginia Cooperative Extension, farmers and local, state and 

federal government (Benson, Niewolny & Rudd, 2014).  VBFRCP offers Whole Farm Planning 
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curriculum, which was developed collaboratively and now delivered with both experiential 

learning and classroom methods (Niewolny, 2016). 

 A farm mentor network is another aspect of the Coalition that intends to provide an 

informal educational opportunity for beginning farmers to learn from experienced farmers 

(Benson, Niewolny & Rudd, 2014). This mentoring network has evolved from a one on one 

match making experience led by farm mentor coordinators in three regions of Virginia 

(Southwest, Central and Northern) to informal learning- networking with a community of new 

farmer peers (Niewolny, 2016). The National Family Farm Coalition surveyed mentoring 

programs and found that creating opportunities for informal networking was the most successful 

strategy for mentoring over direct pairings (Mills-Nova, 2011). One model of this informal 

networking and peer learning that has been successful is the work of Kelli Scott, a Virginia 

Cooperative Extension Agent and Coalition partner in Southwest Virginia, in her facilitation of 

twilight farm tours for beginning farmers.  

The Coalition has adapted to fit the specific needs of beginning farmers in the regions in 

which they are located. Around the state and country, new farmers have identified roadblocks 

they face and are in need of conquering that can be generalized but will vary from location to 

location. Since our food system depends on highly productive, well managed farmland being 

conserved by existing farmers and transferred over to new farmers along with a transfer of 

expertise and capital, beginning farmers need specific programming for a stable start (Johnson et 

al, 2001).  

Statement of the Problem 

 According to the United States Department of Agriculture 2012 Census of Agriculture, 

the average age of farm operators has been increasing over the past thirty years, the average age 
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was 50.5 in 1982 (Tauer, 2017) and as of 2012, that age is 58.3 years old (USDA NASS, 2014). 

The world population is expected to continue to grow and the Food and Agriculture Organization 

(FAO) explains that the population projections show that “feeding a world population of 9.1 

billion people in 2050 would require raising overall food production by some 70 percent between 

2005/07 and 2050” (FAO, 2009, P.2). With the age of farmers rising and production needs 

increasing, the need to encourage and support new producers is evident. Currently, there is 

widespread training and educational programming in agriculture, but the focus of those programs 

is not always beginning farmer education (Niewolny & Lillard, 2010). Not only are there new 

farmers coming into the industry needing support, some existing farmers are switching to, or 

adding, a new enterprise to fill niches and need assistance with their transition to a new 

enterprise (Meyer, Hunter, Katchova, Lvett, Thilmany, Sullins, and Card, 2011). While there are 

multiple partners within the VBFRCP actively working around the state, the author identified a 

growing need for this programming to be brought to the Greater Richmond area. 

 The counties surrounding Richmond have experienced significant growth in the past 

decade, where population increased by 14.44% between 2000 and 2010 with an additional 

13.22% growth expected by 2020 (Virginia Employment Commission, 2017). With this growth 

came a loss of farmland to commercial development and a bevy of off farm job opportunities. 

Residents of the urban areas have a demand for local foods in their food system. This is evident 

through grocery stores such as Wegmans who advertise supporting local farmers as well as 

Ellwood Thompsons and Little House Green Grocery.  In 2016, National Geographic named 

Richmond, VA as one of the top food destination in the world and details several local food 

destinations (Society, N.G, n.d.).  



 

4 

 

This created a unique mix of multi-generational farms and new farmers in the same 

localities. To sustain both the rural characteristics of the Greater Richmond area and food 

production, there needed to be specific programming for these new producers. Connecting these 

new producers with the wisdom and community of the existing farmers is crucial to preserve the 

existing wealth of knowledge. Thus creating the need for a community-learning network with 

beginning farmers, established farm leaders and agriculture stakeholders.  

Significance of the Problem 

 Across the United States of America, there are twice as many farmers retiring as new 

farmers are starting (Johnson et al, 2001). At the same time, there is a demand for local foods 

and niche market products that new farmers can fill. The United States Department of 

Agriculture has reported an eight percent increase in direct market sales from 2007 to 2012 

(USDA-NASS, 2014). Seventy percent of the producers selling directly were established farmers 

with ten or more years of experience, leaving thirty percent of direct marketing producers to be 

beginning farmers (USDA-NASS, 2014). Virginia is in the top ten states for sales in direct 

consumer sales (USDA NASS, 2014). In Chesterfield, Goochland, Hanover and Powhatan alone 

there are at least sixteen farmers markets and Community Supported Agriculture (CSAs) 

(VDACS, n.d.). These demands could prove to be challenging to meet without new farmers and 

ranchers coming into the industry with the education and support needed to start a farm or ranch, 

or established farmers adding a new enterprise to their existing operation.  

The counties targeted for this project were Chesterfield, Goochland, Hanover and 

Powhatan; the United States Department of Agriculture Census reveals that, combined, these 

counties have experienced a decrease of 90 farms between 2007 and 2012 (USDA-NASS, 2012). 

The land in farms in these counties has decreased by a combined 5,919 acres from 2007 to 2012 
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(USDA-NASS, 2012). Hanover and Powhatan are the only two counties out of the four where 

the acreage of land in farms has increased from 2007 to 2012 (USDA-NASS, 2012). The data 

does not provide an explanation for the increase in acreage of farms; a possible explanation 

could be an increase in farms reporting to the census or farms expanding by buying vacant 

farmland in the area. The 2013 Goochland Virginia Cooperative Extension Situation Analysis 

(Crews et al, 2015) includes a citizen explaining, “We need educated farmers with up to the 

minute alternative agriculture training to pass this on to the youth who inherit or purchase the 

property. Additionally, this will affect consumers of food in the area, and businesses associated 

with food production. Land and youth and wisdom of elders is not dispensable” (p.5). Beginning 

farmers and ranchers in the Greater Richmond Area needed exposure to this programming to 

increase their knowledge and skills to be successful in the industry. 

Purpose of the Project 

 The purpose of this project was to develop a local learning network to fit the needs of 

beginning farmers in a portion of the Greater Richmond Area and determine its short-term 

outcomes. The Greater Richmond Area consists of the following counties: Amelia, Caroline, 

Charles City, Chesterfield, Dinwiddie, Hanover, Henrico, Goochland, King William, New Kent, 

Powhatan, Prince George and Sussex Counties. Chesterfield, Hanover, Goochland and Powhatan 

were the main areas of focus. Development of the learning network began with identifying 

beginning farmer and ranchers in those counties through local Virginia Cooperative Extension 

(VCE) Agriculture and Natural Resources (ANR) Extension Agents and other stakeholders such 

as Virginia Soil and Water Conservation Districts, Farm Service Agency and Farm Credit. 

Established farmers who could serve as informal mentors to beginning farmers and ranchers 

were identified through the same method. The identified established farmers are invited to 
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participate in events with the learning network to form connections with the beginning farmers 

and build bridges between the established and beginning farmer communities.  

 The local Extension offices were already providing educational programming to 

producers in their localities. However, these producers were primarily established farmers who 

are continuing their education to better their practices. A survey conducted in Iowa noted that 

beginning farmer and ranchers are looking to Extension for programming (Trede & Whitaker, 

2000). Based on personal discussions with local agents, Virginia beginning farmers are also 

looking to VCE to provide them with educational opportunities and resources. The Greater 

Richmond program, which was created because of this program development project, serves as a 

way to hold programs specifically geared for beginning farmers and ranchers. The beginning 

farmer input guides the direction of the programming, along with support from established 

farmers in an informal mentoring capacity, to create a community-learning network. This 

approach involved meeting with the beginning farmers by first offering the Virginia Whole Farm 

Planning Module 1: Introduction to Whole Farm Planning workshop and conducting a needs 

assessment with the participants. 

Project Objectives 

The objectives for this project were to (1) develop a comprehensive beginning farmer, 

established farmer and stakeholder matrix; (2) connect beginning farmer and ranchers with 

Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition programming as well as established farmers to 

create a community learning network; (3) develop a plan of action with the beginning farmer 

participants based on their needs assessment; and to (4) evaluate short term outcomes of this 

programming.  
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Definition of Terms 

ANR- Agriculture and Natural Resources  

BFR- Beginning Farmer and Rancher  

Community Learning Network- A group of agriculture minded individuals who attend 

educational programming together and can call on one another to share their expertise in an 

informal mentoring capacity.  

Established Farm Leader- A farmer who is familiar with Extension programming and possesses a 

desire to help the next generation of farmers.  

Project- The events being evaluated to inform and develop a program for Greater Richmond 

beginning farmers. These events include two whole farm planning classes, a needs assessment 

and action plan. 

Program- The on-going work that will result from the project. 

SET- Social Exchange Theory  

USDA- United States Department of Agriculture  

USDA-NIFA- United States Department of Agriculture National Institute of Food and 

Agriculture 

VBFRCP- Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition Program 

VCE- Virginia Cooperative Extension  

Limitations of the Project  

 One of the limiting factors in this program development project was the uncertainty in the 

number of both urban and rural beginning farmer and ranchers in the Greater Richmond Area 

who would commit to attending programs within the VBFRCP. To maximize attendance of these 

project events current contacts of beginning farmers, solicitations in local newspapers, social 
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media outlets and Extension newsletters were utilized. Beginning farmers have consistently 

noted that they prefer verbal and hands-on methods of learning to print sources (Trede & 

Whitaker, 1998).  With that learning style in mind, the class size was limited to a size of 

approximately 30 individuals, where hands-on learning was feasible.  

Basic Assumptions 

 A basic assumption of this program was that all participants would be over the age of 18 

with a goal of either starting a farm or ranch or sustaining their operation that is less than 10 

years old. Another assumption was that all the Greater Richmond Area VCE ANR Agents, 

community stakeholders and VBFRC partners would be willing to promote the program.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

9 

 

Chapter Two 

Review of Literature  

There are Beginning Farmer and Rancher (BFR) programs throughout the United States. 

In Virginia alone, there are several active programs, including programs at Virginia State 

University and in Southwest and Northern Virginia. I have expanded this program into the 

Greater-Richmond area working with area beginning farmer to create a community learning 

network. 

Why the Beginning Farmers  

 By USDA definition, a beginning farmer is someone who has been operating a farm or 

ranch for 10 years or less as a sole operator or working with those who have also been operating 

a farm or ranch for 10 years or less (Ahearn & Newton 2009). Per Ahearn and Newton (2009), 

the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) has been providing assistance specifically 

to beginning farmers since 1992 because of the rising age of farmers and concern rising from the 

agricultural community about the next generation. In the past 23 years, assistance has increased 

and diversified to match the constantly growing and changing industry. Past legislation has 

contained detailed support for beginning farmers, such as the 2014 Farm Bill. The 2014 Farm 

Bill increased funding for the Beginning Farmers and Ranchers Development Program from $75 

million in 2008 to $100 million in 2014 (USDA, 2014). The 2014 Farm Bill also, “Increases 

access to capital and supports crop insurance and risk management tools, including reducing crop 

insurance premiums during the first 5 years of farming” (USDA, 2014, p.2). 

 A diverse group of educators, farmers and researchers have been utilizing the resources 

created by innovative programs since the mid-2000s as evident by the growing beginning farmer 

and rancher developments (Niewolny & Lillard, 2010). Niewolny and Lillard (2010) outlined the 
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ebbs and flow of financial and policy support along with programming efforts across the state. 

There is widespread training and educational programs in agriculture, but the focus on adults 

who want to start farming is limited.  

Supporting beginning farmers and ranchers is also important for the future of our food 

system. The food system in the United States of America is dependent on farmland being 

conserved and transferred to new farmers with the training, tools and resources in place to 

support long-term farm viability. In this transfer of land, there is also the dependency on 

expertise and viability to be handed down (Johnson et al, 2001). For this transfer to occur, new 

farmers and established farmers need to be connected, which is the main goal of this specific 

program being developed, and a key component of other BFR initiatives. The study done by 

Johnson et al (2001), also showed that new farmers require different types of programming than 

their established counterparts.  

Although the educational programs already offered through Extension and other services 

can be beneficial to this group of individuals, the subject matter often assumes the attendees have 

the experience under their belts to transfer what they have learned to their specific operation. The 

typical producer attending the Goochland and Chesterfield Extension programs have already 

established themselves (farming for more than 10 years) and are striving to reach or maintain 

their version of sustainability for their operation. One cannot assume that all beginning farmers 

are coming from a farming background or education, thus program development, design and 

delivery mechanisms are needed which address varying levels of experience. 

Common Needs of the Beginning Farmer 

 Sustainability was a buzzword in our society that has become a common theme and goal. 

While there are many interpretations of what sustainability means, the definition in this project 
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was the ability to exist into the future without depleting necessary resources such as time, 

money, or environmental resources but it is expected to vary for individuals (Pretty, 1995). For a 

beginning farmer, economic and environmental sustainability could be a make it or break it 

component to their start. One of the biggest challenges to overcome for beginning farmers is 

financial sustainability (Ahearn & Newton, 2009). Networking is also a common need for 

beginning farmers. Many people in the agriculture community work full time jobs in addition to 

trying to start their farm , resulting in time constraints which limit investment in network 

development. New farmer networking groups can strengthen the community and share 

experiences (Johnson et al, 2001). Land acquisition is a hardship for many people starting in the 

industry and the cost of land alone can be prohibitive (Meyer, Hunter, Katchova, Lvett, 

Thilmany, Sullins, and Card, 2011). Johnson et al (2001) explains that marketing can also be an 

area in which beginning farmers and ranchers commonly need aid. Understanding the different 

opportunities offered by direct and indirect market channels, which livestock/produce sales to 

participate in, and accurately estimating the costs of marketing can be overwhelming when 

starting.  

 The needs referenced above appear to be common subjects where help has been 

requested across the country and can serve as a basis of what programming to prepare initially. 

The needs assessment conducted by the VBFRC team in 2014 confirmed these needs in the 

commonwealth of Virginia. The top five priority needs for Virginia beginning farmers were 

financial record keeping, business planning, nutrient management and soil health, weed/pest and 

disease management as well as assessing and selecting market options (Benson, Niewolny & 

Rudd, 2014). The specific needs of the beginning farmers and ranchers in the Greater Richmond 

area were determined when the group was formed through a guided needs assessment discussion. 
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As noted by Meyer, Hunter, Katchova, Lvett, Thilmany, Sullins, and Card (2011), niches in 

localities can develop causing some established farmers to begin an entirely new enterprise and 

beginning farmers to appear to fill the niche but it might not be a typical area of need for 

beginning farmers across the industry. With these common needs in mind, the Greater Richmond 

BFRC Program is participant driven to focus on their needs and create a mentoring program in 

the form of a community learning network to address them.     

Mentoring to Address Needs 

 Based on personal work experience, it has become evident that members of the 

agriculture community largely prefer to learn through hand on work and their peers rather than 

reading documents. The study by Trede and Whitaker (1998) confirms that the same learning 

preference will exist for beginning farmers as they have consistently preferred verbal methods of 

learning over print services. A group of Missouri beginning farmers and ranchers found success 

in a representative farm model. They had several representative farms from across the state with 

a panel of at least four established producers to help the beginning farmers’ access risk and 

finances. (Zimmel & Wilcox, 2011). While their model is virtual, the same concept can be 

transferred to an informal mentoring program. Beginning farmers and ranchers were introduced 

to more experienced individuals who can work with them, in real time, to see the risks and 

discuss finances with them.   

USDA- NIFA (2012) and Barbercheck et al (2009) refer to the significant number of 

women who are beginning farmers. To make sure these women feel welcome in a male dominant 

field, established female farmers are invited to events as they may better relate to each other. 

Johnson, et al (2001) found that their beginning farmer focus groups wanted some kind of social 

community and desired an apprenticeship type experience with an experienced farmer. This 
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program allows these beginning farmers to connect with someone who can relate to them, 

introduces them to other people in the community and potentially give them an apprenticeship 

like experience.  

Mentoring is a relationship between two, or more, people where one is more experienced 

and is helping the other(s) reach a certain goal. In agriculture, this goal tends to be the mentee 

gaining enough knowledge and experience to farm on their own. This mentoring could take the 

form of on-farm training, an internship, apprenticeship, or any other method agreed upon by the 

mentor and mentee. In this program, mentoring takes the form of a community learning network. 

Beginning and established farmers are connected through Extension programming to allow for 

natural pairings of mentor/mentee groups.  

Theoretical Framework 

 To develop a program that involves connecting beginning and established farmers for the 

Greater Richmond area Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition Program, the author 

identified Social Exchange Theory (SET) as the appropriate framework. As described by Yu 

(2010), the SET explains that during a social interaction there is an exchange of cost and benefits 

that determines if the relationship between the group or individuals will sustain. These costs may 

not necessarily always be tangible, but if they are less than the benefits, the relationship will 

continue. This theory was emphasized by the author during the project explanation during the 

whole farm planning class to participants so that they understand that both farmers need to be 

benefitting from a business partnership, mentoring relationship or friendship.  

 Young and Perrewé (2000) used the SET framework to assess their mentoring programs, 

through the lens of SET, that it is important for a variety of factors, including career and 

individual characteristics, to be considered when pairing a mentor with their protégé. While the 
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program aims to connect a beginning farmer with established farmers in the specific industry 

they are entering through the learning network, they will need to be compatible in personality 

and goals to work together. This could be accomplished through individual surveys and 

assessments of both beginning and established farmers and matching them together; but this 

program calls for a more natural selection, between the farmers of who they feel they could have 

a successful relationship. Time and working together will be the only way successfully determine 

if there is an adequate social exchange occurring.  

 Another key component of the SET framework that is utilized in this Metro- Richmond 

BFRC Program is that there is dyadic success. Yu (2010) and Young and Perrewé (2000) 

mention that both people in the social exchange must benefit or the exchange is not truly 

occurring. To ensure that the exchange is established and maintains, the participants will be 

asked in interviews throughout the program to describe their connection with other farmers in the 

community as a result of their participation in the developed program. Program benefits may be 

exchange of ideas, social interaction, and labor. Costs could include time and resources used. If 

they are having a beneficial social exchange, the program and relationships will continue; if not, 

the individuals may change who they interact with or stop coming to the program. The same 

theory will apply to the project of developing this program, if the participants are not 

experiencing this exchange they may choose not to participate in the community learning 

network. 

 Our project was conducted with a learning framework based on the constructs of a 

communities of practice (Lave, 1991) and participatory learning (Pretty, 1995). Individual 

learning preference was not focused on as much as how the group will learn together in a 

network. A participatory action research project on how farmers learn by Franz, Piercy, 
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Donaldson, Richard and Westbrook (2010) explained that farmers prefer hands-on, interactive 

learning from peers. The needs assessment conducted was used to guide how this group of 

individuals prefers to work together. 

 Pretty (1995) detailed the different types of participatory learning and this project pulled 

characteristics of both the functional and interactive participation types. The objectives of the 

project were already determined, but the participants had shared decision making in the program 

and set their own major goals, which fell in line with functional participation (Pretty, 1995). At 

the same time, the participants had control over local decisions and how resources are used 

through the action plan they created as a part of the project. Having control over those decisions 

and resources falls under interactive participation (Pretty, 1995). Pretty (1995) describes methods 

for alternative systems of learning and action, this project will align most closely with 

participatory interviewing and dialogue. Interviews, in addition to group discussions, were used 

during the program development process to allow individuals to answer questions directly and 

ensured that their voice was heard. Focus groups had the potential to be used in the developed 

program based on the project needs assessment results and action plan. The participants were 

given the opportunity to form those groups such as vegetable beginning farmers or livestock 

beginning farmers, but ultimately decided to remain as a mixed group of beginning farmers and 

determine events together through discussion. Pretty’s (1995) statement that, “institutions can, 

therefore, improve learning by encouraging systems that develop a better awareness of 

information…to have a genuine commitment to participative decision making” (p.1258), aligns 

with the goals of this program to not only have events decided upon by the participants, but to 

connect the participants with pools of knowledge within the community. 
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 Lave (1991) describes the process of learning as “a social phenomenon constituted in the 

experienced, lived-in world, through legitimate peripheral participation in ongoing social 

practice” (p.64). This situated learning occurs in communities of practice, where people learn 

from each other by interacting regularly and having an identity through that community (Lave, 

1991).  In communities of practice, “newcomers and old-timers are dependent on each other: 

newcomers in order to learn, and old-timers in order to carry on the community of practice” 

(Lave, 1991, p.74). This is a cycle that is never ending as the newcomers fill in the places of the 

oldcomers and new newcomers begin to learn (Lave, 1991). The same is evident in the 

agricultural community, whether it is an individual new to farming or a younger member of the 

family taking on more responsibility, new people will be coming into the community as others 

leave. The goal of this project was to form a learning network for beginning farmers and 

facilitate the formation of their community while the program will aim to aide in the connection 

between beginning and established farmer communities. Lave (1991) says that, “newcomers 

furnished with comprehensive goals, an initial view of the whole, improvising within the 

multiply structured field of mature practice with near peers and exemplars of mature 

practice…are characteristics of communities of practice that re-produce themselves successfully” 

(p.72). These characteristics are not evident with the short term outcomes of the project, but are 

expected to occur over the long term of the Greater Richmond beginning farmer program. 
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 

Mission 

 The mission of the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition (VBFRC) Program 

for Greater Richmond is to develop programming that fits the needs of beginning farmers in the 

area. This project was focused primarily on Chesterfield, Goochland, Hanover and Powhatan 

residents and contributes to the larger statewide initiative. The initial mission of this project was 

to introduce the participants to the VBFRC Whole Farm Planning curriculum, conduct a needs 

assessment and create a plan of action to address those needs. The secondary mission will be to 

develop a learning community with new farmers and established farmers in the area. The 

development of this program and its evaluation helps to strengthen the agricultural community as 

well as increase programming offered specifically for beginning farmers by the local Virginia 

Cooperative Extension offices.  

Description 

 The program for this evaluation plan aims to educate beginning farmers on whole farm 

planning and provide educational networking events for a combined audience of beginning and 

established farmers. The first evaluations focused on the short-term outcome of the project, 

which consisted of the whole farm planning workshops and participant needs assessment. There 

were two whole farm planning curriculum events offered as a part of this project. At the first 

event, the participants filled out an informational survey (see Appendix N), and worked through 

the first half of the Virginia Whole Farm Planning: An Educational Program for Farm Startup 

and Development together while discussing in groups the aspects of farm planning. The second 

event started with any reflections on the first half of worksheets from the previous meeting and 

then the beginning farmers finished the Virginia Whole Farm Planning: An Educational 
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Program for Farm Startup and Development worksheets through discussion and personal 

reflection. After the whole farm planning curriculum events, a meeting occurred with the Greater 

Richmond beginning farmer and ranchers. At this meeting, a needs assessment was conducted 

using the questions found in Appendix E to solidify and prioritize what the group wants to do in 

the future. Once the needs assessment discussion was finished, the participants created an action 

plan using the template in Appendix F that is now driving and informing the program.   

Future program workshops, events and farm tours offered to beginning farmers will 

involve established farm leaders who are interested in connecting with the next generation of 

producers. The involvement of established farm leaders will promote the community-learning 

network and provide real-life application advice. These workshops, events and tours will align 

with the action plan compiled by the participants at the third project event. Aspects of this 

Greater Richmond program will pull from aspects of existing VBFRC programming in other 

parts of the state; specifically offering whole farm planning curriculum. There are VBFRC 

survey templates for evaluating programs that were edited for this project. Every Extension agent 

who is conducting programming may have their own method of evaluation in addition to the 

resource, but the group communicates on a semi-regular basis to provide updates on initiatives, 

successes and challenges across the state.  

 The stakeholders for this program include the local Virginia Cooperative Extension 

educators, primarily Goochland’s agent who is the lead organizer of the program for the area. 

Beginning farmers are a major stakeholder as this program is designed for them and will develop 

from their input. Established farmers are also a major stakeholder because their support of the 

next generation is important and their experienced perspective is desired. Local agricultural 

organizations, including non-government agencies, who work with beginning farmers are also 
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stakeholders. These organizations include Monacan, James River and Hanover/Caroline Soil and 

Water Conservation Districts, Farm Bureau, Farm Credit, Farm Service Agency, Virginia State 

University Small Farm Outreach, Department of Forestry and Virginia Department of 

Agriculture and Consumer Services. VBFRC is also be a stakeholder as their curriculum will be 

used and this is a sub-program in the bigger, state-wide program.  

 These stakeholders are involved with aspects of program planning and evaluation 

throughout the life of the program. The overall goal of this program is to connect our beginning 

farmers with their agricultural community. This community includes the stakeholders who have 

services to offer to these individuals and established farmers with a wealth of knowledge and 

experience. The events and strategies associated with this program will adapt as input is received 

from the participants on their needs. Because of this, all the potential pieces of the program that 

have been informed by the project will be prefaced with the words “program” or “primary”. The 

project portions of this evaluation plan are indicated by the words “initial” or “project”.  

Evaluation Purpose Statement 

 The initial purpose of the evaluation was to assess the whole farm planning workshop for 

its effectiveness and short term utilization. The next phase of evaluation was a needs assessment 

to drive the rest of the program, beyond this project. The third phase, which will last the life of 

the program is used to assess aspects of this program for their effectiveness and utilization.  

The initial evaluation questions were used to assess the project of introducing the 

beginning farmers to whole farm planning, conducting a needs assessment and creating an action 

plan. The results of the project evaluations are used to inform the program development. Because 

the secondary goal of the program is to connect beginning farmers with established farmers and 

stakeholders in the community, the primary evaluation questions will regard the effectiveness of 
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the main efforts to reach that goal. The results of the evaluations are used for program 

improvement and determining short-term outcomes.  

A mix of process and outcome evaluation are used throughout the program. The project 

evaluation pulled aspects from the participatory evaluation approach in the sense that an 

underlying goal of the evaluations was to increase the utilization of the results with the input of 

the participants and empower the participants to have more influence in the program direction. 

The primary evaluator was tasked with data collection and analysis, advice, planning and design 

(Papineau & Kiely, 1996). The program is formative in its evaluation approach as the program 

will be process oriented in that it will have a set purpose, but the goals will be flexible and 

informed by the project (Dart, Petheram, & Straw, 1998). Individual events within the program 

are assessed in addition to the program as a whole. Below, the initial questions were used to 

evaluate the program development project that was completed. The primary questions are 

intended to evaluate the program that has been developed as a result of the project. 

Initial Questions (Project) 

1.  What was the change of knowledge of participants in the areas of goal setting, 

formulating a farm plan, resources, and the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher 

Coalition after the whole farm planning curriculum? 

2. What are the specific needs of the Greater Richmond beginning farmers? 

3. How can Virginia Cooperative Extension meet the needs of the Greater Richmond 

beginning farmers? 

Primary Questions (Program) 

      1.     Do participants engaged in farm tours interact with and maintain contact with other 

  farmers in the community? 
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2.  Do participants increase their knowledge of and connection to technical resources  

  through the Greater Richmond Beginning Farmer and Rancher program? 

3.    How effectively are online advertisements being implemented and utilized? 

Measurement 

IEQ1 had two measurements: 

1. Participants received a survey at the conclusion of the whole farm planning events and 

were asked to rate their before and after knowledge of farm economic management. See 

Appendix B for this survey. 

2. Interviews with participants were conducted in order to capture specific aspects of the 

farm economic events that improved knowledge. See Appendix D for these interview 

questions.  

IEQ2 had 1 measurement: 

1. Participants were engaged in a facilitated discussion to determine what their needs are, 

see Appendix E for the questions that were used to guide the conversation. 

IEQ3 had 1 measurement: 

1. A plan of action was created by the participants based on the needs identified in IEQ2. 

This plan includes events/workshops/classes they need to succeed, what they need to 

make those events happen and the potential budget requirements. A template for this plan 

can be found in Appendix F. 

Primary evaluation question one (PEQ1) will have three measurements: 
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1. Record of attendance is taken through attendance sheets that will be filled out by the 

participant and compiled by the primary Extension educator. See Appendix A for 

example attendance sheet. 

2. Interviews with participants regarding their interactions with other farmers in the 

community and if they have been able to maintain contact with those farmers outside of 

program events. These interviews will be conducted by the primary Extension educator. 

See Appendix H for the list of interview questions.  

3. At the end of each farm visit, a survey will be administered. Each survey will ask the 

participant to rate their interactions with other farmers as a result of attending the farm 

visits. See Appendix G for this survey. 

PEQ2 will have four measurements: 

1. A survey will be handed out to participants at the end of the Agriculture Resource Night 

to capture their overall reaction of the event. See Appendix I for this survey. 

2. An attendance sheet will be used to measure the number of beginning farmers in 

attendance. This number can later be compared to other events. See Appendix A for an 

example attendance sheet.  

3. Interviews will be conducted with stakeholders who attended beginning farmer events in 

order to understand their interactions with the beginning farmers and services they have 

been able to provide. See Appendix J for the interview questions. 

4. Interviews will be conducted with program participants regarding their interaction with 

service providers twice a calendar year, once in the winter and once in the summer. See 

Appendix K for the interview questions. 

PEQ3 will have two measurements:  
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1. At each event, participants will be handed a survey and asked how they heard about the 

program. These results will be compiled to determine which methods of advertisements 

are reaching the most participants. See Question 1 on Appendix G for this measurement, 

the same questions is on each survey. 

2. Stakeholders utilizing online advertisement methods will be interviewed to capture how 

easy they are to implement and response they received as a result if the advertisement. 

See Appendix L for these interview questions. 

Sample 

IEQ1: 

The sample for the economic educational events portion of this program were the 

beginning farmers who participate in the classes. A convenience sample technique was used for 

these two whole farm planning classes. These participants were recruited to participate through 

online advertisements, e-mail list-servs and newspaper articles. At least six farmers were 

surveyed and four interviewed after the classes.  

IEQ2&3: 

 Questions two and three were evaluated at the same time and the sample were 

participants at the Greater Richmond Beginning Farmer meeting. A convenience sample 

technique will be used. These participants cane from the two whole farm planning classes. All of 

the available attendees participated in a facilitated needs assessment through discussion.  

PEQ1:  

The sample for this question will be the farmers, both beginning and established, in 

attendance at each farm tour. A census sample technique will be used because we will sample 
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from all who attended farm tours. There is an understanding that not all of the attendees will 

elect to participate in the interview, which may result in nonresponse bias. While this number 

may fluctuate, a minimum of six farmers must RSVP for the event to occur. These participants 

will be recruited to participate through online advertisements, e-mail list-servs and newspaper 

articles. Each farmer present (6+) will be surveyed and invited to interview for data collection at 

each farm tour, a total of 3 farm tours is anticipated. This number, 6, is a standard minimum for 

the leading organization (Goochland Virginia Cooperative Extension) to hold a program or 

event.  

PEQ2: 

The sample for this aspect of the program will be beginning farmers, not established 

farmers, in attendance and participating stakeholders. Convenience sampling will be the 

technique for this event as we will sample those who are present and easy to engage. These 

participants will be recruited to participate through online advertisements, e-mail list-servs and 

newspaper articles. The stakeholders will be requested to come via phone call with an e-mail 

follow up. At least 6 farmers will be sampled and all of the stakeholders will be interviewed.  

PEQ3: 

The sample for determining the effectiveness of online advertisement will be all farmers, 

both beginning and established, who attended the farm tours. A convenience sample technique 

will be used at the conclusion of the farm tours. These participants will be recruited to participate 

through online advertisements, e-mail list-servs and newspaper articles. At least six farmers will 

be sampled at each event, with an anticipated seven events. The seven main stakeholders will 

also be interviewed as a part of this sample over the phone or in person.  
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Design 

The design for this evaluation plan is non-experimental with mixed methods. The 

interviews provide qualitative data while aspects of the surveys are quantifiable; both methods of 

measurement are used for all of the evaluation questions. Due to the nature of the head 

organization, Virginia Cooperative Extension, and how programs are typically run through the 

Goochland office, we did not have access to a control group or a reliable pre-test group. The 

evaluation questions were designed to gauge a participant’s perception of how their involvement 

or knowledge would differ if they had not been involved with the program. In order to strengthen 

the validity of this non-experimental design, attendance is tracked and used to measure the level 

of exposure participants had to the intervention/program.  

Data Management 

Survey Data Management:  

 The surveys from the whole farm planning classes were handed out to participants by the 

Goochland Extension agent. These surveys were anonymous. All of the surveys were scanned 

into the agent’s computer, saved into a program folder and then shredded. The results from the 

surveys were compiled into one form by question for each event in order to better analyze 

responses for each question.  

Interview Data Management: 

 Interviews were conducted over the phone or in person by the Extension agent. A 

recording device, with the consent of the participant, was used to record exact responses during 

the interview. Responses were transcribed into a Word document by the Extension agent and 

saved in the program folder.  
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Attendance Sheet Management: 

 Attendance sheets were filled in by participants. The hard copy of the sheets were 

scanned into the computer and saved in the program folder by the Extension agent. A list of 

attendees name were put into an Excel document in order to track repeat attendees. This 

document was saved in the program folder.  

Discussion Management: 

 The answers for each of the needs assessment questions in Appendix E were hand 

recorded at the meeting on paper and then compiled into a Word document by the Extension 

agent. The original recordings on paper by the participants are stored in a filing cabinet in the 

Virginia Cooperative Extension- Goochland office.  

Action Plan Management: 

 The action plan created by the participants was stored in a Word document by the 

Extension agent and converted into a calendar for the participants as the events are scheduled. 

The original plan crafted at the Greater Richmond Beginning Farmer and Rancher meeting is 

stored at the Virginia Cooperative Extension Goochland office.  

Analysis 

Survey Analysis: 

 Surveys were analyzed by each question for the two whole farm planning classes. The 

questions that contained a scale were analyzed for frequencies of response. Questions that 

require a written response were analyzed for content and themes.  

Interview Analysis: 

 The transcribed interviews were analyzed for content. The project interviews were 

analyzed for themes and compared to the short answer responses on the survey and the 

discussion results. Themes came from the theoretical framework focal points such as how the 
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farmers wanted to interact, what will make them successful and goals for the future. Each 

evaluation question that has an interview associated with it is analyzed separately from the 

project interview. Themes from the interviews were pulled out for a qualitative report for each 

aspect of the program.  

Attendance Sheet Analysis:  

 The Excel document was used to analyze attendance at all events. The document had a 

column for the attendees name and a column for each event. Simple math was used to calculate 

the number or attendees at each event and the percentage of events each participant attended.  

Discussion Analysis: 

 The discussion notes were analyzed for common themes in Microsoft Word. Themes 

came from the theoretical framework focal points such as how the farmers wanted to interact, 

what will make them successful and goals for the future. These common themes were 

triangulated with the whole farm planning class surveys to produce a list of needs of the 

participants. Examples of the discussion themes included finding an identity as a farmer, having 

greater access to financial resources and learning preferences. 

Reporting and Utilization 

The results from this evaluation were shared with the stakeholders aforementioned. The 

primary Extension agent will also report the program and evaluation results in the annual report 

for Virginia Cooperative Extension. Other agents working with VBFRC programming will 

receive an update of the evaluations and program during quarterly phone calls. The evaluation 

results are used for adjustments of the program as it develops based on participant input. Results 

will also be used when implementing future beginning farmer programming. 
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Project Timeline: 

01-10-2017: Stakeholder Meeting 

03-02-2017: Whole Farm Planning Class #1 will be held, an attendance sheet will be filled out and 

the get to know you survey in Appendix N filled out.  

03-09-2017: Whole Farm Planning Class #2 will be held, an attendance sheet will be filled out and 

the survey in Appendix B filled out.  

03-03-2017 to 03-17-2017: Interviews will be conducted with participants of the Whole Farm 

Planning events and transcribed; interview questions can be found in Appendix D. Survey results 

will also be compiled during this time. 

03-23-2017: Greater Richmond Beginning Farmer Meeting, an attendance sheet will be filled out, 

a needs assessment conducted using Appendix E and an action plan developed using Appendix F.  

6-26-2017: Project Report and Presentation to Advisory Committee 

Program Events as Determined by the Project: 

04-25-2017: Agriculture Resource Night; attendance sheet will be filled out, the survey in 

Appendix I will be filled out.  

06-13-2017: Farm Tour #1 to Virginia Vegetable Company, attendance sheets will be filled out 

and the farm tour survey in Appendix G will be administered.  

06-21-2017: Farm Visit #2 to Keenbell Farm, attendance sheets will be filled out and the farm tour 

survey in Appendix G will be administered.  
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7-21-2017: Hanover Cannery Tour; attendance sheets will be filled out and the farm tour survey 

in Appendix G will be administered. 

8-22-2017: Farm Tour #3; attendance sheets will be filled out and the farm tour survey in Appendix 

G will be administered. 

9-5-2017: Financial Workshop #1; attendance sheet will be filled out and a survey will be 

developed once topics are finalized. 

9-14-2017: Financial Workshop #2; attendance sheet will be filled out and a survey will be 

developed once topics are finalized. 

9- 25- 2017: Farm Tour #4; attendance sheets will be filled out and the farm tour survey in 

Appendix G will be administered. 

10-26-2017: Farm Tour #5; attendance sheets will be filled out and the farm tour survey in 

Appendix G will be administered.  

11-01-2017 to 12-01-2017: Farm Tour Interviews in Appendix H will be conducted and 

transcribed, survey results will be compiled by the Extension agent. 

11-28-2017: Preparing Your Tractor and Farm Equipment for Winter. 

12-14-2017: 2018 Action Plan Creation Meeting and Holiday Social. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

The programming evaluated for this project took place between March 2nd and 23rd with 

three separate meetings. These results are arranged chronologically. The participants first filled 

out a paper survey to provide their reactions and feedback to the whole farm planning classes. At 

the conclusion of the classes, participants were also invited to participate in an interview. These 

interviews were compared to the short-answer questions on the paper survey to establish themes 

of learning from the classes. The participants then attended a meeting focused on discussing their 

needs and creating an action plan. Overall, participants were connected with other beginning 

farmers in the area as well as service providers to start the Greater Richmond beginning farmer 

and rancher community learning network. They were provided with a space to learn about whole 

farm planning and had the opportunity for their needs to be voiced and plan desired programming 

to address those needs. The specific needs of a subset of Greater Richmond beginning farmers was 

discovered and is helping to create more effective Virginia Cooperative Extension programming 

in the area for beginning farmers. 

  The two whole farm planning classes were advertised through Extension offices in the 

Greater Richmond area, service providers and social media. The main areas targeted were four of 

the thirteen Greater Richmond counties: Chesterfield, Goochland, Hanover and Powhatan. These 

counties were chosen due to their proximity to each other and past programming partnerships. The 

areas represented in the classes were Amelia, Buckingham, Chesterfield, Cumberland, Goochland, 

Henrico and Powhatan.  The geographical reach of this project exceeded the expectation of the 

facilitators and indicated a widespread desire for beginning farmer specific programming in this 

part of Virginia. Attendance was tracked for the project event in order to maintain contact with the 
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participants and determine retention. The first whole farm planning class consisted of six service 

providers and twenty four beginning farmers while the second class consisted of four service 

providers and nineteen beginning farmers. Two of the beginning farmers in the second class had 

not been able to attend the first class and were new. Scheduling conflicts, as indicated by the 

participants, was the reason for drop in attendance between the two classes. 

A paper survey was available for participants at the conclusion of the second whole farm 

planning class in order to collect data for initial evaluation question one (IEQ1). IEQ1 was: What 

was the change of knowledge of participants in the areas of goal setting, formulating a farm plan, 

resources, and the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition after the whole farm planning 

curriculum? There were twenty-seven beginning farmer attendees between the two classes with 

eighteen participating in the survey, a sixty-six percent response rate. The survey was used, first, 

to gauge the change in knowledge of aspects of whole farm planning and determine which 

practices they were already using. Graph A represents the increase of knowledge of whole farm 

planning as a result of participating in the classes. Sixty-one percent of participants indicated that 

their knowledge increased a moderate amount while thirty-three indicated that their knowledge 

changed a great deal. 
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Graphs B-E illustrate the respondents change in knowledge regarding aspects of whole 

farm planning that the classes covered. For each of the topics, the after class knowledge ranged 

from average to a very high level of knowledge, with no participants leaving the class having 

gained no knowledge, or very little knowledge, from the class in regards to whole farm planning. 

Before the class, fifty percent of the respondents had no knowledge about formulating a whole 

farm plan and after the class, seventy-five percent of the participants noted that they had a 

higher, or very high level of knowledge. An area of improvement for future whole farm planning 

classes can be found in Graph D, regarding knowledge of resources available as a result of 

attending the class. The majority of respondents indicated that they had only an average increase 

in knowledge of this topic as a result of the class. The method of delivering this information and 

the amount of time dedicated to this topic will be revisited in the event the class is repeated in 

order to have the majority of respondents leave with a higher degree of knowledge on resources 

available to them.  
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 The second section of the survey focused on practices and their utilization. Graph F 

illustrates which practices the respondents where already using intend to use.  

 

 

Of participants who indicated that they were already using these practices, the majority 

were already setting goals and determining what they had available to them and what they could 

have available to them in the future. Only three participants indicated that they already used the 

practices of determining their next steps and contacting other resources for assistance. For each 

practice, the majority of participants noted that they intend to use the practice because of 

attending the classes. Graphs G- I illustrate the participants level of agreement as to whether or 

not they will be more able to utilize the practices. Ninety-four percent of the respondents agreed 

or strongly agreed that they would be able to make informed decisions about their farming needs 

and set realistic goals. Eleven percent of the respondents felt neutral or disagreed that they would 

know of people to go to for further farming assistance while eighty-nine percent agreed or 

strongly agreed. Overall, the majority of respondents agreed that they now know who to go to for 
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technical farming assistance and resources to access regarding creating a farm plan.   
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Respondents also indicated their satisfaction with the workshop material. One hundred 

percent of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the material presented was credible and 

trustworthy as well as relevant and helpful. Ninety-four percent of the participants agreed or 

strongly agreed that the workshop met their expectations.  

The next section of the survey contained short answer questions for the participants to 

answer regarding what was most helpful, least helpful and how they would like to move forward 

with the group. When asked which part of the workshop was most helpful to the needs of the 

participants, responses included, “direct interaction and one-on-one interaction with the 

extension agents” and “having to ask myself tough personal questions about family life, success, 

etc.” along with four respondents responding with, “resources and networking.” The participants 

indicated on the paper survey what parts of the workshop were least helpful for their needs. A 

common theme in the responses was a desire for more specific examples of farm plans and more 
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specific financial information. The survey also asked participants if they would be interested in 

creating a local network of beginning farmers and ranchers and how they would envision that 

network functioning. Fifteen of the seventeen respondents were interested in ongoing meetings 

in order to guide them along their next steps. One participant indicated that they would only be 

interested in ongoing meetings that revolved around finances. The main theme of how the 

network would function was to build relationships with other farmers through networking events 

that occurred monthly.  

 Graphs J-P focus on the demographics of the participants. Graph J shows that thirty-eight 

percent of the group did not come from a farm background, but had farming experience and 

knowledge while twenty-seven percent of the group grew up on the farm and thirty-three percent 

of the group did not have a farm background not knowledge or hands-on experience. There was 

not an overwhelming majority of the group identified in any one of the farm related background 

categories. Participants determined whether they considered themselves a limited resource, farm 

worker, female farmer or socially disadvantaged.  Seven of the eighteen respondents answered 

this question. Two of the respondents selected a combination of groups such as a limited 

resource, female farm worker and a female farm worker. Additionally, there was one limited 

resource respondent, one farm worker respondent and three female farmers.  
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 Graph K illustrates the dispersion of farming status within the group. The majority, 

seventy-two percent, of the survey responses were either exploring or start-up farmers while 

twenty-seven percent identified as re-strategizing, establishing or transitioning. Participants also 

noted how many acres they currently have or manage (Graph L). 84% of the participants 

currently have some acreage to work with; this does not represent how many they are currently 

farming or if what land they have is enough for their operation.  
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The age range and gender of participants was also collected and can be seen in Graphs M 

and N. The final question of the survey was asking if the participants had taken any other 

VBFRC courses or workshops and 100% of the respondents responded with, “no.” The next 

graph (Graph O) represents the type of agriculture the participants are focusing on for their farm. 

The answers were diverse and most participants chose more than one type of agriculture. 

Overall, poultry, vegetables, beef and fruit were the top interests of the survey respondents. 

These enterprises of interest will be referred to when planning farm tours for the program to 

ensure that farms with similar interests as the participants.  
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After the two classes, participants were invited to participate in a brief interview to 

determine short-term utilization of the concepts and practices discussed. Each participant was 

asked the same four questions (see Appendix C) and the conversation was recorded on an audio 

recorder with their consent (see Appendix D). The quotations used were transcribed directly 

from the interview recording and not edited for grammar or speech mannerisms. Four main 

themes emerged from the interviews that will be used when creating events for the program.  

The importance of how farm and family lives interact. The balance between living on 

the farm, the farm being a business and not letting the farm take over the family lifestyle goals 

was a focal point for the beginning farmers. This sentiment not only came up in the one-on-one 

interviews, but they also echo the survey responses where several respondents indicated that 

having to discuss and think about personal goals and lifestyle questions was most helpful to their 

needs. Participant 001 stated that, 

there were a lot of things in there that we had never considered. A few things we had done and 

there was a lot of things we had never considered… all the charts we went through there was a lot 

in there we had never thought about. 

 

The charts referred to in this statement are worksheets that the participants completed in 

the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition Whole Farm Planning workbook with 

topics including family goal setting; assessing quality of life preferences, personal resources, 

land and infrastructure as well as assessing production and market preferences. Participant 003 

responded with,  

I think it was helpful to like reach into all the impact you have on family life and to have that 

coming from, you know, the Extension agency... Of course I’m going to be thinking about my own 

person[al] interests, family life; but to have that brought up, you know, by you guys kind of 

reinforced the importance of that. 

 

Farmer to farmer connections. Each of the beginning farmers has a unique background 

and is in a different stage in their farming careers making their biggest takeaway from the classes 
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different, but gaining an appreciation for the farmer to farmer connections that can be made was 

a common take away.   

  For participant 002, learning that they were not alone in the beginning farmer process 

was important, “it was just nice to be around other people that did the same thing and kind of the 

same struggles that you go through.” Participant 003 found that the most important concept they 

learned was, “defining a practical definition of success. For some it’s about money, for some it’s 

about environmentalism.” Balance was an important takeaway for participant 004,  

I guess, just in general, the concept of trying to balance way of life with you know, the profitability 

aspect versus your resources you know- balancing all of that stuff together. The importance of if 

it’s too much way of life and not enough business then you’re going to say it’s too much business 

and not enough way of life you’re going to get burned out. I guess that’s a good take away from 

it. 

 

Refining focus and setting goals. Moving into the next steps of their farm planning 

process will involve a deeper look into their farm operation and what they hope to achieve for 

these beginning farmers. For participant 001 the future means getting more serious about their 

farming operation, 

we’re definitely regrouping a little bit on what we’re doing and it’s kind of, ours is, more of a 

hobby farm and we’d like to turn it into where we could actually produce some things and make it 

a little more at least pay for itself, a little more profitable if you will. 

 

 Participant 001 even added that, “if you had something like this upfront that would be 

pretty beneficial to saving some of the guess work.” Participant 003 had already started to 

implement new steps in their farm planning process,  

well, I’m already implementing them., in the process of starting a farm this spring anyway. But, I 

set some realistic but larger goals to focus on and then put other things more on the backburner so 

I could, you know, pursue success with certain crops and just say- you know- with other crops- 

get to them when I could get to them. 

 



 

45 

 

For participant 004, the next step in the farm planning process is, “Looking at what my 

situation is and where I want to be and how I can get to that point with what I’ve got, you 

know?”  

Connection to Resources. When prompted where guidance was needed moving forward 

in their farm planning process a theme of resource connection emerged from this question of 

what areas of farming guidance is needed. For participant 001, guidance is needed on,  

space planning, just kind of the physical aspects of it. And you know certain needs and how you 

meet those needs. As far as water, that seems to be a big one. We’ve already gotten into that one. 

We just cleared some more land. We just cleared 2 acres in the fall and you know we’re going to 

be expanding the pastures and all that kind of stuff. And now it’s like, ok, what do we need to get 

water there and stuff… we went from living in a subdivision to 15 acres and 15 acres seems like 

this big fat piece of land and then as soon as you start adding a few animals and stuff on it  all the 

sudden it’s like I can’t do anything with 15 acres I need 15 or 60 or 100. 

 

 For participant 003, clarification is needed on agriculture agencies and organization.  

Well, I think the thing I’m most confused about is the roles of different funding programs… There 

are so many agencies within the whole agriculture branch and there’s different potential for 

funding from different ones and loans from different ones for different things… I was so surprised 

once I figured out how many different groups that are out there that are genuinely offering some 

really good stuff and I was surprised that there’s some free stuff to be taking advantage of here, if 

you can sort through it all. 

 

On the other hand, participant 004 had a more individualized take on needing future 

guidance on the class topics by stating, “a lot of it you gotta do on your own thinking more than 

someone can tell you. No one can really tell you what your goals and thoughts are on things, 

you’re going to have to figure that for yourself.” The input from these interview participants was 

used in creation of the action plan as well.   

Following the two classes was a third meeting where a needs assessment was conducted 

and an action plan was created for the group. This meeting consisted of two service providers 

and six beginning farmers. A Doodle poll was used to select a date and time for this meeting and 

had ten beginning farmers participate, while an additional ten members from the two whole farm 
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planning classes asked to be kept on the e-mail list even though they would be unable to make it 

to the needs assessment and action plan meeting. Only twenty three percent of the beginning 

farmers from the two whole farm planning classes participated in the meeting while 

approximately eighty one percent of the participants requested to be included on all future event 

correspondence.  

 The needs assessment consisted of five questions (see Appendix E) designed to identify 

the specific needs of the group and discuss how those needs can drive and inform future 

programming through the creation of an action plan. This assessment occurred in the form of a 

discussion with the beginning farmers answering the questions individually and then conferring 

as a group what their priorities were moving forward. Seven main themes emerged from this 

needs assessment that will inform future program events. 

 Finding an identity as a farmer. The priority education needs for the participants was 

to learn what identifies them as a farmer by their county in terms of land use, agriculture 

agencies in terms of services available to them and financially in terms of taxes. The second 

priority that was mentioned consistently was having some kind of mentor or a group of like-

minded people to talk to and learn from. Other educational needs identified include pasture 

management, biosecurity, basic first aid for animals, cover crops; how to acquire, maintain and 

safely use equipment and drainage.   

Access to financial resources. A common need for the Great Richmond beginning 

farmer is to be connected to financial and technical resources. The first need was money in order 

to be successful and the participants clarified that by including the need to learn about loans, 

grants and cost share opportunities. Access to the agriculture agencies that provide services to 

the farming community was another top desire for the beginning farmers to be successful. Other 
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aspects that the participants described needing access to were hands-on experience, farmers that 

are more knowledgeable and clear guidelines on the permits, limitations and regulations of a 

farm business.  

Learning and communication preferences. The preferred method of learning for the 

group was a combination of classroom and hands-on sessions in addition to interaction with 

people who are also farming. Readings and publications was a secondary, or back-up, desired 

learning method for the beginning farming group moving forward. The group discussed a desire 

to communicate through discussion boards and e-mails moving forward with the potential for a 

closed Facebook group. 

Reaching five-year goals. The beginning farmers contemplated what their farm 

operation would look like in 2022. Self-sufficiency in the sense of not needing to work outside of 

the farm was a common theme amongst the participants. The participants discussed becoming a 

model for other farmers and eventually being the established farmers helping beginning farmers, 

an indicator that this project can sustain to be a long-term program. Having more time to farm, 

being profitable and having more land were other goals for the next five years.  

After the discussion about needs, the group developed an action plan of future events in 

order to address the needs they had identified. Each action would include a topic, location, 

timeframe, monetary requirements and whether or not it would be open to the public, as in 

advertised for people outside of the members who attended the first two whole farm planning 

classes (see Appendix F).  

Connecting to resources. The first event in the action plan was to address the need to 

learn more about the agriculture agencies and organizations in the area and the services they 

provide entitled an “Agriculture Resource Night”. This event would be open to the public, cost 
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ten dollars to cover dinner, be held in either Goochland or Powhatan in late April and involve 

speeches from different agriculture agencies and organizations with a question and answer panel. 

The target organizations to have present were Virginia Cooperative Extension, Soil and Water 

Conservation Districts, Farm Bureau, Farm Credit, Farm Service Agency, Virginia Department 

of Agriculture and Consumer Services, Virginia Department of Forestry, Virginia State 

University and Natural Resource Conservation.  

Farm tours to build the community-learning network. Another major action plan item 

determined by the group was to have farm tours from May to October. The group debated 

amongst themselves whether to do all day Saturday tours or weekday evening tours and decided 

on weekday evenings to be the majority of the tours. There was also interest in doing all day 

tours on a Saturday to other regions of the state. Specific enterprises or type of farming on the 

tours was not a concern for the group, they believe there is something that can be learned even if 

they are not farming the same products. These farm tours will be open to the public in order to 

grow the agriculture community learning network and will be held in the Greater Richmond area. 

Cost would be determined on a tour by tour basis by the time the host farmer wanted the group 

there and whether a meal would be included. Tour stops of interest were diversified farms, 

dairies, a goat ranch and a cannery, but the participants were interested in any and all potential 

farm tours. The Virginia Cooperative Extension ANR agent was assigned with the job of 

scheduling and advertising the tours.  

Gaining a better understanding of farm finances. The third action plan item planned 

by the group was two financial workshops. These workshops would be open to just beginning 

farmers and help in either August or September. The group decided to have the group open to 

just beginning farmers in order to keep the class size small and be able to focus on the basic 
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topics. One of the workshops would center on financial record keeping and best practices while 

the second workshop focused on farm taxes. Speakers will be brought in for this event and 

money set aside in order to pay for the speaker’s fee, travel and lodging if necessary.  

Events that were not included as a priority in the action plan included farm equipment 

safety and maintenance, livestock first aid and space planning. These events will be revisited 

with the group in the fall of 2017 towards the completion of this initial action plan. The goal with 

this initial action plan is to implement it and evaluate the short term outcomes and effectiveness 

of the events. This initial action plan will take the group through, approximately, October 2017 

and then a new action plan will need to be created and implemented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

50 

 

Chapter 5 

Conclusion and Discussion 

 The results from this project show that the whole farm planning classes were effective in 

bringing together members of the local agriculture community to start building a network. The 

surveys from the two classes showed an overall increase in knowledge gain of the core topics- 

the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition, formulating a whole farm plan, available 

resources and the whole farm planning process. Participants were also introduced to practices 

they had not been using in the past, but plan to now, such as goal setting and determining next 

steps. An overarching theme between the survey results, interviews and needs assessment 

discussion was a desire to continue networking and learning ways to improve their operations. 

This will be accomplished through continuing to meet as a group while also inviting in other 

members of the agriculture community to learn and network together.  

 There is room for improvement for information dissemination during the whole farm 

planning classes that will be taken into consideration when they are repeated. One of the 

suggestions for improvement that came up multiple times was for specific examples of financial 

requirements for certain farming enterprises which can be accomplished through providing 

budgets for the participants to view. Another area for improvement revolves around how 

resources are explained during the two classes. While the action plan calls for an agriculture 

resource night to address this need, having a more detailed description of service providers and 

resources available to farmers at the whole farm planning classes would also help. As the Greater 

Richmond Beginning Farmers continue to meet and pieces of the informed program are 

evaluated, events and methods of disseminating information will adapt to continue to meet the 

needs of local beginning farmers and grow the community learning network.  
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Recommendations for practice for the future include having general budget templates for 

a variety of enterprises (vegetables, beef cattle, cut flowers, etc) to provide a better 

understanding of the potential finances required for production. A participant who is exploring 

the idea of starting a farm or has limited management experience may need a base price list. 

Another recommendation is to include as many local service providers in the programming as 

possible. When specific questions arise regarding insurance, loans or cost sharing for best 

management practices having a qualified industry professional available provides an opportunity 

for participants to make that contact. Alumni of beginning farmer programs present at the initial 

start up meeting may also be beneficial for the participants to hear from someone who was once 

in their position and is now successful. 

Producing food and fiber for generations to come is a necessity. Current Extension 

programming has a dominant audience of established producers, which is a positive, but the 

beginning farmers and ranchers need support. The beginning farmers and ranchers most likely do 

not fit into the same demographic as most other program participants. Many of them are likely 

facing financial, land hurdles to overcome, and may be working full time jobs elsewhere. The 

purpose of this project was to develop a learning network to fit the specific needs of beginning 

farmers in a portion of the Greater Richmond Area and determine its short-term outcomes.  

The project reached further into the Greater Richmond Area than originally anticipated, 

bringing in farmers from seven counties instead of four. The needs of these specific farmers were 

realized through the whole farm planning classes, interviews and needs assessment discussion. 

These needs were then created into events that would turn the need into success and support the 

beginning farmers in their farming careers. These events will also provide a space for the 

learning network of members in the agriculture community to grow. The real results, whether or 
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not these beginning farmers sustain for more than 10 years, will only be discovered through 

continued communication and programming.  
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