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In the 32 years I’ve been in western North Carolina, I’ve worked in community and economic 

development. I originally came down here and worked in a Regional Council of Governments. It was 

called Land of Sky and they do community and development planning. The project I used to work 

on was the Manpower Training Program, and through that I got involved in other community 

development work. Then I went to Western Carolina University as a staff person for the small 

business and technology development center program, which is a program that provides business 

counseling to small businesses and entrepreneurs. We covered 20 counties in western North 

Carolina and through that I got involved in several other economic development projects in the 

region and I was there for 16 years.  
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One of the projects I got involved in was the founding of the American Microenterprise Fund. 

I was one of the founding board members. In 2000, it was based here in Asheville, and it does 

micro-loans to small businesses. One of the other board members was a staff person here, and in 

2001, two things happened: the state budget crisis hit and the program I was working at Western 

Carolina University was significantly downsized. I was not released, but I had to terminate several of 

my other staff folks, and I was starting to look around for some other things to do and the 

Community Foundation was looking for a program officer. So I applied and was hired. It was all 

serendipitous. 

I don’t really have background in this as far as philanthropy and grants and that. I have only a 

B.A. in economics from 1971, which was inconsequential to my career.  Since 2001, I’ve been 

working here at the Community Foundation as a program officer. But my expertise is really 

community and economic development and my knowledge of the region and the people in it. While 

I was at Western Carolina University, I was involved in several regional projects like Handmade in 

America, which dealt with handmade crafts and bringing that more to the forefront.  That project 

had a dynamic leader Becky Anderson, who really made it happen. Talking a lot about nonprofits 

and public agencies needs were some pieces of that.  

Our biggest grant program is the “people in need” grant program. It is what we call 

responsive grant making, where we post grant guidelines and there’s a deadline and people apply 

to that once a year. We make about 50 grants that are about $900,000 across the 18 counties. You 
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can get a $20,000 grant and part of that money is from a fund called the Jan Erve fund, and it’s 

about $400,000 a year of that money. There’s some other field of interest funds like children and 

welfare, that kind of thing. And then there are people who have their own funds but ask us to show 

them great projects, and they invest in those. So an individual project may have three or four 

different funds funding it.  

Part of our work is to find the good projects, review them, and then kind of vet them. We do 

site visits. What we don’t want to do is give to an organization that is just a façade.  We don’t want 

to fund groups that are getting money and putting it in their pocket. It happens. They say, “We’re 

serving 20 people and doing all this kind of stuff,” but if you don’t go and look and see if there is a 

soup kitchen, a domestic violence shelter, whatever it is, you don’t know. We want to have some 

standards. We have some expectations. We also want to make sure you have reasonable diversity of 

funds, and not all grants. You should have a track record of being around a couple years; you’ve 

filed your 990’s, and all those kinds of things.  

A couple years ago we did a strategic plan, and our slogan is “People, Place, and Prosperity.” 

“People” is early childhood, “Place” is cultural and natural resources, and “Prosperity,” or economic 

development, is food and farming. Before this all we did was wide grant making. One year we would 

do something in early childhood, but next year it was a whole different topic. We were just bumping 

around. So all we could do was this responsive grant making. It’s like you throw spaghetti against the 

wall and see what sticks. The nonprofits sent applications in, we tried to sort them out, “Which are 

http://www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org/


 

Page | 4  

 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI Grant 

(Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org          

the best ones?” and do a little vetting of them and then try to get the best ones funded. But then we 

go into another cycle, and we don’t really get involved in the community in these topics. That’s 

changed a little bit. We came up with these topics and then we went out to search, and this is a 

different way of doing grant making. We don’t have guidelines and you don’t apply. I’m out in the 

community finding out what’s going on. That’s why we participated in the Appalachian Foodshed 

Project.  Actually, I was involved with MANNA, our food pantry, and one of the staff people there 

was involved with the regional group.  From her I learned a little bit about it and came to a couple of 

meetings and saw the opportunity there. I’m also involved in several other projects like the 

AgriVenture project, which is really economic development.  

The outreach and contacts have been the work we’re trying to do.  We are trying to identify 

what the issues are and how some of those can best be addressed. So the economic development 

part is helping more farmers produce more and sell more. One of our big objectives in our region is 

to preserve the farmland as working farmland because this region, especially Buncombe County, is 

very popular with a lot of people. We have a lot of rich people migrating in and retiring here, or 

even young professionals locating here who are mobile entrepreneurs or whatever. Before in the 

90’s and early 2000’s there was a tremendous pressure on our land from people coming in and 

buying it. Developers were buying farmland and turning it into developments. Development is 

creeping up the mountains. One of the problems of western North Carolina is topography in that a 

lot of our land is mountains and most of the developable land has been developed. It’s either farms, 
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industry, or residences.  So that’s a real issue in this region; are we going to just become Atlanta with 

houses all the way to the top of the ridge? And who’s going to have those houses? The rich people. 

And what do the other people do? Where do they live, what do they do for employment, what do 

they do for income, and what do they eat? We’re going to have to import everything.  

The problem with food and farming is that farms are very small because of our topography. 

We don’t have large farms. One of our issues is that North Carolina is a big state, and western North 

Carolina only has about ¼ of the population—therefore ¼ of the people in the legislature. Those 

who have the most of the people in the legislature are in the middle of the state, which is big 

industry, big banking, and big farms. The Department of Agriculture is more responsive to the large 

hog farms like Tyson, Smithfield, and big tobacco farms, and those kinds of things, and not for small 

10, 20, 100 acre farms. Even on the 100 acre farm here, 100 acres is not all that farmable. A lot of it 

is hillsides. So that’s a real quandary for us. Some of the things that work in other areas don’t work 

necessarily here. For example one of the big agricultural activities here is raising calves free-range on 

a hillside because you can do it part time. You’re not doing it full time; you can have another job. A 

lot of farmers have those because as long as they have a certain number of livestock and sell them 

they can value their land as farmland for tax purposes. An acre of land here in Buncombe County 

can sell for $30,000-$50,000. Just an acre of land, undeveloped. No well, no septic, nothing. So it’s 

assessed that way, and people pay taxes on it that way unless they can have it classified as farmland. 

So many people who have large properties do farming so they can do it. If they break even they’re 
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happy because they usually have a job somewhere else. They may be a teacher or a homebuilder or 

whatever, all kinds of things. So that’s an interesting piece. Now what has happened is in western 

North Carolina there is a very unique group called Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project 

(ASAP), and they have really been in the business since the early 2000’s.  They do a lot of great work 

with small farmers to help them understand the market.  They’ve got this brand, Appalachian Grown, 

that we supported. We made a couple grants to them to do that, and they also run a Growing 

Minds program, which is a farm to school program, that is very good.  

We only got into food and farming as a focus area in 2012, but we have invested probably 

since 2003 or 2004 in many of these projects. In fact, I made a small grant to Emily Jackson from 

ASAP when she was a teacher in Hazelwood for a community garden.  This was a school garden 

that was the start of Growing Minds. That was when she was just a teacher, it wasn’t under ASAP. 

Then they were really good at getting a lot of grants from other sources; they really have been good 

at getting a lot of activity going on in this region. Just recently they issued a report that between 

2007 and 2012 we’ve added farmland back instead of losing it.  

There are a large number of farms selling direct, which is a CSA or farmer’s market, and 

those kinds of things. This place is crazy for farmer’s markets. We are also fortunate that we have a 

major grocer called Ingles. They just opened a store down the road here. Their first store was in 

Biltmore, and it’s still owned by the family and based here in Asheville. Its 400 stores now, a major 

regional chain. If you go into any of their stores, even the one just down the road here, you’ll see 
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there is an Appalachian Grown label, and that has been a real good connection because they are 

interested in taking advantage of the local interest. It helps having this label, and with it they can 

really connect people.  

ASAP is a huge network of help. They have an annual conference that is the Business of 

Farming Conference.  They have people from Ingles, from Grove Park Inn, and from other places, 

come and talk to the farmers.  The farmer says, “I can deliver this,” and they say, “Great, do that.” So 

that kind of stuff, which is really pretty interesting.  

Through all this work you need some infrastructure.  A lot of that used to be here, but it went 

away. There used to be a lot of farm stands.  People would just put stuff out.  The average farmer 

would have a farm stand, but as we all get busy, most people buy their stuff in grocery stores 

because time-wise it’s more convenient. They have to rush in; moms have to rush in, typically. 

Though I do all the food shopping for my family, but that’s another story.   But you know its mom 

coming on her way home from work stopping, and she wants to get everything she needs in one 

stop, get it done and get home and get it cooked. If she can’t cook it in time she buys convenience 

foods. So with that, a lot of the old infrastructure changed. For example there’s a regional farmer’s 

market. Land was given by the Biltmore Estate and the state now owns it. It used to be that a lot of 

people would go there to get stuff. It was a huge farm stand. You could get a box of tomatoes and 

can them, or whatever.  Nobody does that anymore, or very few people. So one of the things that 

I’ve invested in is how to make markets work more effectively for the local farms. Trucks were 
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coming in from out of state to deliver food there that then other places were taking off. 

Organizations like McDonalds have national contracts and all of their stuff comes in on one truck. 

That’s a whole other problem that instead of the local restaurants you have all of these chain 

restaurants that get their stuff prepackaged and delivered. But what we want to do is get more local 

food available.  

I have $125,000 a year to do projects in food and farming. That sounds like a lot of money, 

but it’s not. The project at the farmer’s market cost $100,000 to get a consultant who’s done this 

before to come in and interview farmers interview vendors and restaurants owners to figure out 

what to do and design buildings that will be effective. Not build them, just design them. But by 

working with some of these folks, like the Department of Agriculture staff and some others, they 

identified and applied to the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC), which is federal funding. 

They were going to apply to them, but that requires local match so I invested $25,000 in a $100,000 

project. The Department of Agriculture came up with another $25,000, and with that they secured 

funding of $50,000 from ARC. It is an investment to try to figure out how to restructure the 

infrastructure to make it work better in the region.  It’s basically a food hub, a big public food hub. 

So it’s looking at what are your assets and trying to maximize them. This region is lucky because we 

already have a pretty effective commercial kitchen, Blue Ridge Food Ventures. It has been around 

since 2003 or 2004.  Some of our other grant programs invested in that early, along with ASAP and 

some other projects.  
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There are other funders like Golden Leaf, which is North Carolina’s tobacco fund. They got a 

lot of money when tobacco went out and they invested some of it in health, but a lot of it was 

invested in economic development in former tobacco counties. So they invested $300,000 or 

$400,000 worth of equipment in Blue Ridge Food Ventures to make jam or mustard or salsa. Jam 

made there is now sold in Ingles. They also do a frozen CSA. They buy local squash, fruits, all kinds 

of things, freeze them, and then people can have a winter CSA. Once a month you go get a box of 

local frozen things. There are a lot of things here that are not in other parts of the region, but a lot 

of them are working in little silos.  They are not really trying to connect as well. That’s a lot of what 

I’m trying to do is connect a lot of those pieces. That’s why I try to invest where our funds can be a 

catalyst for other funds or matched, and can lead to different pieces.  

We’ve worked a lot with Cooperative Extension. They’re in each county and I know the folks 

and in Madison, Mitchell, and Yancey counties. In Madison County, Ross Young is on the committee 

and he’s a Cooperative Extension Agent. He kind of represents local extension folks. They have a 

small food hub there.   

We invested in a project that started in Mitchell and Yancey counties called TRACTOR.  I think 

Mitchell, Yancey, and Avery County are an interesting subset because western North Carolina is 

really two worlds. There’s Buncombe County and Asheville and it’s actually a metropolitan statistical 

area. Lots of people from Buncombe County, Haywood County, Henderson County, and Madison 

County are employed in Buncombe County. We have a lot of industry. Half of the Madison County 
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residents who are employed work in Buncombe County, and the other half work in the school 

system or the county. There’s almost no manufacturing up there. They drive in and drive home. One 

of the things about western North Carolina is we have a lot of small counties. Back in the 1800’s 

when you had the counties formed you had to be in a day’s horseback-ride of the county seat. So 

because of the mountains, the counties had to be small. For example, Graham County has less than 

10,000 people.   

Those kinds of things affect a lot of other things. There is Buncombe and the metropolitan 

area.  Then there is Mitchell, Yancey, and Avery. Although they are three different counties, they 

have one community college, one health department, and one library system. Then some places like 

the cooperative extension office may have a livestock officer who serves all three counties. There’s 

just not enough population; they are rural.  They have limited situations.  

One project was this TRACTOR project, which was by all three cooperative extension offices. 

One county had a study done, and they identified that as a need. They had some farms that were 

delivering to farmer’s markets, but you can’t make that much money selling just at farmer’s markets. 

It’s a season, it’s only Saturday, and you’re only going to make so much money. So there were some 

places where people have an acre or two and they were doing that, and it was okay.  Yet they really 

wanted to sell to Ingles, too. Ingles doesn’t want a lot of pickup trucks showing up with a half a case 

of 40 vegetables, right? So they got the idea of a food hub.  We invested in some shared farm 

equipment because you need different equipment to do 10 acres instead of one acre, or even four 
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acres instead of one acre. So we invested in that, and some other folks invested $300,000 total, 

probably in the space so that the farmers could grow more crops, bring them in, have them washed 

and packaged in ASAP boxes and delivered. They had a refrigerator truck that can bring one 

truckload to Ingles’ warehouse in Swannanoa from 10 or 15 different farmers.  

So that sounds like a really great project right? And that makes great sense. There’s another 

food hub, Appalachian Harvest, in southwest Virginia, which is great. Yet after eight years they’re still 

not breaking even. They can only survive on grants because they just don’t have enough volume. To 

do this they have to sell about 1.5 to 2 million dollars worth of business because they’re taking like 

20% of that, which would be about $300,000, which would pay for some staff and operating 

expenses—the gas for the truck, the new truck, all that kind of stuff.  So that’s the rub. Can they get 

to 1.5 million dollars? The piece that we try to apply is, “We’ll help you get started but you need to 

have a plan.” We can’t fund you every year. So that’s what we’re looking for. We only have that 

$100,000.   

We funded that part of the food hub. They’ve got some other grants, and actually this year, 

Ingles and others got very interested in it. Last summer was their first summer of fully operating.  It 

was a bad summer, however, because it rained a lot. So there weren’t a whole lot of crops, but they 

did okay. They probably sold about $100,000 worth of stuff. That’s a long way away from $1.5 

million, but that was the summer of 2013. They did a lot of work over the winter and got 

commitments or interest from Ingles.  What Ingles said is, “What we really want are green peppers, 
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or whatever,” so then the hub told their farmers to grow green peppers, not whatever the farmer 

thought he wanted to sell. So they had like 1.1 million dollars worth of orders.  

Quality is the other problem. It’s not just a green pepper. It needs to be a green pepper that 

Ingles wants to put on their shelves that you’ll buy. You don’t want one that’s this small when you’re 

used to buying one this size. So that’s the hassle, you know? At the farmers market you can sell 

anything because you can say, “Okay this one’s 50 cents and this one’s a dollar.” Ingles can’t do that. 

Ingles says, “We want them all a dollar or whatever price it is.” They all have to look the same and be 

about the same size and color and texture.  There are actually grades of everything, as you can 

imagine. Now a restaurant might take the smaller ones because they don’t care how they look; they 

care how they taste. They’re going to cut it up and the customer never sees it whole. So they may 

buy the smaller ones because you can’t sell them to Ingles. That’s the whole game. Part of it was 

Ingles, but part of it was the local restaurants. And that’s what the food hub tries to do is to bring 

those in, sort them out, “These ones go to Ingles, these are the ones that can’t go to Ingles but 

maybe the restaurants will buy them because they look good and they’re fine. They’re not rotten or 

anything; they just look a little funny but that’s okay because they can cut them up and that’s great.” 

Then they are able to take those and from there move forward to having some that can’t be sold 

anywhere be given to the food pantry. They give it away instead of it rotting in the field. The farmer 

doesn’t get anything for it, but at least it’s not lost.   
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So that’s what they’re hoping to do this year. I don’t know how they’re doing yet because I’ve 

been away. The real season is June to September, so they’re only about half way through it. We’ll 

see how they’re doing. That’s really the rub about a lot of these projects is that you either have to 

say, “Okay we’re going to make a long term commitment and it’s going to be repeated every year,” 

or, “Okay, maybe we can get this started.” Again, what we invested in was shared farm equipment 

because they wanted to test that idea. Would farmers rent it and use it and increase their 

production? They did and they charged the farmers a little bit so they could repair those.  They are 

now building up a little bit of a fund so they could buy a replacement piece of equipment or 

additional equipment and rent it out. They’re helping those farmers move up. I think they almost 

might be a poster-child for our region. 

I would encourage people to connect with funders who have that grant expertise that can 

help sort out grants and do that due diligence kind of thing instead of trying to do it on their own 

and reinvent the wheel. That is what I try to bring to the. That is the difference that unlike many 

grants that say, “Here’s an opportunity and apply to it,” I’m going out and learning about the 

situation, and I’ll even coach you on what you ought to apply to, and it may not be me. It may be 

over here or over there. But I’ll say, “You ought to apply for this and you need to set up this 

information and make this case statement.” If you notice I used the word invest, not fund. We don’t 

fund things, we invest. As an investor, I’m not interested in the problem but the results. What’s going 

to be different? We are trying to get people to say, “Ok if you got the funds, at the end of the grant, 
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what would be different? What would be the results?” How are you going to fix the issue, and how 

are you going to use our funds to fix it? A lot of people find the problem and say, “Give me $20,000 

and I’ll fix it,” but not tell you how they’re going to, what they’re going to do, or why they chose that 

way. In some ways it’s an education thing. The grants that the AFP did you can see some of this 

change.  Less of “what’s the problem” and more “we are going to change this and in this way.”  

Another thing that really matters is the team that makes up the project. Was it just the 

cooperative extension guy, or was it the cooperative extension guy, food pantry operator, a farmer, 

and an educator? Were they at the table putting all their expertise together to come up with a 

solution? That’s why I really like the project in Toe River.  One of the things we look at is not only the 

organization applying, but the team that came up with the project. Now sometimes the organization 

has staff that have expertise. They might be the experts, but many times they’re not. It is also not 

going to be one small organization doing this. It really needs to be a broad, community supported 

project.  That’s the real issue about any project that we’re investing in is they can’t be one person. It 

needs to be a real team that’s going to carry it out.  

I think we have a very strong relationship with MANNA, the food bank. We’ve been very 

supportive of them for a long time. One of the projects that we funded was a project with MANNA 

for $50,000 in November.  It is a project that they have been developing because they serve 16 of 

our 18 counties, and they have something like 240 partner agencies. These are small food pantries 

are many times a church food pantry, or a church basement pantry. Western North Carolina, as I’m 
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sure other Appalachian parts, is an amazing network of agencies working together. They convened 

a group up in Avery at the community college in August of last year, and got many of the food 

pantries, cooperative extension, and the health department to come.  

In our region, there has also been this community transformation grant. It’s phasing out now, 

but it’s a national program. That was with public health departments. So in Mitchell, Yancey, and 

Avery County you have MANNA and their partners. You have TRACTOR the food hub, and 

cooperative extension. You have Toe River Health Department with Jana Bartleson, Ross in Madison 

County.  For a long time, the Community Foundation has supported many of these different 

projects. Dig In is a community garden project that grows a lot of food for the food pantry and soup 

kitchen, which they’re very proud of.  It’s called a soup kitchen, but it’s really a Welcome Table. 

They’re big around here. Welcome Tables are places where a meal is served and anybody can 

come. If you are able to give a donation you do, if you can’t give a donation you don’t. But it’s a 

meal, and it’s served. It’s not a box of uncooked food. It’s a meal. So it’s very nice. Many times some 

of them involve local chefs. A restaurant will come in and help fix something, and a lot of them are 

trying to use as much local produce given to them.  

We had a very interesting project come to us recently. The community college president 

attended this conference in August and he came to us and said, “I’ve got a project I’d like to do. 

We’d like to buy some pigs and give them to high school students to raise on their land. You give 

them an impregnated sow.  They have a litter of six or seven pigs.  One will be given back to the 

http://www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org/


 

Page | 16  

 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI Grant 

(Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org          

program for the next kid, and one will be processed for money for the program.  You get about 

$500 worth of pork out of a pig.  One will be processed and given to the food pantry to give out, 

and the other three the student gets to keep to either grow or process or sell. The students are 

going to get an education through the high school on how to do that, and they’re going to report 

back on how they do it. That’s the interesting piece. Cooperative extension is working with them on 

how to grow them; the school is working, the community college is working, and TRACTOR is going 

to be helping them sell the meat and hook up with a processor.  It’s all because these agencies are 

aware of each other and are working together.  It was the same kind of thing with the community 

garden. 

There’s another program that many food pantries are now running called Empty Bowls. It’s 

an event where people pay like $10, and it’s once a year, and local artists have made soup bowls, 

and you get a soup bowl filled with soup for lunch or dinner, depending on what time of day it’s 

offered. The soup is locally made, and it’s a contribution to the food pantry. Ironically, some people 

who started it in Chicago moved to Burnsville in Yancey County and started doing it there with 

MANNA. It is like the thing to go to in Asheville now.  Like, “You weren’t at Empty Bowls? What’s 

wrong with you?” They have 200 people and sell out. Some people give more than $10.  

That’s the thing about western North Carolina; there are all of these interesting things. 

 I’m very excited to see what is going to happen with this Toe River project that Jana and 

others are doing. That’s the AFP one that was just funded. In western North Carolina, outside of 
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Asheville, there’s a lot of really great small grassroots work that I think has been done before. These 

things were done before. They’re now coming together around some of the things in the Toe River 

project. I guess if there’s one thing I would encourage you to look at as a role model that would be 

one to really look at.  

In spite of MANNA doing a lot of great work and trying to do this connection, there are still 

many food pantries that are struggling to raise enough money to put enough food in front of the 

people who need it. And the statistics aren’t any better. Unfortunately the whole issue is really jobs 

and income. Almost everything they’re doing is a band-aid until that works out. Our funds can’t fix 

that. That’s a legal problem, and that’s the frustration some days.  I guess my concern is that what 

do we really have? What will there be at the end to report? What will we know differently that we 

didn’t know? 

I think there are these initiatives, by all kinds of groups that start from ground zero. They try 

to form these networks and then they go away and because that network didn’t really do that much. 

It is hard to keep it going, but it really does need to keep going. Some of the relationships that were 

started through this AFP need to continue even if this project goes away, but it will only continue if 

people see value in it to their everyday life, whatever their doing. I see some value in it because I’m 

meeting some people that I wouldn’t normally meet, and I’m able to see some projects that maybe I 

can invest in. But MANNA has dropped out a little because they’re overworked and overstressed 

and they weren’t seeing anything benefitting them in their day-to-day work from that. And I 
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understand that. I don’t blame them. I have the luxury that I can go to meetings and spend some 

time at them.  

This is a great community, region, and people. There are places like the place out in Graham 

County where there’s an old school building made out of rock. The community built the building. 

The building was abandoned by the school system when they consolidated, but the community kept 

it.  They made it into a community center, which has an auditorium and they have junior 

Appalachian musician training program for kids. They have a commercial kitchen that processes 

food for them and a retail store. To go and see a community that has done that work, and to go 

and support them to do that work, is really rewarding. To see the folks at TRACTOR and Dig In and 

Empty Bowls and that kind of thing, that is the rewarding piece.  

We’ll be focusing on food and farming for at least two more years.  We want to really see 

those projects come to fruition and development. Hopefully we’ll see TRACTOR being successful. 

And maybe the next US farm census will show that not only did we increase farms, but we had more 

farmers making income, those kinds of things. To see the food insecurity rates go down. Just the 

idea that folks who want to get decent meals could access it, whether it be a food pantry, or 

Welcome Table, or even better, the corner grocery store because transportation is a real issue 

around here. And for them to know how to cook it, feed their families, and be able to do that. That 

would be the ideal.  

 

http://www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org/

