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Maureen McGonagle served as an Americorps VISTA volunteer and assisted the Blacksburg Farmer’s 

Market with a variety of programs and daily tasks. She worked on a SNAP double value program as 

part of her mission to bring healthy food to low-income people. The affordability of local produce is 

a primary barrier to access that she is trying to address. She has harnessed support from a number 

of community organizations to sustain the program, and recommends the same for organizations 

attempting similar work. Although the number of participants is low compared to SNAP recipients in 

the county, Maureen finds hope and inspiration in changing the relationship that people have with 

food. 

 

Keywords: Blacksburg Farmers Market, SNAP, healthy people, partnerships 

  

My name is Maureen McGonagle, and I’m the AmeriCorps VISTA at the Blacksburg Farmer’s 

Market. I was hired to work on a couple of specific projects. One was the Market Kids program; 

another was to continue to develop our SNAP Double Value Coupon Program, and then also the 

farmer’s market store. And I also just help in general with day-to-day operations, marketing, 

anything. There’s only one hired person here so as a small non-profit you have your hands in 

everything. There is a lot to do all of the time, and it’s nice to have diversity of work like that. It keeps 

things interesting.  

I work here full time and right now I’m organizing a bunch of volunteers. We have nine 

volunteers through VT Engage and then a bunch of civic agriculture student volunteers and 
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community and nutrition volunteers, so I’ve been working on that. We are writing the assignment 

description for the next VISTA and figuring out where the position may go and where these 

programs might go in the next year. It’s kind of cool how that takes shape because it all can vary 

depending on the strengths or the interests of the VISTA. I think there’s a lot of autonomy in this 

position with it being such a small organization. It’s pretty much Ellen and the volunteer board and 

the vendors so if you have an idea you have a lot of room to run with it given that it supports the 

market and everybody’s on board. I’m excited to see where the position is headed. I still have a 

couple months so I’m working on getting the cooking demos going and finishing up the Market Kids 

program. I want to focus on creating a structure for outreach efforts for the SNAP program so that’s 

part of the cooking demonstrations. And the SNAP challenge will be really cool. That’s going to 

come up in October. I got my degree in Humanities, Science, and the Environment at Virginia Tech.  

When I got out of college I worked for a local farmer for a couple of years, and I got 

integrated in the farmer’s market here because I sold with him at this farmer’s market. I started to 

get really passionate about this local community. I was also working at the local health food store so 

I really started to get my roots here. I was especially interested in this community with the focus on 

local food and giving back in some way or another and really becoming part of it, so when this job 

became available I was like, “I could not ask for a more perfect job position. This is the one I want!” 

I think I’m most passionate about changing my own lifestyle and really integrating myself into 

the process of food from growing to harvesting to preparing. Integrating that into my everyday life 
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and everyday routine has changed my life in such a positive way. Inspiring the simplicity of that into 

the community could have a really profound impact, even though it’s as simple as it is. Food can 

inspire. And it’s delicious. Sharing that with everybody and giving them the opportunity to have that 

experience and learn how to do that for themselves is a sense of empowerment. 

I’m really lucky in that the VISTA positions are geared towards alleviating poverty in some 

way, and that’s the population that really is marginalized from the local food system, which is kind of 

weird because traditionally speaking, people in Appalachia were farmers. Maybe not everybody, but 

that was such a part of their lives. My intention here is to broaden the range of access of local foods 

for people, and it just so happens that the point of my position is to engage low-income people in 

the local food economy.   

Working at Eats Natural Foods was a really cool experience for me because it’s full of people 

that are dedicated to this area. Previous to that I was more integrated into the VT community, so 

that was my first transition into what Blacksburg is all about and maybe even broadening my lens of 

this area. I learned a lot working there. You’d think it’s just a retail job, but I learned a lot about 

health, and we worked with a lot of the farmers. They bring in a lot of food from local farmers and 

they really try to highlight what people are doing locally around here to bring in as much product 

from this area as possible. I got to know a lot of farmers and vendors at the market and people 

doing really cool things in the community. I actually met the farmer that I ended up working for at 

Eats.  We just kind of made that connection, and he asked me if I wanted to work on his farm. 



 

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          

Working for him was really great. He was really patient with me as someone that hadn’t really 

worked on a farm before. We grew a lot of garlic, potatoes, squash, tomatoes, and hot peppers. He 

focused on a few specific crops in larger volume as opposed to doing a full market garden.  

There were definitely some problems with our operation. It was me and him and we both 

had other jobs outside of farming so sometimes it was frustrating because to be a really successful 

farmer you have to be in it. You at least have to have that be your only thing during the bulk of the 

growing season because if you have one workday and it’s raining you need to be able to get 

everything done the next day. And for me it was like, “Alright, well the next four days I’m working on 

my other job so…” It was a little frustrating in that regard, but I learned a lot anyway. I kind of 

learned that small farming is really hard, and that I don’t know that I want to be a farmer. It takes a 

lot and there’s not necessarily a lot of returns; not everything works out and you have to just cut 

your losses and be strong. I also learned in order to establish a strong customer base you have to be 

at the market consistently or else people don’t get to know you, and the way that people shop at 

the market is by personal connection. And by product obviously, but a lot of it is like, “I’ve really 

gotten to know these people and I want to support them, I want to buy from them.” So I feel like 

being at the market consistently can really allow you to take off as a farm. Also it’s been great 

working with Ellen at the market. Ellen rocks.  

Our SNAP Double Value Incentive program is a food stamp subsidy program where we 

match food stamps up to $10 per person per farmer’s market. It started in 2011. 
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We have a token system so everybody can come to our informational table with their SNAP 

card, swipe their card for however much they want in dollar increments, and then we have $1 tokens 

that they can redeem for eligible food from our vendors. So somebody comes to our information 

table, swipes their card for $10 and then we’ll give them $20 worth of tokens. Similarly if they swipe 

their card for $20 we would give them $30 because we match up to $10. Or if they swipe their card 

for $5 we would match $5, because we match up to $10.  

All of our vendors are educated on what people are allowed to buy with the $1 tokens and 

what they’re not allowed to buy. They can’t buy prepared foods, like hot foods. But there are some 

grey areas where it’s hard to say one way or the other—like ice cream. If you buy it in a pint you can 

use your EBT card but maybe not if you buy it in a cone. The vendors know that they’re not allowed 

to give any change back, so they are flexible in changing the pricing structure a little bit, either 

rounding up or rounding down, because the customers are not allowed to receive any cash back.  

We probably have over 100 people signed up with the program, and then the usage 

fluctuates. The thing is there are thousands of people on SNAP in Montgomery County, so we’re 

reaching a really small population, but there’s potential for the program to grow infinitely. There is 

some funding through the recent Farm Bill for double value programs but they’re not sure what 

that’s going to look like in terms of distribution. There’s a foundation called Wholesome Wave that 

kind of informed the Farm Bill. They funded double value programs through different farmer’s 

markets and used that data to inform funding through the government. But now Wholesome Wave 
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just really wants to make sure that funding actually goes to farmer’s markets as opposed to any food 

venue.  

I picked up here where the previous VISTA and Ellen kind of left off. They had established a 

system where we keep track of all the data for SNAP, so that’s part of my role. Each customer that 

uses an EBT card has a card in a book so we can keep track of how many new people sign up for 

the program and then each time they use their card and for how much. We do all of our own 

fundraising for the match so we have an account and we need to make sure we don’t go over the 

account. So that helps us keep track of how much we’re using of our double value account each 

month. Also it allows us to see how the program is growing and inform grant writing. Basically it 

allows us to go to potential funders and be like, “This is a great program, this is the data that we 

have, and you should help fund us.” So that was one thing that was already established. It’s a really 

great system for data collection.  

Basically my two main roles are fundraising and outreach. As I said we do a lot of 

independent fundraising. I held a couple of fundraisers earlier this year when the account was 

starting to get really low, and one of them was an art auction. I partnered with the Sustainable Food 

Corps at Tech and they have these community meals. They’re held at the United Methodist church 

downtown, and I think during the semester they try to do one a month or one every two months. 

They get donations from all over from farmers and grocery stores and then cook up this giant meal. 

They just have this feast and everyone’s welcome to come share a free meal together. I just kind of 
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tag-teamed their community meal and collected art donations and set up a big art auction and 

helped publicize the event, and it was really successful. We ended up making $1,000 for the 

program so that was really cool. I think it’s definitely something that could be an annual event. Ellen 

had written a couple grants and did a yoga donations class. We’ve held a raffle, churches donate, 

and we created an online giving site for our organization through the community foundation Give 

Big NRV. They had a Giving Day, and on our Giving Day all of our donations went to the SNAP 

program. We’re having another raffle this Saturday with our apple tasting at the market. So our 

funding has kind of been pieced together from a lot of different places.  

Another part of my role is outreach, so I focused on that a couple of months ago. I partnered 

with an intern from Cooperative Extension who was doing cooking demonstrations at the farmer’s 

market and part of her role was to outreach to low-income populations. We got together and 

decided to just make a bunch of informational materials that we could outreach together with that 

combined cooking demonstrations and the SNAP program. Cooperative Extension already made a 

brochure, but it’s not very specific and it doesn’t say anything about the double value program, so 

we just made inserts that were specific to the Blacksburg Farmers Market that we put in there and 

then we made flyers and distributed them to a lot of poverty alleviation programs like Micah’s 

Backpack, Valley Interfaith Childcare, Head Start, the Free Clinic, community housing partners, 

Interfaith Food Pantry, Department of Social Services, WIC garden— just anywhere that we could 

possibly imagine to get the word out. Then something that formed out of that was she started doing 
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cooking demonstrations at the Interfaith Food Pantry. So every Monday for a couple of Mondays at 

the end of the summer we both went out there and she did cooking demonstrations with some of 

the produce, and then I talked to people about the SNAP program. Now we have a batch of 

Community Nutrition students from Virginia Tech and we’re going to continue to do that every 

Monday at the Interfaith Food Pantry. The intention is to have that program develop to different 

venues as a way to outreach.  

Cooperative Extension has been really great. Meredith Ledlie Johnson at the Family Nutrition 

Program is awesome, as well as Sarah Misyak. They’re really supportive and really great to work with. 

Both of them are all about the SNAP program, and they’re actually creating a SNAP challenge where 

they’re going to try to encourage people for one week to live on average food stamps, which I think 

is like $40 for the whole week for food. Their twist on it is if they come to the farmer’s market they 

can get an extra $20. So it’s PR for the double value program and just an educational experience for 

people.  

I think it’s rewarding to talk to people that are really excited that this exists. It’s a really cool 

program and it’s a really needed program. I feel like there’s the perception that healthy food is more 

expensive, and this kind of breaks down barriers for engagement for people that might otherwise 

not be able to afford to eat these foods. People are pumped about it, and I’ve just gotten a lot of 

good feedback.  
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I feel like it has so much potential to continue to grow and there might just be other barriers 

that are preventing people from coming and using the program, like transportation. The people that 

could really benefit from something like this might live pretty far out, and might not have access to 

get here even if they did know about the program. The only thing I can really think of is like having a 

truck that delivers, or having a mobile sort of situation. In Floyd there’s Plenty! They deliver food. It’s 

necessary because there are a lot of people out there that don’t have cars. 

I think part of my motivation is just the potential in this area and people are coming together 

for this united cause. I feel like change is really possible within the food system, and I’m inspired by 

all of the projects that are going on already and the infinite room for growth. I feel like working with 

food is a lot more accessible than other sort of environmental changes. Food is the connection 

people have between the environment and yourself. It’s the connection between earth and 

humanity, so I feel like it’s a much more reachable section. It’s also a way to inspire people about the 

natural world more easily. It’s relatable on a real live day-to-day basis, as opposed to the “Save the 

whales” sort of thing. Maybe that is applicable and relatable to people, but not on a day-to-day in 

your face kind of way like food is.  

I think harnessing your community for funding is important. Getting people to know about 

the program will get people excited about it and get people wanting to support it and back it. 

Harness the resources in your community to get this program off the ground, whatever that may be. 
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Go to the churches, go to the local foundation, hold events, do whatever you can to get people to 

know about this program.  

Continuing to outreach and get publicity in whatever way has been successful for us. 

Logistically, having the limited double amount of $10 is enough to get people excited about the 

program but it’s also a manageable amount to fundraise. At certain points we had an unlimited 

double amount, which was awesome, but it’s hard to continue to fundraise at that level. I think $10 is 

a really manageable limit and it’s still enough to make a difference. That’s still an extra $80 a month 

if you come to every Wednesday market and Saturday market. I think getting church support was 

really great and getting our community foundation on board. I think there are a lot of things that 

went well. I think it’s just a matter of growing the program and continuing to educate people about 

it.  

It’s hard to compare how the program is growing because people usually just match. They 

swipe $10 because they can double up to $10, and that’s what they do. But if we could double 

more, then they would probably swipe more. So the data’s hard to compare at this point, and that’s 

something that could be considered for anyone who’s trying to replicate this program if they want 

really linear data.  

I think this program is making food more affordable and breaking down the notion that 

farmer’s markets are for a certain population. It’s breaking down the notion that local food is too 

expensive. I feel like it gets people here and it maybe breaks down their judgments or preconceived 
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notions because not everything is out of reach. There is affordable food to be had here. I think once 

they get here, they see that.  Then it maybe changes their perceptions. So that incentive is really 

great for that. There was a period of a couple of months where we couldn’t double, but our data 

showed that we had similar usage stats even when we didn’t have the double.  

There’s definitely little glitches here and there, like maybe the volunteers don’t record the 

data properly. I feel like if we could come up with some sort of electronic system for recording SNAP 

data it might be a little more error free because right now we do it at the table by hand. When they 

come up they say what their name is and the volunteer looks up the name and they write it down. 

So I’ve noticed little errors that way, but otherwise it works fine.  

I would say that there is definitely a need for programs like this. It seems from this program 

that people want to be able to shop at the farmer’s market, but there’s a barrier there. It’s hard to 

say because we’re just dealing with a really small population of low-income consumers. So I’d say it’s 

just a really small way to break down that barrier, but I feel like it has the potential to have a really 

huge and lasting change.  

Community food security to me is where everybody has access to healthy food. The barriers 

are broken down. Everybody is financially, educationally, within the distance— the access to food 

and to healthy nutritious food is available in all ways. I would say around here the distance is a big 

challenge. In rural communities there is not such a centralized space, and not everybody may have 

transportation. So I think getting people here can be an issue. There’s a community all the way in 



 

Page | 12  

 

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          

Pulaski through community housing partners that’s come to the market a couple of times. Luckily 

they organize the transportation. But that’s a long way to come— it’s a 45 minute drive one way. So 

I think that’s the biggest barrier.  

I would say the farming tradition is a benefit here. People have that in their heritage. I know 

through a colleague’s survey that it seemed like people had a desire to reconnect with their heritage 

in that way, so I think that’s a really great benefit. That’s opposed to an inner city where people 

coming from other countries might have that in their heritage, but they may be not as connected in 

that way. Some people here even grew up in farms. They were raised on a farm.  

I think the SNAP program specifically breaks down a really clear barrier; the perception and 

the actual financial barrier to local food. It’s like, “I didn’t buy local food because it was too expensive 

but now I do.” I think that’s huge. I feel like there’s a lot of hope in the fact that we’re only reaching a 

small population, but it has the potential to grow in infinite ways once we figure out ways to break 

down the other barriers. 

I think it could be really cool to get government funding so we can double more— like $20 a 

market. I think that’s a really nice number because people don’t generally need more than $40 per 

market. Ideally we would have significantly more people using the program. It could grow 

exponentially in that way. It could be really cool to have a mobile market that we could take to areas 

further away that could be a centralized place for these people to come and do a similar match 
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program— kind of like collecting food from the vendors and then taking it on the road. It would be 

really cool.  

  

 

 

 

 


