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I am the Deputy Director of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. I came in on the project at 

the end of June 2011. I had finished my Master’s degree at Iowa State in Sustainable Agriculture and 

Sociology and I knew I wanted to do community development work and really wanted to focus in 

this region. This job felt really compatible with my graduate work and some of the other things I had 

going on in my life.  

We are a project that covers three states. We have university partners and are funded 

through a five-year USDA grant. Our academic partners are at North Carolina State University, 

Virginia Tech, and West Virginia University. We have a number of community partners throughout 

western North Carolina, southwest Virginia, and West Virginia that have been working with us in 
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different capacities. My job is to coordinate all of the different pieces for several outputs that we 

have committed to the USDA to meet the demands of the grant. I make sure those things are 

happening, but I also need to make sure we are addressing our larger remit to address community 

food security in the region and bringing in the voices of community partners. I also do a lot of 

communications work and coordinating communications both internally and externally. I keep the 

different pieces moving.  

Social justice is the main reason I got into the work. I’m from Virginia and as a kid I felt a 

strong connection to Appalachia, and I was excited to come back to a place where I felt connected 

and closer to home. Actually one of our partners in West Virginia is a place we would go every 

summer to do work. So it is really great to reconnect in a different capacity.  Food systems, to me, 

have been a way of addressing social justice, especially at the systems level, which is one of the 

things this project was called to do. We look at food systems, not just in a way to place a Band-Aid 

on a problem, but looking at what we can do to the system to make it more equitable and just. I 

think Appalachia is a great place to work because there is a lot of potential here and I think there is a 

lot of energy and pieces to the work. I would like to see a greater capacity for thinking about food 

systems and for collaboration in the region. It would be great to have set the foundation for more 

work to come. I don’t expect to see an immediate fix come out of this work, but I would like to see 

the processes and mechanisms for people to impact the food system in a positive way come into 

play later down the line. So I’m excited about the potential for bringing all of that together.  



 

Page | 3  

 

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          

My church choir director growing up was really wonderful and gave me a lot of space and 

support in terms of thinking about social justice. I was at Heifer Project International for several years 

in Arkansas and ended up doing a lot of livestock work that I wasn’t expecting, because I wasn’t 

really interested in livestock. So I had a wonderful mentor there who was a retired Iowa pig farmer, 

Gerald Johnson. He was fabulous about taking me under his wing and teaching me a lot about 

grazing practices mainly, and also just thinking about agricultural systems. Neal Flora and Mary 

Emery, at Iowa State, both did work in the academic system with a lot of integrity. More and more 

I’m realizing that is the exception rather than the rule, but they come at it from a different 

perspective than a lot of academics; where academics are first and everything else is second. They 

come at it where working with communities to really make a positive change comes first and the 

academic pieces come second.  

What I’ve been thinking a lot about is how we brought in Dynamic Governance (DG) as a way 

to bring community partners into the decision making process. It’s a model that benefits by 

replicating and linking “fractals” which could provide a foundation for connecting the work in the 

region. Tracy Kunkler, from Social Profit Strategies, found the AFP through one of our partners and 

thought it was something we would be interested in, so I convinced our director to put some money 

towards taking some of our partners down to NC to get trained in this. We took two from each 

state. Phil, my husband, an AFP graduate research assistant, and myself went down as project staff 

to get trained in this. And then we used that training as a jumping off point. The small group of us 
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kept meeting for about six months and our community partners really asked us to take on this style 

of governance. Because one of the things we had been struggling with was how to bring our 

community partners into our decision making process in a way that wasn’t creating more work, but 

was actually a mechanism for them to have a voice. So I didn’t want something that was just a token 

gesture; I wanted something that actually worked, and this seemed to be something that our 

community partners were excited about; the ones who went to the training. So my role was really to 

be the link between what was going on in this process that was being utilized in North Carolina and 

to kind of bring that back to the project and get the project directors to adopt it knowing that their 

project partners wanted that. And that process took about a year. I’ve had to learn a lot of patience. 

I continue to learn a lot of patience to wait for processes to work.  

Now my role with that is to kind of continue to link with that and to get some of our project 

partners and some of our staff to trainings and sort of keeping that process going because there are 

more people doing it and it’s a place for us to continue to build those connections. My specific role 

is to kind of just hold it in place and to make sure that we’re still using it. It’s still growing and we’re 

still learning because it’s a process. We’re still learning how to do it well. We work a lot with Tracy. 

Tracy facilitates our decision-making meetings, which we call our circle meetings. And then we have 

partners in our region who are outright using the process or using pieces of the process, which 

enables them to connect. It’s sort of like creating a common language I guess. So I’m trying to hold 

that place and trying to keep that on the table as we continue to think about our work as a project.  
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Our project has a decision-making team, which includes five project directors from the three 

institutions, some of the graduate students, and two community partners from each state. Originally 

it was supposed to be one community partner but we had enough interest that there were two 

community partners, and that was great. So that core group of people makes decisions about the 

direction of the project. Some things we just kind of run by them and say, “Is this okay?” And some 

things they’re very active. So we had an enhancement grant process and our community partners 

had some very strong input about what they wanted in that application, and the process for 

selecting communities to be funded. These grants were for organizations that are already working 

on a project and needed a small amount of funding to enhance their work. And so that was just one 

specific incident where that was a joint decision-making process that really impacted how we did 

things, and we have another chunk of money that’s coming up for the next year and those same 

roles will have the opportunity to decide whether we do this; if we put those into community grants 

and if so what is the criteria for those grants, or whether we use them in some other capacity, 

whether for scholarships or some other development. So there’s really kind of a lot of creative 

process that’s enabled in that and anybody in the circle has the ability to object to something that’s 

going through, and then we kind of have to revisit things. That’s where the creative process 

happens. So anyway, those community partners are linking back to their communities or back to 

their AFP work, and that’s done in different ways in different states. In West Virginia it’s very informal; 

there’s not a formal AFP group in West Virginia. Western North Carolina is a very formal group. So 
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the group that’s reporting back to western North Carolina is literally going back to their group and 

saying, “This is what the group is deciding, what do we have to take back to the regional decision 

making?” And Virginia is kind of in the middle. But then within that there are different organizations 

that are using DG that are also doing food systems work, especially in western North Carolina. In 

North Carolina they are developing food policy councils out of a grant from the Center for 

Environmental Farming Systems. They are encouraging DG as a way for all of the new developing 

food councils to operate, which is giving them a common language and a way to link. So it’s 

complex and very interesting. It’s forming a foundation for building a network. So we are a piece of 

that.  

I think the hardest thing was really getting our project directors on the same page and 

feeling comfortable with the idea of having community partners make decisions. I think they all 

wanted to have community partners make decisions, but A) they didn’t think their community 

partners were interested in that or B) they didn’t know how to do that or were nervous about it for 

very understandable reasons. So I think that’s been the biggest challenge, is to kind of say, “Okay, 

how do we manage this project and be responsible for it and yet also have decision-making power? 

Not like token decision making power but actually some kind of decision and what kind of 

mechanism would that look like?” and getting that implemented. So how we overcame it was the DG 

process.  
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It took me going to Susan Clark, the project director and saying, “Our community partners 

really want this so can we look into it?” And then coming up with a proposal for that and working 

with Tracy Kunkler and John Buck, who was working with Tracy. We spent a lot of time thinking 

about what the structure would look like and then presented that as a proposal to the project 

directors, and then put the project directors through a training to have them buy into it. Then we 

presented it to the larger stakeholder coalition and asked for volunteers. I was able to go to our 

project directors knowing I had the backing of our community partners. I’m not sure our project 

directors were super excited about it initially, but they also were very responsive to our community 

partners and what they asked for. I just dodged ahead and did a lot of work in the background. It 

took over a year to get our community partners to the table. Once they came to the table we had 

an October meeting last year, and that was a turning point. In the beginning the community 

partners wanted to take over the project. And even now as we look towards the end of the project, 

we have 18 months left, our partners are asking, “What’s next? We’ve begun to form this network, 

and we want to see the work continue and so what does that look like?”   

I think all our relationships with our community partners, especially Jana Bartleson and Darcel 

Eddins, have been really great in terms of being very vocal and very willing to work with the project 

even though the project is frustrating, and yet very much holding their own space. They are not 

getting tread on by the project. I think having partners that can balance that well has been a really 

good learning process for our project directors in terms of being able to build trust. All of our 
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community partners that have been active have been really valuable. All of their relationships have 

been really important for me just because they usually tell me things that need to happen or things 

that they’re frustrated with or whatever, and I’m able to some extent take that back and say, “Well 

we need to be thinking about this too.” The relationship with Tracy Kunkler was integral. I feel like 

our whole thing is building relationships so it’s a matter of letting those relationships actually 

blossom and come to fruition and being responsible to those relationships. I suppose just expecting 

to get something out of those relationships. Most of our community partners have been really 

personally supportive of me even when there have been challenges. It’s funny, I mean almost 

everybody who works with our project has pieces where they’re very supportive and pieces where 

they are also very challenging. So I can’t say there’s anybody who hasn’t been supportive in some 

capacity.  

You write a grant on what you think you’re going to do and then hopefully there’s enough 

space that you actually get to do what needs to be done. One of the things that was originally 

written on the grant was that we would have a coalition. But there was no specificity about how the 

coalition would form, and there were no resources put towards a coalition and no time put towards 

a coalition. And the coalition wasn’t even an outcome. It was just like, “We’re going to form a 

coalition and then it will be in place and then we’ll activate the coalition and use the coalition for all 

these things.” But the reality is that there really wasn’t a precedent for that across the three state 

region. It’s easy to look at western North Carolina, southwest Virginia, and West Virginia and think 
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“Oh that’s a very homogenous area” but it’s not at all and so that was a major learning process in 

how to get people to think about working together. I think the other challenging piece in terms of 

coalition building was that we’re talking about community food security, which is very nebulous. We 

weren’t talking about one specific form of action that everybody could get behind; it’s really broad. 

It’s a really difficult thing to get your head around and so I think that was challenging. I think our 

project directors maybe didn’t realize how much time and energy that would take, and I think it’s a 

learning process for researchers in the university. Some people have had a lot of experience of 

actually working with community partners but a lot of people don’t in any meaningful capacity. So 

it’s very challenging to turn over a process that you’re responsible for to people that you don’t 

know. So anyway, it’s just been a long process.  

One of the things we didn’t build into the grant and it’s the most challenging thing to 

quantify, but it’s very much there, are the relationships that are built outside of our project through 

our project. I think that’s the most rewarding thing to see. So I say that I’m not doing specific 

community gardens or food hubs, but there are people that I’ve met at our conferences that are 

doing that kind of thing because they met at our conference, or because of a conversation that they 

had with somebody at that place. So seeing those little seeds come into fruition is very, very 

rewarding. Also seeing people thinking about how to connect back to the bigger picture is very 

rewarding. As far as the DG process specifically goes, there are two things I can think of that are 

really rewarding. One is seeing our community partners take ownership of the process and see 
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decisions that are different or better or much richer because of the process. And the work moved 

forward in a better way with more integrity because of the process. So that’s really rewarding. Also 

seeing people take elements of our process and using them in their own work is rewarding. So again 

I think just seeing how these processes have enabled other work to happen has been very 

rewarding.  

I just feel like there’s a lot of potential for this and as I go forward with my role in this capacity 

I see the potential for creating the foundation for networks to be a leverage point for creating 

change in the food system. Not that we’re offering out the answer you need, and I guess that’s what 

a piece of it is. I think most of us went into this project, or I did to some extent definitely, with sort of 

framing the grant as we would come up with this toolbox. Like you can put in a food hub, you can 

do farm to school, and you can do a food council. There are a lot of toolboxes in food system work 

and I think where I am now is I’m much more interested in the processes for enabling communities 

and larger networks, a foodshed if you will, to negotiate those solutions themselves. And so it’s not 

so much a toolkit. Those can be out there, but it’s more about the processes for exploring complex 

problems and using kind of local knowledge and non-local knowledge and integrating all of that 

together. And so what keeps me doing the larger work is I still see the food system as a place for 

addressing social justice and creating those processes that can be used for other things. So it can be 

a jumping off point for lots of other complex issues related to social justice. Specifically within the 
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region though I think there’s a tremendous amount of potential at this moment to facilitate those 

networks and the learning that goes along with that.  

I think now I would not go in with a fixed idea of what the solution is. That there are solutions, 

but I think you need to be reflexive and be willing to change.  I think trusting that the process will 

work if you actually turn them over to where they need to be. Maybe that’s too vague. I know this 

from other work and I know this theoretically, but I think that really questioning the idea of experts 

and expertise and coming in with a lot more humility; trusting your own knowledge, but knowing 

that other people come to the table with a tremendous amount of other kinds of knowledge and 

that has to be negotiated and not downplayed and not patronized, but actually facilitated. I think 

you get the most out of what you’re doing if you can learn to learn from all those knowledges. And 

that’s really what the DG process is good at doing is making space for multiple knowledges to 

interact at one time.  

In DG we talk about a range of tolerance. It’s a consent-based not a consensus-based 

process so the idea isn’t to necessarily get everybody on the same page but each decision is based 

on its own merit. So, “Can you go along with the decision? Is that within your range of tolerance?” 

And if it’s not that’s when you say “This is outside my range of tolerance” so then the group has to 

rethink it to get it within your range of tolerance. I might not be something you’re totally excited 

about. You may think there’s a better way to do it, but it’s something you can go along with and 

usually you set time limits on it and there’s some sort of accountability so you can revisit it at some 
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point. It allows people to move forward and try things without fear that they’ll never get a chance to 

correct the course if necessary. I think that’s pretty empowering when it’s actually lived out effectively 

so that it gives everybody a strong voice in the direction that the work is going.  

We have the process now, which is good. Could it be better? Could it have happened earlier? 

I don’t know. There are so many factors. As far as the DG process goes I think my contribution is 

successful because I’m not sure how else it would have happened. Somebody had to be willing to 

test it out and somebody had to be willing to convince the project directors to do it and so it was 

probably my role to do that. I’m probably the only person situated to do that so I did. It’s still a 

learning process and it’s not perfect and there are still a lot of growing pains. 

Western North Carolina has taken this on very seriously. They’re doing DG with the western 

North Carolina Food Security Advisory Council. And they’re very seriously working towards collective 

impact. I think having that group kind of thinking about that and working towards that has been 

really important. There have been some offshoot groups that we funded through our enhancement 

grants that are enabling more systems level work to come out of smaller projects. I wouldn’t say it’s 

scaling up but it’s connecting work to be better able to address systems as opposed to just projects. 

So I think inherently in this process there is the potential for moving away from isolated impact to 

collective impact, and I think that’s really important. So again creating the processes, the 

mechanisms, the learning, and the mindset that allows us to continue to move in that direction.  
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One of the challenges we face with our grant is justifying the idea that processes are 

transferrable insomuch as the knowledge piece. I do think the USDA is kind of slowly moving 

towards this direction. So again this is something I already touched on but instead of “Here’s your 

toolkit and here’s all the plug-and-play things you need to make a food secure system in your town 

or region or area, here are some thoughts about processes to connect and to really utilize the 

people and the knowledge that are already in place”, and so I guess that’s kind of where I am with 

that. 

There were lots of practices we tried before that didn’t work very well. I think I can talk about 

things that worked less well. One of the things we struggled with is we have a very large circle group 

and it’s all on phone calls so that’s just challenging. I mean like if we’re talking about the logistics of 

having conversations with people, a phone call with like 12 people trying to make a decision is really 

hard. I do think there’s still a lot of training that needs to happen for people to really understand the 

process and to utilize it as effectively as possible. And I do think that the places where we have a 

formal group, like in western North Carolina, that we’re linking to is much more effective than the 

informal kind of linking that’s happening in West Virginia and southwest Virginia, at least for our 

work. I think the more explicit those links are the more accountable the project is to our partners as 

opposed of individuals that know their community and know what’s going on but aren’t having to 

report back to anybody. But I’m not sure there’s anything we can do with that at this point. Maybe 

down the line there are things we can develop and maybe there are different kinds of networks that 
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will evolve out of this and those are the networks that work for those. I mean we’re talking about the 

whole state of West Virginia so it’s very different than a group that largely centers around Asheville. 

So I think that’s just learning and building capacity really, and kind of meeting people where they are 

in terms of organization happening in their region.  

I would have liked to have seen things a little more formal but there’s a give and take 

between kind of the organic relationships in the way things play out and who’s already doing work 

in the region. A lot of our state relationships are based on the state lead and so that varies. There is 

just a lot of dynamic pieces I guess. I mean there are “pie in the sky” things; like I would like all of my 

project directors to go to the training and understand the process better. I would like to have more 

work being done with the process in Virginia and West Virginia especially. Ideally it would be great if 

it happened earlier but I’m not sure there’s much I could change at this point just because things 

kind of happened when they needed to happen.   

I have lots of frameworks and definitions for community food security, but for me I’m coming 

from a social justice perspective so it’s really a means of thinking about food and all of the things 

that go into food and connect to food and how those pieces need to be restructured or how they 

relate to social justice. And so how people not just access food, but what kind of role do they play? I 

mean its food sovereignty and all that mixed into it. But there’s so much more that goes into 

community food security than just farmers and SNAP Ed and markets and stuff like that. It’s housing 

and infrastructure and whether people have the autonomy to move around and make decisions. 
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And so I guess I think about community food security as a means of hopefully addressing those 

other issues. I don’t know, I should probably have a better pocket answer considering the work that I 

do. Having a definition for it is really different than what it means to me; like why I’m involved in it. 

I’ve often thought if I weren’t doing this what would I be doing? I might still be doing food systems 

work, but I might also be doing something with women’s literacy because that’s really integral, that’s 

like a leverage point for addressing other social justice issues. So I just think it can be a really useful 

tool for getting at some other issues that affect all parts of our communities and society. 

What doing this work in general has taught me about community food security is it’s really 

hard to get people to understand it when they are coming at it from different places; even if they 

are systems thinkers. Often times I think our individual work or individual piece of work keeps us kind 

of focused on where we are and I think it’s really hard to insert yourself into a bigger picture without 

a lot of help and a lot of vision. I think that’s where networks make a difference because it forces 

people from out of their little niche and it makes them broaden their perspective. And I think having 

this process in place allows us to bring more voices to the table that brings that system into 

perspective better. I still think it’s really hard for people to get their heads around community food 

security. The other thing is it just takes a ton of people from so many different perspectives to be 

able to actually begin to address it effectively. So the more processes that we can put in place that 

can bring those people and their perspectives and their knowledge to the table I think the closer we 

can get towards actually thinking about community food security.  
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I think our region is a place where that work needs to happen. I mean that work probably 

needs to happen everywhere, but I think there are so many cultural pieces in Appalachia.  One of 

the challenges is that it’s not homogenous at all. And now that I’ve been working in the region I 

realize how different it is even within the three-state region that we work in. I think too that it’s 

challenging to get people to think about working together in a really meaningful way. There are a lot 

of trust issues in the region. I go back and forth on whether that’s because we have these mountains 

and so there’s this tradition and culture of being isolated. I’m not sure how much of that is a reality. I 

think that’s a piece of it. A lot of the folks we work with, a lot of the community partners that are 

leading organizations that are working in our region, did not necessarily grow up in the region which 

is just an interesting piece and there are maybe some implications for that as well. I think it’s a 

challenge that the region has a history of internal colonization. Resource extraction is part of the 

history of the region and so to some extent there can be an aspect of that when we think about 

economic development, which is often how community food systems work is framed. There is often 

the idea that we can extract. So we can grow our cattle here and we can ship them up to New York 

and we can sell our grass-fed beef at a really expensive price and then bring the funds back to 

Appalachia. And so I think it’s a challenge to think about “What do we do to make sure that we’re 

serving the people here first?” So I think that’s a mentality to deal with. Again, I think there are a lot 

of trust issues and territorial issues, which I’m not sure is endemic to this area. I think there are 

probably a lot of other places that have the same issues especially around food systems work. I’m 
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not sure why other than there’s a lot of money coming into it now so it’s gathering a lot of 

competition and what not for that sort of thing.  

There is a lot of potential here and there are a lot of assets in the region that haven’t been 

tapped into really. I don’t think they have been fully utilized to bring about community food security. 

And I also think if we really tapped into what’s going on here around community food security it 

could lead to a lot of other things that would be beneficial to more populations. What would it look 

like to increase our infrastructure in the region not just to support the food system, but also to 

support communities and travel within communities? I also think about housing differently and 

about our ecological systems. All of those things are related and all of those can be pulled in and 

come out of community food security. There just are some really lovely strong communities that 

have been here for a long time and I think working to improve the quality of life in the region is a 

worthwhile venture. So I do think there is the potential for that. I think there are the pieces here for 

that to happen; it’s just a matter of how to utilize them or how to bring them together. And it’s a 

beautiful place. 

There’s momentum gathering around the network piece and the process piece. People who 

have been focused on, “Let’s just get this project done” are starting to think a little bigger and how 

to connect bigger. That gives me hope, along with the work that our community partners are doing 

and the way they’re evolving. It’s really exciting to see organizations and groups broadening their 

work for the better through these networks; especially as they come into contact with other ideas 
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and other groups doing different or similar thing. I see a lot of good work coming out of our 

partners and a lot of innovative work. And again, I see things connecting for people I guess, and so I 

think that’s very hopeful for the work.  

I would really like to see these networks connected in a much more conscious way. I’m still 

learning about network theory and networks and how that all operationalizes, and so I would like to 

see the work much more connected and potentially some community partner driven councils and 

what not; mechanisms for doing this work. And that’s already starting to happen. I’d like to see food 

councils develop ideally; I think that’s a very natural way to connect to some of the work that’s 

happening. But seeing those connect in a larger network is what I think I’d like to see happen, and to 

see those councils addressing those bigger issues.  

We have some conversations in the works with North Carolina especially with their work 

coming out of CEFS and also the work happening with Tracy in western North Carolina with 

connections to other work happening in Appalachia. I would like to see those pieces come together 

in the next little bit. I’m looking forward to seeing whether or not that happens and in what capacity. 

There is only so much that you can control. You kind of put yourself out there and put your pieces 

out there and learn and make connections. We’ve got a small Community Viability grant that we 

applied for from Virginia Tech that if we get hopefully we’ll play a role in some of that capacity 

building for these networks.  
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We’ve got a plan for the next 18 months to finish the work, but I’ll really be working with our 

community partners to begin the conversation about what they want next. My role in that I guess is 

just to be a placeholder to make sure that conversation is happening and that we can put things in 

place that will support those next steps. But I don’t know what those next steps will look like. The AFP 

may be gone and that’s fine. It could be a legacy of the project. It may be something else entirely. 

So for me for the next 18 months is to try to keep all the pieces together and to make sure the 

conversations are happening that need to happen for next steps.  

 

 

 

 

 


