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 My name is Kelly Crane and I am currently transitioning out of a role as the 

project coordinator for SAGE, which is Sustainable Agriculture Entrepreneurs. In 

addition to the SAGE project, which is a local project, I am also the executive director 

of the West Virginia Farmers Market Association. The two connect on a lot of levels. 

I’m also a farmer.  

 I’m originally from western North Carolina so I have a connection to the 

region.  I have this ideological motivation of making a positive impact on your home 

region. There’s a big need, and also frankly, there’s a lot of room for professional 

development in West Virginia for recent graduates. There are a lot more jobs opening 
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up in the agricultural sector than there are people qualified to fill them that currently 

live in state. So it’s one of those things where you can have a lot of professional 

access at a young age by locating in a region like this that’s just getting developed. So 

there are personal advantages of being here and then the ideological drive to impact 

Appalachia.  

 I think everybody has motivations in whatever they’re doing. My overt goal 

with the Farmers Market Association is to help develop that particular piece of the 

agricultural sector, and in doing so, help develop the whole sector by supporting West 

Virginia farmers markets. I also have kind of a personal agenda that I have a 

commitment to sustainable agriculture. We support all sorts of farmers through our 

farmers markets.  Some of our markets aren’t producer-only and we still support 

them. My goal is to help embed some of what I think are really compelling reasons to 

adopt sustainable practices by presenting them as options to people that I impact 

through trainings and workshops. I feel like developing relationships, unconditionally 

supporting folks, and then offering them options and ways that make sense and are 

also delivered to them in a culturally appropriate communication mechanism are ways 

to get my not-so-secret agenda included as well. It wasn’t part of my job description, 

but it’s something that I personally bring with me to my position statewide. We 

developed SAGE with those ideals in mind and so those are part of the job description 

because I created the job description.  
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 I have an educational background from undergrad, and I went back to school 

and did a certificate program at the University of Georgia in organic agriculture, which 

was a really hands on program. The reason I went back to school for organic 

agriculture is because I read Animal, Vegetable, Miracle by Barbara Kingsolver, and it 

changed my life. I locked myself in my room and cried for three days and then 

decided to be a farmer. Since then I have forced all of my family members to read 

that book and listen to all of my propaganda.  My sister now manages a farmers 

market, and my mom, who’s a doctor, has started an organic farm where they live. So 

now literally everybody in my family has turned into a farmer. That’s how ideas get 

diffused. I had really good faculty mentors at the University of Georgia. Part of my 

requirements for my program were that we had to do some undergraduate research. 

So we had much closer relationships with our mentors than you normally have with 

faculty at a school that big. My faculty members really encouraged me, and that had a 

big impact as well.  

 I moved to Charleston because my spouse got a really great job here. I ended 

up working at the West Virginia legislature through this hilarious combination of a 

random internship I took and ended up as a legislative liaison, which meant I was 

working in a legislative committee at the capitol building. I got a lot of professional 

development with policy and stuff like that. Then a couple of years into that, the job 

that I have now with the Farmers Market Association came open and I applied for it. It 
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wasn’t just luck; I was on the lookout for those jobs. Since then there have been a lot 

more jobs created. I was already on the way to developing SAGE when that 

happened, so it kind of ended up happening concurrently.  

 With the Farmers Market Association role, I’m the executive director of what 

functions like a non-profit, although we have a fiscal agent that we draw money down 

from. I’m in charge of fundraising and work with the board. We are bringing on staff 

now so I’m managing the hiring process for that, and I will manage the staff. I make 

sure we’re in compliance with all of our grant reports, and I gather stakeholder input 

and manage the development of strategic planning for the organization. Because 

we’re a statewide organization, I do a lot of 50,000 feet things. I gather statewide 

information and do things with statewide implications, which means that my impact is 

broader but more diffused.   

 A friend of mine, Cullen Naumoff, who worked for the Charleston Area 

Alliance, was in charge of their Vision 2030 Project for the Kanawha Valley. They 

essentially function like a chamber of commerce, so she worked with business 

entrepreneurship and economic development. She found out that the West Side 

farmers market put in a bid for the USDA grant which they got for $20,000, and then 

put out an RFP for consultants to help them write a business plan. She contacted me 

because she knew I had an agriculture background and she had a business 

background.  So we worked with the West Side farmers market to develop their 
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business plan, and in doing so, we did a lot of research about the agriculture 

economy here in the Kanawha Valley. Out of that project, we realized that there was a 

hugely disproportionate amount of market for local food versus the amount of 

production that was happening. We actually recommended to the West Side farmers 

market that they host an onsite training program because we literally couldn’t find 

enough vendors for them. We hosted dinners, we searched, we called, we did 

everything. We were like, “Obviously there’s an economic development opportunity 

here,” so that’s how the idea for SAGE got started. We talked to the Alliance and they 

were like, “Yeah let’s do it; we’ll be the fiscal agent.” So our chamber of commerce is 

the one that hosts this farmer training program, which is super unusual.  

 We’ve been working on SAGE since 2011. The first round of funding we got 

was in 2012, and the program itself started in June 2013. I really like being involved 

with SAGE, which is geared toward small-scale sustainable producer training. I was 

involved in the conception of the idea. I helped negotiate partnerships to get it 

launched, write grants and secure funding from sponsors and donors, and to develop 

the curriculum. Up until halfway through this year I was also the de facto farm 

manager for the micro-farm, which is what we call the place where they do their 

growing. I’ve continued helping with the grant reporting and programmatic review 

and redesign as we learn new things.   
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 We kicked off the first year by putting out an application and selecting a class 

of 20. The class of 20 was a lot. We prioritized people’s applications, and through 

looking at their answers to our questions, we had people of all ranges 

socioeconomically. We had a lot of people who were beginners who had no 

experience in agriculture, because it’s a beginner program, which turned out to be not 

the best tactic for creating agriculture entrepreneurs. We got a lot of people who 

were close to retiring and looking for a second income.  We had a lot of women and 

a lot of folks with young families that were interested in it from a family health 

perspective. I think we got a lot of people who were less interested in commercial 

agriculture and more in the area of homesteading.  

 We also wanted to have a social justice component to our program. We 

specifically tried to target low-income people for participation in our program. We 

partnered with the Kanawha Institute for Social Research and Action (KISRA), which is 

an organization locally who recruits people for participation in other programs they 

already have.  So they have a pool of individuals. We worked with them and said, “Of 

this 20 we want 10 to come from you guys.” They even supported their fees for the 

program and everything. What we found that it was a bad fit for the way this program 

is designed. It was not very successful on that population; we only retained one of the 

10. We learned that at-risk folks don’t have a lot of time to spend on unpaid education 

programs that may or may not result in actual economic impacts on their family.  
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 For the curriculum we got together experts in business and entrepreneurship, 

and I handled the development and delivery of the agricultural piece of that. 

Developing curriculum is hard. We basically worked out what topics needed to be 

covered in which month because we wanted to take the students through a whole 

growing season. It really would be better if we could do everything before April but 

it’s just not going to happen. So figured out what was really important to cover early 

in the season. For example, companion planting and beneficials were something that 

we were like, “We can wait until November to talk about that in the classroom. They’ll 

see it in practice. But post-harvest handling, that has to happen before we go to 

market.” We had this big spreadsheet that we kept. We figured out what topics should 

go in which month and we all made sure that we had listed exactly what things were 

vital learning objectives for that topic. Then we brainstormed about who we thought 

could be a good instructor for those classes. That was between us and other people 

we found who had expertise in specific topics.  We then developed the actual 

materials to go with it.  By then, it was time to take the classes.  The 20 folks took 

classes on agriculture and entrepreneurship; they took care of their garden spaces 

and did homework.  They also had capstone projects and went to the farmers market 

every weekend to sell. We taught them how to do that, and they took turns managing 

harvest and managing the market. We would review and redesign the curriculum at 

least once a year. 
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 Cullen and I burnt out. We were both managing other big projects and so we 

realized that having a project be somebody’s baby is really important. There was a 

turning point where the project grew enough and needed to outgrow the part time 

attention that we could pay to it. We’re just now figuring out how to address that. In 

this coming year we’ll hire someone, but we’ve limped through this past year. Our first 

class of growers that graduated decided they wanted to form a little cooperative.  We 

then found another space so it has expanded to a second location.  That was a 

turning point when they became project partners and not just project participants.  

We now have 10 partners instead of two.  

 The first micro-farm was a backyard of a small apartment building owned by a 

local business owner whose family we know. We don’t even have a signed MOU with 

them.  They’re just like, “Do whatever.” I was like, “Is this ok?” and they said, “This is 

just how stuff is done.” I said, “This is not best practice, but okay.” The Charleston 

Urban Renewal Authority owns the second piece. That piece has been much more of 

a hassle than the non-agreement we have with this other family. A team of folks who 

were working to develop that piece approached us, and that was right when we were 

looking for a second piece of property for SAGE Grown, which was our first class of 

SAGE-ers. When you graduate you’re SAGE Grown Cooperative, so we were looking 

for property for them.  So the Charleston Urban Renewal Authority came to us with it 
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and we’re like, “Great!” It has since turned into a bit of a headache; too many partners 

managing that space.  

 We also have both extension offices involved—West Virginia State and West 

Virginia University Extension.  There are a lot of people trying to vie for credit, and 

we’re just like, “We just want to grow vegetables, you can put whatever sign up you 

want, we don’t care.” So it’s been a little organization getting caught in the middle of 

political stuff, which I think happens a lot. Because we coordinate this program we 

want to bring in the best expertise we can find from wherever we find it. That means 

we have WVU Extension working to deliver some classes, and we have WV State 

doing our orchard piece, and we’ve got an entomologist from the Department of 

Agriculture doing our IPM class. Collaborative processes are hard.  

 We’re kind of promiscuous collaborators. I realized that credit is free and easy 

to give, and it’s also the thing organizations crave the most. I just had a moment 

where I was like, “I’m going to put our partners on every piece of paper that gets 

printed, every communication that goes out. It shouldn’t be such a big deal, but if it is, 

I’m going to.” So giving credit doesn’t hurt anything, and it really paves the way. Our 

willingness to form partnerships and to let other people take credit for things 

sometimes, even when it’s not totally fair, matters and makes a difference. 

 We had folks from between three and five different states working on the 

curriculum. We had UGA faculty working on the curriculum; we had WVU Extension 
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and somebody from the Oberlin Project.  We had practitioners and farmers from 

North Carolina and Wests Virginia who helped with the curriculum design parts. I 

think that Cullen also tapped into a lot of different resources that she could find for 

the curriculum development. For the classes being taught it’s mostly West Virginia 

Extension plus the Department of Agriculture. Also the University of Charleston helped 

with build out, and the Davis and Elkins faculty helped with the curriculum design as 

well. There are so many partners that I probably could not even list them all right now 

if I tried. When you’re underfunded and little, you have to leverage all of the support 

you can get to make it work.  

 We didn’t “spray and pray” at all. We did leverage mostly existing connections 

but we formed connections too as part of the process.  I think Cullen reached out to 

the University of Charleston because they’re in the area and it is part of her 

organization’s mission to work with the folks in our area. We got paired up with Davis 

and Elkins because of a grant application. We did a campus-community link 

application process with the hub addendum so we were already paired up with them. 

So we tried to push scope-creep on other people; tried to get them to do stuff for us.  

 We got funding from the Benedum Foundation, which is a charitable 

organization that only works in West Virginia and a very specific piece of 

Pennsylvania. They have an endowment that they have to spend. Our conservation 

district helped. We got a private donor from the Charleston area whose organization 
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is called Brilliant Stream, but it’s just really a guy who gives money away. We got a 

couple of small grants. One of the grants was through the EDA—so state dollars that 

get distributed. We’ve really tried to hit both agriculture funding pools and economic 

development funding pools. It’s lot of little stuff. I don’t think we’ve gotten any federal 

grants yet, although we’ve applied for some. We still haven’t been able to land that 

big grant that will sustain the project, but part of that is because our attention has 

been divided with our other priority organizations. The community has come out to 

help build all of these spaces. That has been a big form of support.  

 Cullen and I both have a statewide network and we do promote projects like 

this all over the state, so it was no problem to tap into that. We also couldn’t have 

done SAGE if I wasn’t looped into the network with my Farmer’s Market Association 

job. I tapped into all of those partners, especially the ones that are local, to help 

promote the application. We did a lot of social media as well; there’s a SAGE 

Facebook page. The vision 2013 and Charleston Area Alliance have a big email listserv 

and social media network and they promoted it through that, and we did physical 

brochures that actually were the application and we passed those out at a lot of 

different places. The first year is when we used the physical brochure and we actually 

took them to a lot of places we thought low-income folks might be, which again, 

turned out to be a bad strategy. We didn’t get a lot of traction off the physical ones—

it was mostly online. 
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 We didn’t really understand how busy it was going to be. I’ve been a vendor, 

but it’s herding a lot of cats when you have a lot of people involved, especially 

beginners. So we’ve now tried to front-end and back-end load the curriculum to 

where we’re doing most of the education either before or after market season. So 

we’re doing less during the market season.  

 We also found out that people do not tend their spaces on their own. Maybe 

one in ten of our participants will actually do that. So, I come by and I’m like, “Oh my 

God, nobody’s weeded!” Because they were all just beginners, they didn’t feel 

comfortable coming and doing stuff on their own.  We had to organize monthly 

workdays. We only need to do it once a month because we have an irrigation system 

set up.  Setting that up was one of the classes we did. What we have realized since 

then is this is going to have be even more often. They are going to have to come 

once a week. We understand not everybody is going to be able to make it every 

single week, but for 2015, we are going to have to say, “You must come at least two 

or three work evenings a week for this month and this month,” or they won’t. They 

want to come. They just get there and they don’t know what to do.  So we designed a 

program that we thought we could deliver.  

 The SAGE-ers are so cute; you would not believe how much ownership they 

feel over the project, the space, and the work that they’ve done. The participants are 

the most rewarding. I’ve never wanted to be a teacher or anything like that, but I can 
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see why people get so excited about that. They are so happy they change so much 

over the course of the year. They come in and they won’t do anything without asking 

a question, and by the end of the year they are like, “Don’t tell me what to do; I’ve 

been doing this all year.”   

 Keeping people in the program has been the most challenging. We’ve got a 

pretty high attrition rate because people think that farming is cute because it’s trendy 

right now.  The people who join our program are people who are thinking about 

getting into commercial growing on a small scale. What happens is sometimes people 

get into it, and when they realize how much work it is so they drop out of the 

program. It is disappointing because you don’t want to lose people in a program. Yet 

if we kept these people from investing money and time and energy into building out 

their own space and farming, and then they realize it’s not for them, then that is okay.  

It is hard for a family to bear that cost. It is just hard to see people drop out of the 

program, although I don’t think there’s any way to avoid it with the sort of program it 

is. Farming is hard work, and people soon realize that. It’s not just carrying around 

cute baskets of vegetables and wearing big floppy hats. 

 I feel really bought into SAGE, and I feel I have a personal connection with the 

folks that have been through the program and whom I’ve been working with for the 

past year or two years. The people keep me connected at least to the point that I feel 

it can live on its own without me.  
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 Partnerships are difficult but you can’t do without them. Don’t apply for pots of 

money just to apply for money, because if you have to design a project or a program 

to get that pot of money, that doesn’t actually align with the mission or goals of the 

project or program you’re trying to fund, you are going to be stuck managing a 

project or program that’s going to take up a lot of your time. It is going to waste your 

time, and you’re going to be sad that you did it. I learned that the hard way. I think 

everybody who works in this industry has done that at least once and made that 

mistake.  

 I would be smarter about the way that we apply for funding. I would be more 

realistic about how much time investment is required for the coordination of a project. 

We wouldn’t have targeted low-income applicants for the program. We tried to make 

it fit because it was an ideological goal for us personally.  What happened was it was 

like we set them up to fail. Most of these folks were working shift work or looking for 

work and so whenever they had paid jobs that came up that interfered with classes or 

obligations, like work days or market days, they had to prioritize those paid job 

opportunities. It just made sense. It ended up being a bad fit, and we don’t want to 

waste anybody’s time obviously.  Also there are beginners, and then there are 

beginners.  We accepted people with zero agricultural knowledge at the beginning of 

the first round.  In the second round we tried to prioritize. We didn’t say we wouldn’t 

accept them, but we weighted the prior agricultural knowledge and self-assessment of 
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skill level more heavily than we did in the first round of application review.  That was a 

lot more successful because if people already had a comfort level with gardening, for 

instance, they were very well prepared to take this class and really learn from it. If you 

start talking IPM with people who’ve never planted a seed before, it is too much.  

 One thing that we did the first year was we took them around to all three 

farmers markets in Charleston, which look really different, because we wanted them to 

experience all three markets.  We thought that they would all then want to start their 

own growing spaces and become individual vendors themselves. People like the 

program and they want to support it by buying our produce.  Yet we heard from a lot 

of our customers that it was just too much to expect them to get used to coming to 

one space to find us and then we’re in another space the next month.  We then just 

stuck with the East End Bazaar last year with a pop-up appearance at the West Side 

farmers market once a month for three or four months.  Another big thing we learned 

was we thought that all the growers were going to be individual growers. They ended 

up doing so much together during the year. They really bonded with each other.  So 

much so that they decided they didn’t want to go off and do their own thing; they 

wanted to stay together because they were like, “It’s so much for one of us to run a 

commercial production space part time on our own, but if we all contribute our time 

and energies to the same space, there will be some economies of scale and it will be 

more manageable.” So that was another reason we were like, “It’s probably okay if we 
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keep everybody at the same market the next year. We anticipate that these folks will 

also end up together.” It looks like they’re going to.  

 The collaborative curriculum design worked really well. Our very first 

agricultural class the first year was so far over the heads of everybody in the room. I 

thought we’d lost them all. We immediately had to go back and be like, “These lesson 

plans we put together and these big worksheets and homework that we put together 

are too much. This is not a higher ed. class. These aren’t college students who have 

been up all night reading Michael Pollan books and are already sold.  These are 

people who have never gotten into this before.” So we had to go back and really 

scale down the level at which we were delivering our curriculum. We really made it a 

lot less formal and a lot more approachable. So being willing to evaluate our 

approach and not getting so married to something that you can’t change when it’s 

not working is important.  

  A big knowledge gap exists in terms of food production, and it was a lot more 

pronounced with the low-income community. Their ability to access training programs 

around food production is a lot lower. I’d say that’s a big component of food security 

is that the people who are the most likely to be food insecure are also the people who 

are least knowledgeable about food production, least connected and able to access 

training programs.  They may be the least informed about local foods and agriculture 



Page | 17  

 
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 

in general. That was something that I think I probably knew, but it was illustrated by 

this project.  

 Our project connects to the emergency food system. We learned that in our 

community we have a scratch-cooking kitchen, called Manna Meal, who’s been 

involved with the Appalachian Foodshed Project. They have their own growing space. 

They take donations from people’s gardens.  They do scratch cooking, and they can 

take perishable stuff because they cook every single day. They are never closed, ever. 

They do two meals a day 365 days a year.  We learned that our emergency food 

system is actually further ahead than a lot of places are, and it is all charity run. We 

donate stuff to them and so do a lot of other local producers. So I think that there is 

an unofficial connection happening between local food producers and our emergency 

food system here in Charleston. My professional experience with the Farmers Market 

Association is that there are very few official connections between the emergency 

food system and local producers around the state, especially ones that are organized 

at a whole market level. There are some but not many. I do think there are a lot of 

producers that have connected in some way with their emergency food system in an 

unofficial casual way.  

 I’ve been with the Appalachian Foodshed Project almost since the beginning of 

the program.  I’ve heard a lot of their definitions of food security. I put more priority 

on having a well-developed local food system, because I think community food 
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security means being able to look into the future and see the system that you’re using 

as a system that is viable in the future. I’m looking at us being past peak oil, so I see 

anything with a heavy reliance on transportation as being really not secure. So I think I 

focus more on the food production side than the food access side. I know that 

community food security means both a secure food supply and the ability of the 

population to access that supply. So access point issues that are part of that, but I’m 

more interested in personally working on the production related side.  

 We’ve seen a hugely positive response from the community, and I think that 

most people who do food systems work in West Virginia will also say that their 

communities love those projects.  They celebrate those projects.  They are really 

interested in them. With this project and other projects, I’ve been on around the state 

with my other position, I’ve learned that community support exists for food system 

development work. That to me is half the battle won right there. In a region where 

community is of importance I think there is a big need for it. I can tell you in West 

Virginia that the demand for local produce enormously outstrips the level of 

production that we have. In my opinion we could be selling at least 100 times the 

amount of local foods that we’re selling. The market is there. So I think that’s also one 

of my reasons why I’m more focused on production in terms of food security.  

 When I lived in Athens, Georgia, some people are from there, but most people 

moved from somewhere else. It’s really big and spread out and you have to kind of 
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work to form communities of practice. Here community exists. There are actual little 

bitty communities and everybody knows each other, and if you gain trust with the 

people you work with within that community, then you’ve got the whole community 

on your side. That’s one thing that makes it really nice here in Appalachia. I also think 

the sort of farmers that we have here make it nice to work with in that they’re small, 

diversified family farms. They’re not big commodity farms where it’s hard to get 

people to collaborate and start small enterprises. It’s also one of the things that make 

it challenging because we don’t have large swaths of flat land where you can use big 

machinery to increase production. You have to build that food economy one teeny, 

tiny farming family at a time.  

 The fact that I see such a huge market for local foods gives me hope for the 

development of the agricultural sector. Especially when you’re talking about 

community food security from the producer standpoint. I see a lot of federal attention 

being paid right now to fresh fruit and vegetable access. It is nice to see that money 

out there, but it’s also nice to see that it’s a policy-making priority. The health focus I 

think is going to really benefit the local foods economy. That’s going to impact 

everybody, not just people in Appalachia. I’ve seen so many jobs created in the local 

food sector here lately. That also makes me feel like those jobs are being created 

because funding has been identified, and programs have been started.  This is a 

priority for communities and organizations. 
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 I’d like to see SAGE have a home with one of the extension agencies instead of 

living at the chamber. I don’t think it can live there forever, so I’d like it to have a new 

parent. I would like to see more locations, more build-outs from our graduates. I’d like 

to see at least five different micro-farms in Charleston beautifying the place and 

making everybody so happy. I would like to see a dedicated full time project 

coordinator working on that position and fundraising for the program. I’d like to see a 

higher percentage of our graduates remain in production after the program is over. 

Those are my goals for the project. We’ve gotten tons of great press and attention.  

They are getting accolades and it’s good for them, and I want that to continue. 

 I will continue to be a SAGE advocate and probably consult on things as 

needed, but as of January 1, I am probably done doing any contract work with SAGE. 

The Farmer’s Market Association has quadrupled our operational budget, and we’ve 

taken on two new employees. My job is going to turn into a full time position. That is 

why I can’t continue with SAGE. I also operate a multi-farm CSA so I just can’t keep 

doing four different jobs at the same time. My business partner is taking over the CSA, 

and I’m going to go move away from commercial production and into homesteading. 

SAGE is spinning off to somebody else as well, and I’m just going to focus on the 

Farmers Market Association. It’s good.  It is okay for other people to carry those 

forward now.  So I’m just excited to see all of these initiatives kind of takeoff. 

Sometimes you start things that take on a life of their own. 


