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Jerry Moles has a rich history of organizing people and communities accross the world 

and locally in southwest Virginia.  Most recently, Jerry serves as a facilitator for Grayson 

LandCare in Grayson County. He assists people to select goals, and in the process, helps 

discover what must be done to pursue those specific goals. Jerry stresses the 

importance of listening to people and involving them in decision-making. He believes 

that tackling problems at the grassroots level can make a difference. To make a 

difference in farmers’ lives in the southwest Virginia, Jerry helps to promote 

collaboration and cooperation, linking everyone from the field to the fork. To him, 

success is about igniting a movement, getting people on the same page to go in the 

same direction. Jerry’s story highlights several examples, focusing mostly on the work of 

Grayson LandCare and the Blue Ridge Platea.  
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I grew up in Montgomery County. I graduated from Shawsville Elementary 

School. My family moved near Beckley, West Virginia, where I attended high school at 

Greenbrier Military School in Lewisburg, on a football scholarship. Then I came to 

Virginia Tech. At that time, I wasn’t prepared to be a serious student. During my 

sophomore year, I dropped out and was immediately picked up on another football 

scholarship by New Mexico Highlands University. After a two-year sojourn in the 

Southwest, I returned east to finally finish my B.S at East Tennessee State. By then, 
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education had become much more interesting, and I subsequently completed a M.A in 

sociology at Marshall University. I also did an M.A and Ph.D. at Stanford University. 

My first fellowship at Stanford was in medical anthropology, but later I changed 

to cultural ecology. It was to look at how people in different places relate to their 

environment. For my dissertation, I traveled to Peru. I did two years of fieldwork on the 

outskirts of Arequipa, which is a large city in south of the country. I was working with 

farm laborers who had migrated from the “altiplano,” as the highlands are called in the 

Andes. Agriculture was dependent upon irrigation from snow and rains in higher 

elevations. The labor inputs were high. Mostly, migrant Quechua speaking indigenous 

people served as laborers. The rainfall in Arequipa is often little more than two inches 

per year. For the first time in my life, I was exposed to labor intensive agriculture. I 

learned the perspectives of both the landowners and the laborers who tilled their fields. 

It was also my first experience with desperate poverty. 

The reasons why certain questions are asked and the methods chosen to answer 

those questions became important to me. It made me wonder about who would benefit 

from the answers derived. It seemed pertinent. At that time, as an academic, getting 

things published in recognized journals would certainly benefit me. But beyond that, I 

was like, “Who reads anthropology journals? What is the use of becoming active in the 
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Society for Applied Anthropology? So what if I know something, what difference does 

that make to me or anyone else?” 

Applied research is meant to contribute towards positive changes benefitting 

someone other than oneself. But, after doing applied research over the years in rural 

development projects, I’ve become increasingly aware of the fact that what often passes 

as applied research ends up in reports soon ignored and forgotten. Further, people 

upon whose behalf a particular research is conducted have no say in the formation of 

the questions and no access to the answers when found. Then, who benefits from the 

results? Whose behavior will change as a consequence of the discoveries, and who is 

empowered to make changes if indeed changes are required? 

After completing my dissertation at Stanford, I was hired by the University of 

California-Davis, to teach methodology, ethnography of South America, and semantic 

analysis. A Stanford classmate then at the Western Rural Development Center at Oregon 

State got involved in a study in the western 13 states concerning the displacement of 

people due to changes in agriculture technologies and concentration of ownership. He 

asked me to join in. I wrote a proposal to study the farmers who were going out of 

business in Colusa County, north of Davis and Sacramento. Over the two years of the 

study and with a year spent on the Oregon State campus, I became increasingly aware 

of the relationships among land use, technologies, labor demands, and environmental 
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impacts parallel to the rapid growth of corporations controlling the processing and 

distribution of foods. During my time at Davis, I became part of the Ecology Group. I 

worked with graduate students and was a part-time faculty in the International 

Agricultural Development program. As part of the latter program, I was sent as a faculty 

advisor to the University of California campus in Comalapa, Guatemala, to evaluate and 

improve extension services focused on controlling erosion and increasing market access. 

Again, I was exposed to a different agriculture and became aware of the fact that 

improving agriculture technology and infrastructure displace both farmers and small 

independent distributors. 

After I left Davis, I accepted a position at Pomona College to head a new program 

called Food, Land, and Power. The Kellogg Foundation thought that elite private 

colleges were training a disproportionate number of people who eventually occupy 

leadership positions. They invested in Pomona and other liberal arts schools and the 

Philosophy Department at the University of Florida to create model programs. I 

designed and directed the Pomona program for three years including serving as faculty 

for two education-abroad programs in Sri Lanka. 

When I was in Sri Lanka, a former UC-Davis graduate student and I co-founded 

the Neo-Synthesis Research Centre to bring sustainability to the island nation. Our 

vision was utopia. It was the audacity or perhaps the self-deception that led us to such a 
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remarkable vision. I loaded my library into a large wooden box that I dropped off at the 

port in Oakland, put my remaining belongings in storage and flew to Sri Lanka for what 

turned out to be a 17 month stay. The country, roughly the size of West Virginia has 

over 20 million people which was nearly the population of Australia. Politics and ethnic 

tensions badly divided the country and eventually turned into war. We were intent on 

being catalysts to change agricultural and forestry practices, and, at the same time, 

protect native biodiversity. We acquired an abandoned 14-acre tea estate in the Uva 

Basin at roughly 4,000 feet elevation and started experimenting. We believed that by 

operating in a Sinhalese village, we would be forced to be practical in our ways of 

discovering resource management schemes that fit the local natural resource 

endowment as well as see to the existing market demands. It should stay within the 

capabilities of the villagers to implement. Based on the existing village forest gardens, 

we created something called ‘analog forestry’. In a poor country, solar efficiency is 

important. Native forest is the most obvious example of social efficiency. Centuries of 

evolution have determined that three, four, and five canopies produce the largest 

volume of biomass. While most of the native forests were gone in Sri Lanka, we were 

able to find small patches in almost inaccessible places and set about to mimic, in 

forester terms, the architectural structure and function.  
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Experiments were also carried out on farmers’ land. Success under tropical sun 

can be quick. Where people grew corn, tomatoes, and chili that were barely staying 

alive, we provided trees, using the idea of succession stages to start with annual crops 

that either provided for the household larder, market or both. We moved in the 

direction of a tree dominated farmstead. In five to six years, people’s lives were 

improving because of increased productivity. There was more food contributing to good 

health, and more money in their purses. For example, if a person ran ten black pepper 

vines up a tree, then that person was able to pull themselves above the poverty level in 

Sri Lanka. The average per capita income was under US$300 at that time which was very 

low by western standards. To a poor family, $50 made a big difference.    

In 1989, I came back to the States and was hired by UC-Berkeley to serve as 

mediator between the timber industry and the environmentalists over the 

implementation of the Endangered Species Act, which was the infamous spotted owl. 

People were killed, trees were spiked, and a piece of nail was driven through a man’s 

head at the Pacific Lumber Mill. There were a couple of shootings and people on both 

sides were organized expecting a long drawn battle. Twenty-one state and federal 

agencies were responsible for the care of natural resources. They provided funding 

through the California Natural Resources Agency. With the assistance of Tim Wallace, 

former director of the California Department of Food and Agriculture and Professor in 
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the Department of Agriculture and Resource Economics at Berkeley, we organized five 

community organizations, three of which stand today. The one at the Watershed 

Research and Training Center in Hayfork continues with a budget of about 1.3 million 

dollars per year creating community programs that mesh with the policies of the U.S. 

Forest Service in the surrounding national forests, e.g., Shasta-Trinity, Six Rivers, 

Klamath.   

Since my mother was ill and no one else was there to care for her, I came back 

from California. At the request of a farmer friend, I met Tom Greene of the USDA Natural 

Resource Conservation Service in Christiansburg. Tom, at that time, was involved in 

forming the New River Land Trust. He was talking to local farmers about conservation 

easements. My family owns land, as the crow flies, about six miles from the Virginia Tech 

campus, adjacent to my friend’s farm. He was curious about easements and his farming 

operation.    

During the exchange with Tom, he asked “What's your experience?” I shared with 

him my experiences as a mediator over the implementation of the Endangered Species 

Act in California and in agriculture research and planning overseas. As a result, I was 

invited to become a founding board member of the New River Land Trust. The risks to 

agricultural land were high. Most of farmers’ wealth was tied to their land. Our solution 

was to find ways to increase agricultural incomes. Returns to agriculture were very low 
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compared to the current value of their land to developers and people were in search for 

second and retirement homes. At that time, some farms in Grayson County had sold for 

ten or twelve thousand dollars an acre. Land along the New River had sold for much 

higher prices. 

Agricultural economists at Tech have told me that it would take three generations 

to pay for land at that price given if the income were only from raising beef cattle. If 

we’re to expect farmers to protect their land through easements, then farm incomes 

must significantly improve. One landowner explained that, farming is a hobby he just 

can't give up, he's addicted. But as a part-time farmer he cannot give up his right to sell 

his land if there is a crisis or important family need. Many of us were involved in forming 

the land trust. But, the question was, how do we build an economic foundation under 

people so that they can afford to change their technology to change their way of 

farming?   

At the invitation of Phil and Charlotte Hanes, I met with Mikki Sager from the 

Conservation Fund in Chapel Hill. We discussed what I had in mind based on my past 

experiences in California and Sri Lanka. We found that we were on the same page and 

we wrote a proposal together to the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation for a two-

year effort to figure out how to raise farmers' incomes. We got the funding. Then along 

with Phil and Charlotte, we started talking to farmers, faculty and staff at Virginia Tech, 
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members of county boards of supervisors and planning commissions, Virginia Farm 

Bureau, Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, USDA Natural 

Resource Conservation Service staff, representatives of conservation districts, and non-

profit organizations about how farm incomes might be increased. There was a myriad of 

opinions ranging from, “There is no possible way to raise farm incomes,” to 

“Management practices would have to change to engage new markets,” and “For most 

farmers, there was no available investment capital to make such changes.”  

At that time, Jim Johnson, associate dean in the Virginia Tech College of Natural 

Resources suggested us to call the effort in Grayson County ‘LandCare’. People in the 

U.S. Forest Service and the USDA in Washington were concerned with the long-term 

viability of the current state of agriculture. They were searching for alternative ways to 

engage farm communities to become increasingly conservative of their natural resource 

endowments. At the request of the USDA, Jim went to Australia along with Washington 

staff to see what LandCare was all about. One of the immediate things he discovered 

was that it's a bottom-up system, which was farmer-driven and supported by both state 

and federal funds. The idea is that the Parliament sets policy objectives and creates a 

pool of money to finance LandCare activities. Facilitators are sent out to engage with 

people in rural areas and assist in organizing them into LandCare groups based upon 

the catchment basins where they reside. The farmers and facilitators together devise a 
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plan that values their natural resource endowment and farming operations to meet the 

policy objectives. Upon approval of the plans, the LandCare groups draw on the funds 

that the Parliament has set aside for this purpose and implement their plans.  

Such a program goes well beyond what we do here in Richmond or in 

Washington, where the attempt is made to create a plan for the entire state or country. 

This flies in the face of what we’re confronted with here and around the world, which 

includes the complexity of landscapes, soils, waters, climate, and accessibility of capital. 

Each place, community and farm family is unique with its own history. Creating a plan 

for an entire state or nation is like firing with a blunderbuss. If we hit any of the targets it 

is often because of luck or our legislative bodies have been influenced by special 

interests that don’t speak for all of the agriculture community or are not concerned with 

the protection of natural resources or affordable food for all. Too frequently, policy is 

created and funded in Washington in order to implement it with little or no 

collaboration with people residing on the land. Often the results are regulations that 

leave a bad taste in farmers' mouths. Farmers are like, “That doesn't work for me. If I was 

in charge, I could certainly do things better and differently.”  

At the end of one of our conversations, Dean Johnson said, “Why don't you call 

what you're doing ‘LandCare’? There is USDA interest and there might be some funding 

possible.” Returning to Grayson County, I asked the people who were attending the 
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meetings I had organized to discuss the future of agriculture and forestry. I was like, 

“Why don't we call what we’re doing ‘LandCare’?” I explained to them the discussion 

with Jim Johnson. I thought it might be useful to them. They responded, "Sure, why 

not?"  

But then, we needed to decide exactly what we meant by ‘LandCare’. What must 

be done to create a vision of ‘LandCare’ that is relevant to the needs and wishes of the 

local people? By this time, I was getting to know the people in the community. As is the 

case with all communities, there are divisions or groups that may or may not interact 

with other groups. Often the people are willing to give advice on who is most likely to 

join in and who might be likely to oppose any threats to the status quo. In some 

communities, animosities are generations old, which frequently follow political party 

affiliation. “Oh, those two won’t work together because—,” “I wouldn’t ask them to join 

in, they’re trouble makers.” In any case, there was a need to define ‘LandCare’ in such a 

way that the effort would, if not acceptable to everyone, be difficult to oppose at first 

glance.  

‘LandCare’ was defined as a democratic approach to community development 

with three goals. The goals were to increase the incomes of the citizens, improve 

community services and amenities, and protect the resources upon which our lives 

depend, which includes food, water, and air. We were making sure that our great, great 
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grandchildren have the same quality of food, water, and air that we do while we remain 

secure with an acceptable lifestyle. There is also an ethic of civility that requires us to be 

open and honest while we deal with each other. We should be willing to listen to other 

points of view, and when in doubt, we should seek expert guidance. We wish to be well 

informed. We wish to understand the causes and consequences of the events in our 

daily lives. In the end, we decide and live with the results. 

By accepting the above definition of ‘LandCare’, people in the group had likewise 

defined who they were as members and as an organization, and how they would 

proceed. We were ‘LandCare’, now what? We started talking about what they would like 

to do, about how to increase incomes. We were like, “How are you going to do that? 

Many of us are cattle farmers. What do you do to increase incomes if you're cattle 

farmers?” 

In the meantime, I'd met, David Faulkner, a USDA agricultural economist assigned 

to Richmond, Virginia, in the Natural Resource Conservation Service. I asked him about 

what could be done in Grayson County. I mentioned that I had heard about rotational 

grazing and wondered if that might be something to explore, given the concentration of 

farmers in livestock production. David responded, “You have the best guy in the 

southeastern part of the United States in Grayson County.” I said, “Well, who is that?” He 

replied, “Danny Boyer.” It turned out that Danny has installed over 6,000 watering 
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systems for farmers all over the region. He's a forage specialist who has knowledge 

about grasses and ways of dividing pastures into paddocks to take best advantage of 

available plant growth. 

Soon it was possible to start fitting pieces together. Danny was respected by 

everyone. Mary Lily Nuckolls was active politically, and broadened the perspectives of 

the county board of supervisors to see things in a different way. The board had turned 

down forest soil and agricultural districts to minimize taxes on agricultural land, making 

it difficult for even the more successful farmers to realize profits on their operations. 

There were already issues on the table that had divided the community but a leadership 

for the movement had emerged. 

Many farmers pressed by making ends meet haven’t taken the time to consider 

alternatives. The emergence of whole farm planning in Australia and now being 

introduced into the United States addresses this set of concerns. Each farmer should ask, 

“When do I want to retire?” With children of school age, “How will I pay for their 

college?” “What other outstanding debts do I owe? How can I afford new technologies 

that will permit me to access new markets?” Fitting all of this complexity together onto a 

single landscape and individual farm was daunting. But, concerns regarding the health 

of broader landscapes, watersheds, and neighboring farmers must be considered. If a 

single farmer cleans up the stream through his property in hope of the trout returning 
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or meeting the demands of water quality authorities, and farmers up and downstream 

continue to make a mess of things, the stream will not be cleaned. There is a need for all 

the people to join together and operate as agricultural communities for both 

environmental and economic reasons. Grayson LandCare has its work cut out. 

All of a sudden, a livestock committee emerged. Danny Boyer suggested that 

with rotational grazing, incomes can increase. Charlotte Hanes, with her River Ridge 

Farm of more than 400 acres, commented that she was prepared to help out. Another 

farmer steps up and says, “Well, if you're gonna get a dollar more per pound for 

hanging carcass weight, maybe I'd like to get in too.” But what about harvesting the 

animals, where do we go? Well, there's May's Meats down in Taylorville, North Carolina. 

Grayson Natural Farms was formed as a value-added beef business. With the help of 

Sharon Quisenberry, Dean of the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at Virginia 

Tech, and Dick Daugherty, Director of what is now ‘Knowledge Works’, a USDA 

supported feasibility study was carried out. Spencer Neale of Virginia Farm Bureau 

assisted in the planning. When it was discovered that there weren’t enough animals 

available in the immediate vicinity of Grayson County, the grant was modified to create 

a business plan for Grayson Natural Farms. 

As the vision expanded geographically, a meat harvest facility would be possible 

and profitable after all. Again Spencer Neale of Virginia Farm Bureau pitched in writing 
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proposals to both the Appalachian Regional Commission and the Virginia Tobacco 

Indemnification and Community Revitalization Commission to fund a survey of farmers 

in eight counties of Virginia and five in North Carolina. It was determined that there 

were indeed more than enough animals to support a harvest facility, and more 

importantly, farmers were willing to take advantage of such a facility if constructed. 

Further, work on developing Grayson Natural Farms was made possible through an 

additional USDA grant. The grants also paid for developing engineering and business 

plans. 

The livestock committee was formed in 2006 and we’re now in 2013 raising the 

funds to construct the harvest facility. With farmers and communities that are capital 

challenged, change is slow. Danny Boyer and Charlotte Hanes have been unflagging in 

their efforts. Spencer Neale, Dick Daugherty, and others have offered invaluable 

assistance. Until the new facility is built, Grayson Natural Farms cannot grow because 

May’s meats in Taylorville, North Carolina is now at maximum production. On the bright 

side, the demand for pasture raised meats continues to grow.  

As a facilitator, we’re part of larger drama. We remind ourselves about several 

questions like, “Where do people congregate? What are they talking about? How are 

the farmers translating solar energy into produce and how does the produce return to 

them in terms of currency? What are the larger flows of money into investments, and 
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through taxes, into government programs? How do I track people's interests? What 

information is needed to move things forward?” To realize that you are surrounded by a 

world in which you’re a player, you are trying to make sense of a process while you are 

part of that process. This is perhaps the best description I can come up with. But then, 

I’m reminded that the fish will be the last to discover water. I realize that I’m constantly 

involved in analyzing. I’m wondering as to how to use the available information that 

surrounds me and this requires focus. At some point, I can talk about the focus, the 

information I’m searching for to take the next step and then another.  

A facilitator should never be negative. One final point should be made. Rather 

than be critical or cynical, the focus is always the most recent successes and the next 

positive steps. Instead of fighting against wrongs, a facilitator should create something 

that is positive. Cynicism never got us anywhere, in fact it's deadly. When some of the 

farmers start on politics, I say that LandCare isn’t about politics. Both Republicans and 

Democrats are on the county board of supervisors and I suggest that local government 

isn't about politics but rather about defining problems that we can solve together. They 

can go fight each other, but if we are going to work together and be successful, then we 

must pay attention to community needs. Insofar as possible, you don't draw lines.  

Initially, my primary responsibility is to listen. I must know how the people for 

whom I’m serving as a facilitator conceptualize their worlds. The things I mentioned 
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earlier which includes solar energy, money, whole farm planning, and available local 

services are in the back of my mind and are used to sort and pigeon hole what I’m 

hearing. In a sense, I’m learning their vocabulary, and how to express ideas using their 

frames of reference. This enables me to interpret what I want to get across from my 

perspective.  

The ethics of my work is that I don’t want to manipulate. There is a responsibility 

to see that the decisions of the people are based upon what is best for them. They 

should be provided with information that is as complete as possible. Further, I know that 

all information is partial. Words are used to label experience. Things that happen are 

observable in three-dimensional space. That which cannot be observed exists only in our 

minds, feelings or emotions. Words are not their referents. Recognizing that my 

knowledge is always incomplete means that there is always more to learn, and more to 

be aware of. Thus, by asking questions, I’m making sure that I’m as well informed as 

possible. Listening doesn’t eliminate the asking of questions. In questioning, I’m seeking 

clarity and making sure that I understanding others position completely. I might ask 

about a specific point or suggestion as, “What do you think, does this make sense? 

Would it seem reasonable for us to proceed in that manner? Should we go to Extension 

or Farm Bureau for an answer? Do you know someone who can help us decide what is 

best?” Each question is both a teaching tool that raises issues or perspectives and an 
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education tool that lets people in the community teach me. There can be follow up 

questions such as, “If that’s the case, then can I assume this or that?” For example, I just 

came back from the Slow Money conference in Boulder, Colorado. I shared what I had 

learned from entrepreneurs starting kraut businesses from both Santa Cruz, California 

and Santa Fe, New Mexico. I then mentioned that farmers along the Blue Ridge Plateau 

use to produce a lot of cabbage and said, “I wonder if kraut production is something 

Grayson LandCare and Sustain Floyd should consider?” There were a number of 

comments in return that affirmed that cabbage was an excellent crop for the region and 

there was a history of kraut making expertise among some of the older people. The next 

question was, “What should we do next?” I’m asking to be led, to be directed, as a 

facilitator in service to the community. At the same time, I’m assisting the people in 

selecting goals and, in the process discovering what must be done to pursue specific 

goals.   

Harold Burkhart, former chair of the Virginia Tech Forestry Department, noted 

that when the first visits were made by people from Grayson LandCare, they solicited the 

assistance of faculty and staff at Virginia Tech. Virginia Tech could have helped because 

people knew what they wanted, and the kind of help they needed. The idea was to make 

people crystallize their dreams, their goals, and become effective in pursuing the means 

to achieve desired ends. Further, it’s not a simple process of first order predicate logic 
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i.e., if X, then Y. Rather, it’s a learning or unfolding experience. As people explore their 

own resources they become aware of their own capabilities and discover the kinds of 

resources that are available beyond their communities.  

“We want a new meat industry; we want to do value-added beef.” In the initial 

phase, no one was aware of all of the complications that would be faced in making that 

happen. For example, if there is to be a steady customer base, there has to be a steady 

supply of beef. Everyone calved in February/March, weaned in late summer, and then 

sold off the calves in September/October. At that point, the animals are shipped off to 

roam on agricultural stubble in Mississippi/Alabama, and in the spring, off to the 

feedlots. If there is to be a constant supply of harvest-ready animals, the calving season 

must be staggered throughout the year. In turn, this means that more animals are 

dependent upon pasture throughout the year. This requires some farmers to reduce 

their number of brood cows. If fewer calves are produced, will the farmers make the 

same amount or more money? A protocol had to be set for the management of animals 

raised with no hormones or antibiotics. A business plan had to be developed to ensure 

that farmer performances are specified and the distribution of receipts are made explicit.  

Changing an agriculture system takes planning. But, all plans are incomplete by 

their nature. In words, we cannot anticipate the future with the complexities that 

surround managing natural resources and agriculture production. In the end, no 
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economist, forage specialist, animal geneticist or businessperson could tell Grayson 

Natural Farms how to realize their goals. People had to go out, produce, harvest, and 

sell their beef. Being well informed is helpful and eliminates many false starts. In the end, 

the relations must be developed so there are producers, sellers, and buyers. 

The farmers can become more efficient through improved forage management. 

Bob Mollenhauer, who is a member of Grayson LandCare as well as director of 

development for the College of Natural Resources, assisted in raising money from the 

Matthews Foundation to establish a research demonstration in the farm planning 

project. The first challenge was to improve forage management. Danny Boyer, president 

of Grayson LandCare, farmer and forage management specialist enlisted farmers in 

Spring Valley to participate in this effort. Haying was expensive so if its use can be 

reduced, profits can be increased. Banking grass was an answer. If the grass is left 

standing in the field and pastures are fenced off into paddocks, farmers gain greater 

control over their resources and are able to protect some pasture for winter feed. After 

almost two years into the experiment and the testing of nutrient values, it was found 

that the banked grass has 23-25 percent protein content and 70 percent energy. What 

does that mean? Well, farmers are buying corn gluten as a supplement to the hay that 

has lost much of its nutritional value. The gluten has roughly the same nutrient value as 

the banked grass. Farmers started getting very interested in the experimental 
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demonstration. If herd sizes are reduced and there is deep snow, there will be a need for 

some backup hay. But, snows are short lived in Southwest Virginia. With reduced need 

for hay and the elimination of corn gluten as a supplement, farmer profits could 

increase.  

We must be more straightforward as to how to increase food security and how to 

get farmers to do things differently? It must be worthwhile for them to make changes, 

which means increase in income. What must be done to increase their income? Further, 

if poor people are to be served, how can they create a demand or produce food for 

themselves? Is this a food problem or a poverty problem? Thirty-some percent of the 

people in Galax, Virginia, are below the poverty line. They are desperate people. How do 

they generate demand? 

In my opinion, to get farmers to increase production and perhaps change what 

they produce, the first step should be to connect them to high-value markets. Some of 

this is already underway through Appalachian Sustainable Development, Appalachian 

Sustainable Agriculture Project, and Grayson Natural Farms. Can the produce that 

doesn’t meet the quality standards required by the markets be given to the poor or sold 

cheaply? Is this the desired next step? But it’s not up to us to decide. The farmers, 

processors, and distributors will decide. Public agencies responsible for the care of the 

less fortunate must decide. What is the role of the Appalachian Foodshed Project? What 
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can it do to hasten increases in production and distribution and, at the same time, 

ensure that the less fortunate among us have proper diets?    

We're talking about changes that involve many people, changes that can only 

occur over a twenty to twenty-five-year period. We have been in Neo-Synthesis 

Research Centre in Sri Lanka for thirty years. We've assisted more than 5,000 farmers in 

changing their practices. We know what must be done at the grassroots level. But, Sri 

Lanka is a nation of several million farmers and we don’t have the funds or staff to do 

more than what is being done at the moment. We work in several villages at a time. But, 

there are thousands of villages. 

By tackling problems at the grassroots level, it’s possible to make a difference. It’s 

step by step and this requires the agencies that serve agriculture to address directly the 

needs that emerge. When the public agencies are underfunded, change is difficult but 

many staff members are dedicated and do what they can, despite financial and 

bureaucratic constraints. A big challenge is learning what to pay attention to in order to 

identify problems that can be solved through collaboration and cooperation, linking 

everyone from the field to the fork.   

Success is about igniting a movement, getting people on the same page and 

headed in the same direction. Success is about momentum. There’s a lot going on, many 

people are involved. Once things are in motion, there are little things I can do to help 
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out. I can also step back and the movement will continue. Facilitators never need nor 

should expect credit for what they do because it’s always others who see that things are 

accomplished.    

Success is determined by innumerable small acts. Yet, as a scientist, our way of 

understanding is to conduct a synchronic study. We take a snapshot of one point in 

time and say this is how things are and then make up a stories about how things 

became the way we observed them to be. Such explanations are based upon our 

theories, whether ecological, sociological, economic, or agronomic. When I think of the 

complexity of the world, of nature, and of food production and distribution, I know how 

very limited we are in understanding our world. To facilitate or to assist people is 

focusing, selecting goals, and organizing themselves; to achieve those goals is a 

different game. Yesterday is unlike today and today will be unlike tomorrow. It’s a 

process of discovery with multiple players on many stages. The facilitator is part of a 

process. It is an ongoing dance across landscapes and watersheds, through cities, with 

consumers, and with many partners. The bottom line is, I’m dealing with how to get 

money to people, how to reward people for participating and appreciating what they 

do. There is also the sense of satisfaction for a job well done. This can be realized 

through contributions of the whole community, viability of our lands and the quality of 

water.   
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I tell people in Grayson County that if we can't figure out how to solve local food 

problems, there won’t be a solution. No one else is going to come in and say, “Here's 

your solution.” Confidence is something that must be built if community food systems 

are to emerge.  Success is our currency. When I lived in Davis, California in the 1970s, 

Martin Barnes, Henry Esbenshade and five or six other farmers would show up with 

vegetables and fruit in boxes on Saturday morning. Thus a farmer’s market was formed. 

Today there are many farmers and three to five thousand people show up every 

Saturday. There is music, entertainment for the children, petitions to sign, and politicians 

to meet. Early on, the city got involved and eventually built a cover for the market. A 

food co-op was also organized. Bakeries, coffee roasters, jam makers, potters, and 

butchers emerged. Many local residents transformed into ‘foodies’. People got the sense 

that, “Yes we can do this thing.” I am intrigued by the challenges and I celebrate the 

successes. That’s why I do what I do. 


