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Meredith Ledlie Johnson’s interest in the food system began while she studied 

farmworker rights in college. From there her interests grew to art, social work, and 

environmental stewardship. She moved from New York City to Virginia to work as a 

community nutrition coordinator for the Family Nutrition Program. She collaborates 

with farmer’s markets to minimize the negative impacts of food insecurity.  Meredith 

encourages SNAP participants to shop at farmer’s markets and teaches healthy food 

cooking to families through food demonstrations and container gardening to youth.  In 

the future, Meredith hopes to see more social change efforts in the region give 

attention to immigrant families and farm laborers to address social justice in the food 

system.    
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I am the community nutrition coordinator in the Virginia State office of the Family 

Nutrition Program (FNP). I manage the food security project, which is new for our 

program. I am passionate about my work; it is a fun job and I am extremely lucky to 

have it. I can meet people who work all over the state. It’s very exciting to work on a 

statewide project, because the different parts of the state are so varied. I love to travel 

across Virginia and meet all the different people, and see how they get around the 

challenges they face for their food security issues.  
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Gardening is very therapeutic to people, both emotionally and physically. My 

personal goal is to get more people outside so that they can enjoy themselves and 

know where their food comes from. I have a very strong interest in the environment, and 

the disconnect from nature and from the food system is very deep rooted in our country 

right now. People do not even know how the food they are eating ends up on their 

plate. They don’t have any idea about who grew it and where it came from. It is my 

personal goal to increase knowledge around that. 

I got into working towards food security through a twisty road. When I was in 

high school, I was interested in arts. I took a lot of interest in Frida Khalo. That is why I 

got interested in Mexican art in general. It had a deep influence on me and got me to 

do more research. I got extremely interested in art posters from the sixties and seventies 

that were made in California about migrant workers over there. There was a grape strike 

in California in the sixties and there were all those beautiful posters that were made 

during this protest. I researched that the protesters grew up in Long Island. I did not 

even know what a Chicano was then. When I was growing up people would say, “What 

are you talking about?” At that time, we didn’t have that population where I was. I was 

fascinated by these posters. The posters were powerful enough that they spoke to a 15 

years old girl growing up on Long Island, like me. I got excited about that issue. I was 

like, “these are fantastic objects. I want to study them.” I went and got an art history 
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degree with the intent of studying Chicano posters from the seventies, which was a very 

specific field. I was living in New York and did my schooling over there. New York did 

not have a visible Mexican population then as they have now. I was not able to study 

what I wanted to and so I went to Hunter College. I got the degree and I started to work 

in the field. I worked in a few museums but couldn’t do what I exactly wanted to. I 

thought of working with the population about whom these posters talked about 

because I was unaware of the full story, face to face. I knew what these posters told me, 

but I had no idea about what was happening at the present over there. 

I started volunteering as an English language partner for the people who were 

going to sit for their citizenship exam. I loved working with immigrants. I completely left 

arts and started to work with immigrants directly in a vocational ESL program. I decided 

to be a social worker. I got my master’s degree in social work again from Hunter 

College. I got a degree in community organizing because when I was working with 

immigrants I saw that they were jammed through the system. They were told that they 

have to get a job. Even if they were doctors, they were told that here in America their 

degree meant nothing because it was not from the U.S. That was extremely frustrating. 

Adult students would come to my office for help with applying for jobs, and I would ask, 

“What is your experience?” They would tell me that they had no experience. I would ask, 

“Okay, what you were doing in Colombia?” To that they would reply, “Oh, in Colombia I 
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ran my own business.” Often they were told that their experience didn’t matter because 

it had no relevancy here; a whole career gone. This was ridiculous. I got a degree in 

community organizing because I was convinced that I could change the whole system.  

When I was getting my degree I was very stressed with trying to balance work 

and school, and I would always go to this park by my house. One fine day, when I was 

walking in that park, I felt so much better. I Googled ‘garden therapy’ and it turned out 

that there was a whole field called ‘horticultural therapy’. I was like, “Oh, that is really 

fascinating!” I started studying about that in my free time.  

When I graduated with my Masters of Social Work I thought of moving out of the 

state in a few months. I wanted to look for a short term job, and I started working at a 

local farmer’s market. I looked up one day and realized that everything I am interested 

in is taking place in this market. There were farm workers and immigrant shoppers.  The 

immigrant families were coming because they could get culturally appropriate food; 

there were people there who could finally see where their food came from; there were 

ways to get involved in gardening because demonstration events were done by the local 

botanical garden; and shoppers could start growing food on their own. That is how I 

originally got interested in the food system.  

The Food Security Project with the Family Nutrition Program (FNP) works to 

increase the food security of our participants by eliminating food deserts. The way we 
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do that is by partnering with farmer’s markets. We also teach container gardening to 

youth. We work in a varied way with the farmer’s market. Since many of the managers, 

volunteer or have a very little budget, we have created marketing tools for farmer’s 

market managers to reach out to the SNAP population. We also make those brochures 

and information available to the Department of Social Services (DSS) so that they are 

able to give them out to their participants as well. We saw the need to educate 

participants to learn how and why to become consumers of food from farmer’s market. 

We have created a lesson plan for adults that will be rolled out statewide in the coming 

months, which will teach the basics of how to use an EBT card at a market. It will also 

uphold the benefits of doing so. It will showcase the meaning behind eating seasonally 

and the differences with local food. 

We are trying to eliminate food deserts by assisting markets to go mobile or 

open pop-up markets. We are also working with Sustain Floyd on their mobile market 

program by helping them figure out the location to put their market, which would be a 

balance between serving a food desert versus getting enough foot traffic to have a 

viable rural market. That is a very tight line to walk. We are also working with a pop up 

market at Head Start in Roanoke. They got funding to bring in the market once a week 

for the summer. It will be just a market table, and we will train Head Start parents to 

work with us as food demonstrators. That is really exciting and is brand new.  
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We will provide free programing to farmer’s markets that accept SNAP by 

training volunteers to do food demonstrations. When we work with our SNAP-Ed 

participants they often feel uncertain as to how to cook so many fruits and vegetables. 

We are teaching basic cooking skills as to how to use those foods that people often 

avoid like squash or kale just because they don’t know how to cook them the way they 

like. We are demonstrating very simple, low cost recipes for parents ‘on the go’ in these 

markets. We are trying to highlight seasonal food because they are the cheapest and 

most abundant. It also helps with the politics of working with the farmer’s market 

because many farmers will be selling that product. You are not just highlighting one 

person’s product; you’re highlighting many farmer’s food, which is very important.  

At first I spoke to a lot of people about what they saw was missing and was 

disconnected with people who were spending their benefits at the markets. I spoke to 

market managers and we also did some research with our participants in the SNAP-Ed 

program. We spoke with the people who work with participants and also with the 

program assistants who did the actual nutrition education in the field, across the state. I 

thought about my time as a market manager, and what I saw in NYC’s Greenmarket, 

which runs a very popular EBT program. After all that research I wrote up a plan and it 

was funded as part of the Virginia SNAP-Ed program. 
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To put this all together I worked with Virginia Department of Agriculture, I 

worked with DSS, who handed out all of the EBT machines in the markets. I worked with 

extension agents out in the field- they pointed me towards the direction of markets that 

would be willing and ready to work with me. I worked with our staff here, and program 

assistants out in the field to figure out what they saw as the barriers for their 

participants in their programs. I worked with the farmer’s market mangers directly as 

well to figure out what would make us an enticing partner to them. 

To recruit clients in our program, we focus on getting young mothers to attend 

because they make most of the shopping decisions for their families. Little kids watch 

with their mommies and learn to make healthier choices. When a demonstration comes, 

I let the local program assistant know so that they can tell their participants what is 

going to happen. I am also trying to work with local Departments of Social Service 

offices. They can put information in their offices as well. Usually, people who are coming 

up to me in the market are spreading the word. I really love it because people come up 

to me and ask, “What are you cooking?” I tell them whatever vegetable I am cooking 

and ask them to try it. After trying it often they are like, “Oh my God I love it!” Or they 

are like, “I actually like this vegetable,” or “Oh my God, my child actually likes this 

vegetable.” The immediate change in them is very exciting. They come over, take the 
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recipe and pull people over and say to their friends, “You should try this.” They become 

my little cheerleaders. I really like that. 

Because there were so many markets popping up each season, more markets 

were accepting SNAP. There was a farmer’s market coalition forming in the state, which 

meant all these markets managers were talking to each other more easily than they had 

in the past. They could spread word about why they would want to have SNAP in their 

market and what would make it viable in their community. There is also a push from the 

USDA to make it happen. They were funding DSS to give out free EBT machines to 

markets. There is money, there is interest, and there are just a lot of things happening at 

once right now which is really exciting.  

I was surprised to see that a number of markets were not accepting SNAP yet. I 

thought it would be higher than it is, but that is actually good because it means I have 

more work to do, which I like. I am happy to convince people to accept SNAP. Markets 

benefit when they accept it. I came from Greenmarket in New York City where most of 

their markets accept SNAP now. I thought that was normal for across the country, but it 

is not. That was a good wake up call for me.  

Community food security to me is reflective of a healthy community where you 

can get a well-paying job and use your pay to buy healthy food that fits your needs and 

cultural background. I don’t see a lot of urban and rural communities having that. It is 
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bigger than just food. Our little project is contributing to food security by helping those 

farmer’s markets grow. Farmers get this brand new revenue stream of SNAP dollars that 

wasn’t there before for them, and the local community gets this vibrant thing that 

happens in their downtown because so many of these downtowns are not doing very 

well. I believe in the importance of place-making. There should be a place where people 

can come together, meet, greet and have their conversations. They have ten times more 

conversations in a farmer’s market than when they are shopping in a supermarket. I love 

to have people outside too—it is extremely important.  

Getting to meet everyone was a rewarding experience. I moved here from New 

York when I was hired. I had no idea about anything. I did not know Virginia very well 

and I did not know extension at all. I had never really had contact with cooperative 

extension in New York City. I heard about it once or twice at meetings, but that was it. I 

did not know Virginia Tech at all. I have gone through a very different college 

experience. My college is in the middle of New York City and has no campus. It has 

three buildings and there is no grass. We did not have a lot of school spirit so it was 

extremely different over here. I kept wondering, “What is a Hokie? Why do they keep 

saying that word?” That was a challenge as well.  

To get my feet under me as to who does what and what takes priority over what 

was challenging. It was difficult to move my expertise to here as well as to relocate 
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geographically. I forced myself to keep talking to as many people as possible to deal 

with challenges. I tried to be open about what they are saying. I tried to figure out 

where I could plug in my expertise in a way that would help them and me as well. 

Once I heard from farmer’s market managers that they would love to have more 

markets, but they didn’t have enough producers producing substantial amounts of food 

to have more markets. We need to have more of those smaller farms. Also, more 

available land should be allocated to those smaller farmers. I think that is going to be a 

challenge as people keep trying to develop all these farmlands. There is a need to 

increase the infrastructure for food processing to keep the food local. We need some 

dairy processing in this area. 

I’m struggling with putting together a resource list of food for our participants 

across the state. Each county would have its own listing including a list of food pantries 

or places people can go to get free or low cost food to supplement their food security. 

So far that is a real headache because these things wink in and out of existence. Some 

of these food pantries are only there for the summer or for winter. It is very difficult to 

keep that kind of information up to date. I don’t think that I would ever recommend 

putting together a list ever again. It is so hard to maintain. I am trying to think of a way 

of making a living document which will be printed at the beginning of the year knowing 
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that it will be totally inaccurate by the end of the year. I have learned not to promise 

lists. 

I am worried about the health of our communities and of the individuals. 

Diseases like diabetes and obesity are increasing and affecting the economic health of 

the community as a whole. We need to think about how to rebuild these communities 

to include all the things we need in one place. We have a lot of work to do. 

I am excited about the complete explosion of farmer’s markets and the number 

of people excited to get involved and support farmer’s markets. Talking to people at 

farmer’s markets who come to my table- students and market managers- gives me a 

sense of hope. People do have a basic understanding of the need for local food. They 

might not really know the details, but they are excited about what they heard about it 

and that gives me hope.  

I started giving cooking demonstrations with the markets from last fall. Now it is 

April and the market season has started up again for the state. I am getting phone calls 

from markets that I worked with last season. That is so exciting because I was not sure 

how all this would pan out, but they see enough value in the program to invite me back 

which is really gratifying. I started getting volunteers who did market demonstrations 

with me so it was not just me going out. People were willing to give their free time 

because they saw the value of the program. They went and did those demonstrations to 
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support SNAP at the markets, which was exciting. Communities are coming around to 

seeing farmer’s markets as a way to build their capacity and that is very exciting for me. 

There is a huge movement coming. Virginia Tech is teaching a course in Food Security 

and Community Agriculture. That is going to bring a huge change in a lot of minds. 

Extension is already hiring those people to be agents which is exciting. The ball is rolling. 

It is going to happen.   

Although our food security project is very new, it is starting to become successful. 

Everyone I have spoken to has been very supportive. The farmer’s market managers 

have been really supportive because they saw benefits behind bringing me in and 

letting my volunteers do food demonstrations. I couldn’t do anything without their 

support. I think that has been really key.  That being said, I do not have a lot of hard 

numbers yet though. Having been a market manager and having experience in food 

demonstrations in the past, I understood what needed to be done to sell the project to 

the people who needed to be on board with it. Those includes farmer’s market 

managers and the SNAP participants. Having past experience was the key to my 

contributions to designing the project as a whole. 

When I was doing my graduate degree, my professor for community organizing 

was Professor Steve Burghardt. At first my best friend, Kristin LeBourveau, and I always 

talked about gardening in our community organizing class. Initially, Steve got confused 
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about why we were talking about gardening so often. He did not see any connection. 

Then he started to support us and we all learned about the effect the community 

gardens and parks have on community health. He started to foster us. He is a very big 

influence.  

I also worked in an organization called New Yorkers for Parks. When I completed 

my work with the farmer’s market I realized that I was not leaving New York anytime 

soon. Everybody in the organization helped me out. Cheryl Huber was my first 

supervisor there and she let me run with what I was doing because they had not really 

hired a social worker before. Most of the staff were urban planners, and I appreciated 

her taking a chance on me. 

Relationships with state representatives like Tony Washington from DSS’s SNAP 

program who hand out the EBT machines, have been very fundamental and helped me 

meet who I needed to meet. Leanne Dubois and Kathi Colen-Peck from the Virginia 

Department of Agriculture, who were starting the coalition of market managers, were 

really instrumental to me as well. I met with a lot of extension agents, but Eric Bendfeldt 

really helped me figure out what I needed and who I should talk to.  

I have been working with a PhD student here, whose name is Sarah Misyak. She 

has been helpful to me because she was researching the barriers for mothers in 
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spending their SNAP dollars at the farmer’s market, which was exactly what I wanted to 

know. It was fantastic to partner with her. 

The food security project is growing now. We were originally focusing on 

southwest Virginia because of which I had most of my demonstrations here in the New 

River Valley and Roanoke, and now we are branching out. I have one starting in 

Abingdon. It is growing in the region so we can finally grow our demonstration projects. 

I love the variety of farming that is going on in Virginia. It is very exciting for me 

and makes my job a lot easier. It is nice to be in an agricultural state. I was living in 

Brooklyn so I never really had that experience before. On the other hand, when you are 

living in Brooklyn, people take their trees very seriously. They are extremely protective of 

their local community garden and local park land. Here in Virginia, you have less interest 

because there seems to be such abundance. It was an interesting change from there to 

here.  

It is important to know how to start and maintain a professional relationship with 

people of all types. That requires you to figure out what you need and what you think 

they need. You should actually listen to them about what they are telling you they need. 

When you go in and introduce yourself to someone you have to pitch yourself and say, 

“I am going to be able to do this for you but I need to hear what you actually want. We 

can figure out where those two meet.” It’s a skill that I didn’t always have. I have been 
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able to hone it over the last year just through having to meet everyone for the first time. 

I wasn’t able to rely on anything because I didn’t know anyone. I had to start those 

relationships from scratch and maintain them as the project grew. That is a skill most 

people need.  

Being flexible is a practice that has served the project well. Sometimes at the start 

of the project you have plans to do things but then as you progress things change. Your 

funding changes, your partner loses their funding, or something else changes. You have 

to be very flexible and then figure out the positive of each challenge that comes along 

and ways to highlight that positivity to meet the challenges head on. For example, we 

had to figure out the best way to do gardening with our educators out in the field. Since 

they were nutrition educators they lacked expertise in gardening. This was the first time 

it was announced that we could use SNAP-Ed funding for gardening. We wanted to take 

advantage of that. I finally thought of piloting this container gardening project. It was a 

mini project with a view to get the youth to start thinking about the idea of gardening. 

We were trying to make them think about very basic things like, “What does a seed look 

like? What does it look like as it grows?” I am hoping that the local extension agent will 

come into that last class and say, “Oh you are so excited about gardening. I have these 

certain opportunities in your community which are going on. I would love to see you 

join them.” I hope that the local expert will come to class and grab all those excited 
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students right from the start when they are still excited. Sometimes people push 

community gardens without realizing the struggle behind getting people to work 

together on that kind of an extended project. I want to get around the barriers of 

gardening for some communities by doing container gardening since it is a nice 

beginning for people on their journey to starting a garden.  

When I talk to people in rural areas they say that their parents grew their food, 

but they themselves don’t. This generation does not have that experience. What 

happens is that knowledge does exist, but it is just not being used in the right way. I 

don’t want to see it disappear. I used to garden with people with mental health issues. 

We did a container gardening back when I was living in New York and it was up in 

Harlem. I was often the only white person in the room and was told, “Meredith, you 

remind me of my mother, you look like my mother.” We would make a joke about it. The 

reason behind comparing me with their mom was they had such a deep memory of 

gardening with their mother when they were children. Active gardening brought them 

back to their childhood very quickly. I do not want to see a cohort of people growing up 

without that experience in their childhood. Experience is very important for 

understanding a variety of things.  

I would like SNAP people to volunteer in food demonstrations because it’s a top-

down knowledge right now. I appreciate the volunteers who are doing the 
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demonstrations, but they are not people on SNAP. It is still someone telling you it is so 

easy to cook this recipe even though they might be a young nutrition student who 

doesn’t have children or who doesn’t have the budget limitations that you do. It would 

really help as the project progresses to get some of our participants to volunteer. 

I would like to continue to grow the project because it is very new. I am 

personally very interested to continue doing research about the mental health benefits 

of being out in nature. That’s my personal interest. We always say to people that our 

clients are often in a ‘state of crisis.’ That is something I hear all the time. People wonder 

why the clients are making these poor choices for food, but they must be pulled in a 

million directions. I wonder whether increasing gardening, or increasing a client’s sense 

of community by making them shop at the market, will benefit a family’s mental health. I 

am interested in seeing if that could help our participants in multiple ways beyond just 

increasing nutrition.  

I believe in the benefits of farmer’s markets for both the consumer and the 

community. I love the idea of connecting lower income people to their local farmer’s 

market and counteracting the myth that farmer’s markets are for a specific type of 

person. I would love to see an incredible increase in food security for our participants. 

We do a lot of surveys with our participants, and they do report an increase in food 

security after going through our program, but I would love to see an even bigger jump 
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in that, especially in gardening and in farmer’s market attendance. It is just because 

most of our participants don’t know that they can use SNAP benefits at both places.  

I want the community food system to start dealing with immigrants and field 

workers. They should take care of the rights of the immigrant workers. They should see 

if they are getting proper wages and whether they are treated properly. That’s an often 

under-represented aspect of the community food system. These people are invisible. It 

is amazing how so many numbers of people in the food system or people back in the 

kitchen are invisible. I’d like to see more transparency around those kinds of things. I 

really hope that the people who have the right to vote help people who don’t have the 

right to vote to get some political clout. 


