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community and knows that we just need to listen. She says that patience pays off as you 

provide more leadership to others and develop their capacity to carry the work forward 

for themselves.   
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I am currently an associate professor and I direct the Agroecology Program at 

North Carolina State University in the Department of Crop Science. I am also the 

assistant director of educational programs for the Center for Environmental Farming 

Systems. I have been here for 11 years.  Looking back, I went straight from an 

undergraduate program to a PhD and from a PhD to a professorship at NC State. I have 

not had much time to reflect. I started out as an undergraduate studying Soil Ecology at 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) in Mexico City. I worked there with 

scientists that were working with farmers and doing community participatory research; I 

just didn’t know that was what it was called at the time. That’s how I learned research. I 
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studied again in Mexico, and then I did all my PhD work in Costa Rica with small farmers 

on the border of Panama. I also worked with lychee growers in South Florida.  

When I applied here in North Carolina, I didn’t even think they would hire me 

because I’m not an agronomist or traditional U.S. agricultural person, but I think they 

wanted somebody different. Mostly people in my department work with row crops like 

corn, or tobacco, or cotton for soil ecology or mycorrhizal fungi. They didn’t show much 

of an interest early-on to try and work with small fruits, but now I think we are coming 

along and we see a kind of bridge. Organic agriculture fits well into this holistic view of 

this system in an ecological context. It is really exciting. I go to the ecology national 

conferences; I go to agronomy conferences. This past year I saw for the first time a lot of 

folks in the big national conferences talking about things we’ve been doing in organic 

agriculture for a while like cover crops and soil health. This is a great thing. We need to 

talk to all farmers, not just a select few; they are our audience. 

I’m 80% academic teaching, and 20% research. I had started a new agroecology 

education farm, which is like a student farm/community facility. We have an 

agroecology concentration program. I’m developing a major program on agroecology 

and sustainable food systems. In the beginning, it was curriculum development and 

advertising. I teach an intro level agroecology course and advanced agroecology 

laboratory. That’s kind of my teaching realm. I also advise graduate students.  
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One of the main projects that I’m involved in is the Appalachian Foodshed Project 

(AFP). I also have three other projects. On some projects, I am more of a leader, and on 

some, I am a collaborator. For eight years, I’ve been leading a sustainable strawberry 

project about sustainable soil management practices and mycorrhizal fungi, which is 

more where my expertise is in. We have research stations and do on-farm work. We also 

do extension training and webinars. I’ve had three graduate students work on that 

project. I have a lot of farmers that are saying, “Okay! Now we’re willing to give up 

methylbromide and do something different.” That’s a big thing! That means less toxins 

in the environment, hence, safer conditions for them and their families. I think that 

makes me feel that I’ve been a cog in that machine. That is where we’re going to keep 

going, too. That excites me the most. 

We have another new project that is getting local foods into childcare facilities 

that are in low-income urban areas. Another project is about how sustainable soil 

management practices in El Salvador can enhance food security for rural farmers. I’m a 

collaborator in a project that deals with how organic agriculture and conventional 

agriculture systems contribute to greenhouse gas emissions. It’s all over the board!   

I was not assigned to the AFP Project, nor was this something I chose. To tell you 

the truth, I knew Kim for a long time. We had worked in the Sustainable Agriculture 

Education Association. Our hearts were both in how to educate. Her colleague, Susan 

Clark, had contacted me and I immediately trusted Susan because of Kim. I thought 
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about the AFP and it just sounded right. I’ve been working in sustainability of 

production systems and I was like, “What’s the next step?” The whole food system 

sounded interesting to me, and so did food security. I first came at it from a smaller 

mindset. I was like, “Does local food enhance food security?” I don’t think we knew that. 

Due to my role in education, I thought I was signing up to teach a graduate course, and 

co-develop it. I did not think I was going to lead a whole Western North Carolina (WNC) 

team. 

The first thing that I did was try to get to know all the projects. I wanted to know 

what’s going on in Western North Carolina and be very transparent and open to 

everybody who is coming to the table during the formation and development of the 

WNC Community Food Security Assessment (CFSA) team. Our team meets monthly; 

although over the holidays, we might take off. It has been formed for over a year and 

half now. We used the Whole Measures for Community Food Systems, so when you look 

at food security from a community lens it is like, “Who should represent that?" There’s 

people on the advisory team from across the community. They are from public health, 

cooperative extension, one of the main community foundations in the area, food banks, 

community transformation grants, food and nutrition programs, and food policy 

councils in the area. We were very strategic about who we wanted on the council and 

wanted to invite everybody. My first step was just getting to know people. 



Page | 5  

 
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 

While we were having these big meetings and inviting everybody, I was having 

some hesitations because I felt like, “I am coming from NC State and what am I going to 

do?” I was very honest. I was like, “I don’t have an agenda, I’m learning.” It’s especially 

hard for researchers and scientists to say that; “I don’t know this and I’m learning from 

you.” It was appropriate. I am very happy that I did that. You have to go beyond that 

and step back and say, “I think this is where we should go, what do you think?” You 

should pass proposals back and forth. It was gaining people’s trust.  

I work with a group of people who may or may not think alike, or don’t want to 

get together and think. It was helpful that I came from the outside, but I knew from the 

get-go that there was a little bit of distrust. It was like, “I’m from NC State, what do I 

know?” I’m not from Western North Carolina. I didn’t even tell them that I was from 

California—I thought that was too much. Raleigh was foreign enough.  

Meeting people on their ground really helped. We went there a lot and learned 

and listened. It took two-and-a-half to three years to form this group. We knew that 

each state was a little different, and for us in Western North Carolina, it was stepping 

back and saying, “What do we already know that is going on in the region?” and, “What 

kind of assessments have been done?” and then asking people, “What do you need? 

What do you want?” and not us coming in with an agenda. It took a while to get on the 

same page. There was a lot of resistance at the start. I can read people sometimes. They 
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asked questions like, “Do you expect me to come to Raleigh? Where are the meetings 

going to be?” I said, “No, it’s where you want it to be”.  

 I was hesitant. I wanted to make sure that we were representing people across 

the region. Sometimes in WNC a lot of things happen around Asheville that do not 

represent all of WNC. We made sure that we had people from Cherokee and Boone to 

increase the diversity as much as we could. We were reaching out and making sure that 

diversity was on the forefront of my mind. We did end up meeting in Asheville because 

like it or not, it’s a nexus for the Southern and Northern parts of WNC. 

The Advisory Team pointed out by saying, “Okay, this is what we know about the 

assessments at the national level.” They saw value in the community food assessments 

and they went further. They said, “You cannot just do this in Asheville; you cannot just 

do this in an urban area. We know that rural areas are different. Let’s make sure we do 

this compare and contrast.” We have done that and I have learned a lot, even about the 

cultural context of a language. Calling things ‘food deserts’ did not sit well with some of 

our community members because ‘desert’ was more of a western U.S. definition; we 

have ‘food hollers.’  

The next step was understanding the research. I’ve always had a hard time 

reconciling or understanding what the three-state group and leadership for the 

Appalachian Foodshed Project wanted to do; what we are supposed to do in WNC. I 

struggled with that. I was trying to listen for the project lead to say, “Okay, you should 
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do this.” I didn’t hear that. I said, “Let’s just figure it out ourselves,” and then we 

proposed it. We were transparent. I felt some of that slowed the process but also gave 

ownership and autonomy to us in Western North Carolina. It’s a little bit of a double-

edged sword. The next step was laying out, “Okay, this is the quantitative data that we 

have about WNC.” We were asking people, “What’s missing?” There’s all kinds of things 

that people wanted, and we took the approach of adding more quantitative data.  

We are partnering with the National Environmental Modeling and Analysis Center 

(NEMAC). They had developed something called the WNC Vitality Index. It’s quantitative 

information at the county level of WNC. It mostly deals with land use and the type of 

soils. They started getting a little into topics around public health, like access to doctors 

and things like that. People were already using that. We said, “We can add to that, we 

can add ten food insecurity indicators for all the counties of WNC.” We let the counties 

decide what indicators they wanted. That will be important. What people have 

articulated is that it is important to be able to describe their communities for their own 

projects or grants. For things like farm to school programs and education programs like 

FNP it is important to know who we are educating. Who is accessing WIC and EBT? 

There is a lot of strength in WNC programs—that is another thing that we wanted to 

highlight!  

The second part of that was the whole Community Food Security Assessment—

the qualitative data, which I am not comfortable with. I am such a quantitative person. 
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That’s what I didn’t realize. Don’t get me wrong, I love talking to people, and I think 

that’s where it’s at. I would have appreciated it more if it was quantitative data, and I 

anticipated more leadership; I thought that it would happen by somebody else. But 

where we took it was like, “Okay, from our community members, what do you want? It’s 

for you to frame!” Listening to them, and then saying, “Okay, we see problems with just 

focusing on urban areas.” We have already set it up as a comparison of urban versus 

rural. They wanted to go beyond what people defined as food security; they wanted to 

hear solutions. That is really important. I put them in the driver’s seat as much as I could 

in that they would be the ones to form the question. It was an equal playing field in 

which we were both trying to figure this out. I would propose it to the three-state group 

just to make sure it would fit into the context of the whole project.  

Recently, I decided that if they were forming the questions and choosing the 

organizations whom we should interview, then they should take part in the data analysis 

and data dissemination. I’m very proud to say that now we have a mini team called CFSA 

Data Analysis Team within this larger WNC food security advisory group. They have all 

been IRB approved, but we’re struggling a little bit because this isn’t our area of 

expertise. It’s easy to take an interview and transcribe, but we are struggling to find out 

how to do adequately well in research in an unbiased way to make sure that what you’re 

hearing qualitatively is what is coming to the surface as far as the themes and the 
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analysis goes. I am trying to fill that spot. I am hiring a post-doc who is more of a social 

scientist with expertise in this area.  

At an early stage of this project, we had a surprise, which made us disappointed. 

One of the biggest collaborators who was initially signed onto the project and who 

worked across the region in sustainable agriculture and agricultural economic 

development said, “We’re not going to collaborate.” There’s many reasons. The struggle 

is that they are very big. They are probably pulled many ways and had to make a 

decision like, “Okay we said we’d partner, but maybe this is beyond our focus.” We were 

disappointed when they didn’t agree with the approach of ‘everybody to the table.’ 

Basically, they wanted to have an influence as to who would be at the table and who 

would not. I feel good that I did not cave into that. That was a struggle, but we have 

moved past that. 

A lightbulb went off when one of our cooperative extension agents looked over 

and was like, “I’m always with cooperative extension. I need to be with the food banks. I 

need to be working across this.” They started working together. A lot of it has to do with 

the food bank itself. They are pushing the mission and saying, “We have a little bit of 

money. We can buy from producers, producers can donate.” It was a big lightbulb to go 

beyond food banks working with food banks, and cooperative extension working with 

cooperative extension. The real solutions to these complex problems is to work 

together. 
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The biggest turning point of the project occurred during the first meeting. People 

were invited and they were saying, “Yes, we want to be a part of it.” People were honest. 

They were like, “We’re not sure what you’re going to do, but we know it’s important.” 

That was really good and gave it some clarity as far as, “This is the mission, this is what 

we can do, and this is how you can shape this.” Last year there was another turning 

point. It was the first cycle of our Community Enhancement Grants. The whole idea of it 

was, “Here’s a little bit of money to encourage and enhance projects, enhance food 

security, enhance new collaborations for things that are already going on.” We’re not 

talking about creating whole new projects. It is such a little bit of money. We were able 

to offer $18,000 dollars. We had a grant review panel of community members. It was a 

little bit easy to pick because there were not a lot of people who applied. We awarded 

some and I’m really proud that we’re able to award even more with the help of the 

Community Enhancement Grant fund. This is a little project in the area on food security 

that facilitates more collaboration. Sometimes it does not seem like $9,000 is that much 

of an amount, but that can really help certain projects and individuals. We think about it 

as an individual in the community and not as an organization. That is a big thing. People 

are coming together.  

This fall and at the beginning of this year, there were a number of projects going 

on in the area. They saw this as, “Alright you guys are actually doing something. This is 

something we want to be involved in.” We were able to increase our funds. On the 
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grants itself, we were supposed to give $8,000-$10,000. In the second cycle, we were 

able to give $28,000, but we gave over $102,000. It was hard; all these projects were 

really good! They were affecting people’s lives in a positive way. That is where I thought, 

“Man, there’s so much going on, and hopefully will continue to go on.” The grant funder 

was on the review panel, so that was great for him to see, too. I am happy to see a lot 

more collaborations. There’s been challenges within that too. 

Specific people and organizations were supportive. The director of one of the 

largest foundations said, “No, you need to keep going with this; this is really important,” 

even though he knew a little bit of the behind-the-scenes challenges. We had smaller 

community groups and organizations that challenged the people there and said, “We’re 

the community, you’re the institution!” We’re able to get past that, and they really 

started to trust us. We’re still working on the impacts seen in the community resulting 

from new collaborations, whether it’s in our group or beyond. In the second year, all the 

community members who work in food security across the three states were invited. We 

broke out in issues in one of our three state meetings. It was a natural breakout. There 

were food pantries and food banks in one circle, and cooperative extension in another. 

A lot of WNC folks and our group members were present. I was really happy. It was in 

Virginia, it’s a big thing.   

I don’t know how I keep track of everything. I have a great farm manager now 

and I have amazing students. They have the leadership capabilities. I don’t throw them 
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into it, but I kind of give them experience in leading things. They take it on, too. We kind 

of make sure that we are all communicating. Right now, it is the most diverse thing I’ve 

ever had. Each student has a very different project. They have to learn from each other 

and work together, too.  

 I’m really proud of my graduate student on the Appalachian Foodshed Project. 

She has the leadership. Maybe she thought at the beginning that, “Well, this isn’t really 

my project.” She was an assistant on the project, and it was not her research. It’s 

influenced her now. She was a master’s student and she did mycorrhizal fungi. Now 

she’s doing survey work, and she’ll be doing international work, too. She’s grown from it 

a lot. Though we struggled, I also treat her in the same way as an equal. We’re both 

learning together, and she has a lot to bring to the table. 

Having some of the directors for some of the projects on board early, like 

MANNA FoodBank, which is the largest food bank in the region that serves 80% of the 

county, did matter. It was important to have their director and food buyer at the 

meetings. Having the WNC Extension Director from the get-go mattered. His presence 

at the meeting really helped the other Extension agents at the county level be like, 

“We’ll be part of this.” It kind of sets the stage when you have the director come and 

say, “It’s a top-down and bottom-up approach.” The WNC FNP coordinator was great, 

and she was more of a recent addition. She says, “We have this wonderful program that 
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is federally and state funded, and we’re struggling because we’re not getting enough 

people. How can we all work together to make this program better?”  

I didn’t even know the word ‘food security’ well before. I just knew food security 

from an individual view. The idea that you can access food security at the community 

level, and can come up with community-level solutions, it was like a lightbulb. That is 

where the power is. Individuals feel that it is their own burden especially when it comes 

to food security. Food insecure individuals are made to feel like it is their fault, that 

they’re lazy; that it’s something innate in them, but there’s actual reasons beyond the 

individual level. There are things we can do as a community. One thing that I learned 

about WNC is that there are many counties that are very poor by any assessment (i.e.: 

salary, unemployment rates), but their rate of giving back to the community is much 

higher than wealthy communities. They take care of communities and of themselves. 

There is a sense of independence, which is beautiful. 

When you write those grants, you never know how much you are taking on. But it 

has been a good thing. I have been able to do well by the community by engaging 

them; they make it theirs at the end of the day. I get to know the community partners a 

lot more. I know what is going on around. I am learning about all these projects that I 

wasn’t aware of because of the geography and distance. Being in Raleigh, we’re about 

four hours or more from what’s going on.  
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My biggest accomplishment was to gain people’s trust. We were doing 

something different. It wasn’t just that we were going to come in with a great idea, 

plug-and-chug it, and say, “This is what you need to do,” but instead we would listen 

and try to understand what is going on. We tried to put people in positions so that they 

can build their own capacity. Now I have two great regional coordinators who are from 

the region. We have a great Western North Carolina Food Security Advisory Team. That 

took time. The biggest thing I learned was to be patient.  

 I’ve gotten to know some of our community members really well. I can drink with 

them and tease them. They know me in and out. They know that I’m from California. The 

way I interact with folks has changed. Asheville is pretty hippy; it was too hippy for me. I 

can’t hug after a meeting. I do not want to hold hands. What I appreciate is that I can be 

really honest. We have a great relationship with folks. We’re all going the same way to 

achieve this great goal of, “How can we improve food security?” 

As a future food practitioner, it’s very important to know about the research, case 

studies and innovations that are happening. At the same time, it is important to step 

back and know your area—don’t think that this is going to apply always. It won’t. There’s 

a lot of knowledge within the community. Community people know their problems. 

They have real ideas, innovations, and solutions to those problems. We just need to 

listen. I think as researchers, sometimes we need to remember to be humble and 

understand that it’s a two-way learning process. We can offer as much as what the 
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community can offer. “How do we really work together in all aspects?” That is what I 

mean about developing the questions. “What does it look like, what should it?” We need 

to ask those hard questions like, “Why is this important? What would you want at the 

end of the day to help your mission, your organization, and your community?”  

I hold a personal goal that I would like to accomplish with the AFP in Western 

Northern Carolina. I want to make sure that we leave something that people can build 

upon. Grants are grants. They have the life of their own. Even after five years, we want to 

provide a good foundation for collaboration. It is very important. It will perhaps help 

folks that did not normally collaborate before.  

We had some of our cooperative extension agents saying, “I need the high-end 

markets of my producers because I need them to have money. It’ll just trickle down!” I 

didn’t have to answer that. It was other community members saying, “It doesn’t trickle 

down.” Farmers will be food insecure if they are not part of this greater thing. I think 

that has been a big impact. Many food security projects and collaborations are 

observable. A lot more learning about our area is required. Besides, we should 

understand that maybe the USDA and some of the national food security assessments 

or solutions are not applicable to rural areas. They are saying, “We can have a regional 

voice, we want to make sure that rural and urban Appalachia is represented.” A food 

policy council was one of the first things we funded. It was in one of the rural areas and 

focused on food security. They’re doing their own food security assessment. They took 
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the food security assessments and went beyond. They’re really applying some of this, 

which is nice! 

What would have I done differently?  Well, I would have done a lot, differently! I 

could have spent more time on relationship building. To be honest, I feel really good 

about that. Relationship building took a long time. I would have appreciated somebody 

coming in from the larger project and saying, “Don’t just wander around, don’t just 

figure it out yourself, here’s what you need to do.” We have had leaders, but food 

security assessments are more like training. I wandered around a lot. A little bit more 

direction was required. It seemed that in the end the three states are just doing their 

own thing. We have different ways. It is a balance of providing autonomy. I should have 

hired a post-doc five years ago. Relationship building is good, but you need tangible 

things. I’m scared about our timeline right now. I would have put even more money in 

the community enhancement grants.  

Three people deeply influence me. In general, there are few women in agriculture 

or in science. One among them is Dr. Nancy Creamer at NC State. She is the director at 

the Center for Environmental Farming Systems. She is my mentor, but she doesn’t know 

that. I love that she always puts her family first. You exactly know where her priorities 

are. She’s a really humble person. She genuinely cares about other young scientists, 

young women, and our success. You don’t often see that. In sustainable agriculture, her 

presence was like a jackpot because sustainable agriculture is hazing. She brings people 
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together and does not divide them. Dividing people is an easy task to do in sustainable 

agriculture. The word itself does that. She is able to transcend that. 

I am also influenced by my previous PhD advisor. He only focused on tropical 

mycorrhizal fungi. He was such a great teacher. He went beyond with his students. He 

had high expectations of critical thinking from his students and tried to engage them to 

think about real life problems around them. I try to do that in my own teaching in 

agriculture as well.  

My mom also deeply influenced me. I grew up just with my mom. She didn’t 

finish high school. I don’t know how she did it, but she encouraged me to think beyond 

my own world. She gave me the confidence or maybe the naïveté to think that I could 

do anything. Most of my mom’s family never went to college, but I was going to college 

and studying what I wanted to. My PhD was haphazard. I just got interested in research 

as an undergraduate. I had a good advisor who said, “Maybe you should think about 

graduate school.” It was not even on my radar because I didn’t think I could afford it. 

There has been great people along the way; I’ve been fortunate and blessed.  

What motivates me the most to do what I do in this region of North Carolina is to 

work for The Center for Environmental Farming Systems. I have a lot of not just field-

based projects but also state-wide projects. We are bringing everybody to the table, not 

just small scale, but also large-scale producers. It has been great being part of that team 

from the get-go! We have a great leader in whose presence everybody just hangs their 
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ego on the door and wants to collaborate and do well by North Carolina. It has been a 

very good experience to get into a team like that. The Appalachian Foodshed Project 

was rewarding, especially in North Carolina. It has been the same across the other states 

too.  

My biggest education has been from my role as a facilitator for the Western 

North Carolina Foodshed Advisory Team. It is where I’ve grown from, and that is where 

our state is going to have the biggest impact after the grant. The Appalachian Foodshed 

Project is one of the things that I’m most excited and passionate about. I would like to 

see more at this point in our fifth year. There should be more demonstrated products. I 

think we are coming with them.  Maybe I am impatient. 

When the funding ends, I would like to provide people with a foundation to 

collaborate and make sure that we have added some physical products—whether it be a 

report, or something that puts everything together. Collaborations are great, but you 

need tangible or measurable things at the end of the day. I do not know where I see this 

going five years from now. It is up to the community. The grant ends. I would like to stay 

involved, but I do not know how I can. I hope that the WNC-Community Foodshed 

Advisory Team group keeps going on.  

I would like to see a regional food policy council that brings representatives from 

the county food policy council. A regional voice needs to be made that goes beyond 

food security; it’s food systems. We had a state-wide food policy advisory group and I’d 
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love for that to come back. It was defunded by State House and Senate. Since that gives 

even more community voice at a political level, it needs to happen. We haven’t done 

food security assessments where we look at regional themes. We might see that there 

are common themes. I’m hoping to see some themes emerge from our Community 

Food Security Assessments. For example, there is a whole new Latino population. I do 

not know if they have the history and the networks that will help them in the 

community. We have some of those organizations that work with Latino farm workers, 

and Latino youth.  

I hope that the three states can continue to learn from each other. I do not think 

we have a foundation to jump off on right now, but we’re getting there. I do not know if 

we are too late or not. We don’t have tangible next steps. We’ve done a lot of good 

things in the area. The biggest thing for me is it has impacted my research. I love 

mycorrhizal fungi and soil ecology, but at the end of the day, I feel that working for food 

security is what really matters. I would like to continue in this. I don’t know where. I feel 

like I am in-between two worlds in my research. It is not common for researchers to 

switch fields. I have eased into it in a very slow way, and I think it has influenced my 

research base and me. 


