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	Stinson Troutman, an FVSU extension agent in Irwin County, examines a portion of a composting process in the Growing Power, Inc., greenhouse in Milwaukee, Wisc. Troutman and others touring the facility learned that workers used an old dryer to filter the compost and earthworm castings to prepare it for sale. 
Participants toured the facility during the Risk Management Strategies for Beginning and Small Farmers and Ranchers conference, Sept. 12-15, in Milwaukee, Wisc.
	Irwin County FVSU extension agent Stinson Troutman, an FVSU extension agent in Irwin County (left), and Early County farmer Mack Evans review a variety of plants featured in the Growing Power, Inc., greenhouse in Milwaukee, Wisc.  The visit to the Growing Power site was one of several tours offered to the nearly 40 Georgia producers and ag professionals who participated in the Risk Management Strategies for Beginning and Small Farmers and Ranchers Conference, Sept. 12-15, in Milwaukee, Wisc.
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	Stinson Troutman, an FVSU extension agent in Irwin County, examines an aquaculture system component at the Growing Power, Inc. greenhouse in Milwaukee, Wisc., during the Risk Management Strategies for Beginning and Small Farmers and Ranchers Conference, Sept. 12-15.  Troutman was among the nearly 40 Georgia producers and ag professionals who participated the four-day event in Milwaukee and nearby communities.
	Worth County farmer Erma Wilburn examines a variety of eggplant during her tour of the Angelic Organic Learning Center in Caledonia, Ill. The center was one of several spots participating producers toured during the Risk Management Strategies for Beginning and Small Farmers and Ranchers Conference, Sept. 12-15, in Milwaukee, Wisc.


Georgia’s farmers picked up ways to improve, revitalize and reorganize their operations at a national ag conference last week – with a little help from Fort Valley State University.

FVSU Cooperative Extension Program spokespersons said nearly 40 producers and county agents from a dozen counties used traveling scholarships to attend the Risk Management Strategies for Beginning and Small Farmers and Ranchers Conference, Sept. 12-15, in Milwaukee, Wisc.

The traveling scholarship offer sparked interest beyond the extension program’s usual outreach area, said James Hill, director of the office of limited resource farms and minority outreach for the Southern Region SARE Program. The 38 scholars also included Luther Renee, the assistant commissioner of agriculture for the U.S. Virgin Islands, and Cynthia Hayes and Bobbie Graham, with the African American Organic Growers Association.

Hill said the four-day conference in the Hilton Milwaukee City Center targeted the needs of small, limited-resource, minority and beginning farmers.

The event, sponsored by Growing Power, Inc., a non-profit organization, featured 7 tracts, 56 learning sessions and tours to farms, gardens, markets and organizations around Chicago, Madison and Milwaukee.

“This was a marvelous educational opportunity,” said Hill. “It was a ‘must-see’ event for those producers with a serious desire to learn sustainable farming systems and risk management tools.”

Hill said producers and county agents from southeast, southwest and north Georgia who participated in the conference will return home to use what their knowledge and pass it on to their friends and neighbors.

“It’s not only what they’ve learned and how they can make use of it,” he said. “Its how they can pass that useful and profitable information on to their peers in the agricultural community.”

Hill, who is also the 1890 land-grant liaison at FVSU, said conference highlights included keynote speakers Eldon Gould, administrator of the USDA-Risk Management Agency; Chuck Hassebrook, executive director of the Center for Rural Affairs of Lyons, Neb.; and Winona LaDuke, founding director of the White Earth Land Recovery Project.

Hill said LaDuke used her presentation to discuss land sovereignty and the role of small and beginning farmers in creating safe and culturally appropriate local food systems, while Gould and Hassebrook explained the programs and opportunities that will benefit beginning and small farmers in the 2007 Farm Bill during their presentations.

He said the Georgia group also enjoyed the conference tract sessions where presenters discussed ways producers can reduce risk and become more successful.  Tract topics included alternative marketing, beginning farmers, current issues, energy and renewable fuels, financial management, USDA programs and urban agriculture.

Early County farmer Mack Evans said he picked up valuable information during the Growing Power session. Evans, who operates a 200-acre farm, said says the information he gathered provided him with an opportunity to strengthen his beef cattle operation.

“I learn something new each and every time I attend these conferences,” Evans said. “I paid close attention to the discussion on utilizing earthworms which will break down the soil and prepare a much healthier grass for my cattle. I can see how implementing something as simple as utilizing earthworms will benefit me in the long run.”

Stinson Troutman, an FVSU extension agent in Irwin County, echoed Evans’ sentiment after attending the Growing Power workshop.

“It’s always important to keep up-to-date with the latest farming practices,” Troutman said.  “Having a healthy soil base is one of the most important tasks a farmer can strive to accomplish.  Clients will benefit in the long run by selling healthier products.”

Hill said that the conference’s agricultural tours complemented its tracts and sessions by providing participants hands-on learning opportunities.

“The Angelic Organics Learning tour offered an inside look at one of America’s largest community supported farms,” he said,  “The Growing Power Workshop tour provided an intensive, hands-on training workshop  for community food projects.”

“I am really impressed,” said Erma Wilburn, a Worth County row crop farmer, as she followed her guide on the Angelic Organics learning tour. 

 “I really want to focus on organic farming, but I know it will be challenging,” said Wilburn, who raises watermelons, okra, peas and butterbeans on her 89-acre farm.  “I came on this tour because I really want to grow a quality product and I need to know the best method available to do this.

“I also learned it’s best to stagger my crops and the importance of using a rotation method,” she continued. “Seeing this operation and talking with Tom Spaulding, the executive director of the Angelic Organic Learning Center, will help me strengthen my operation.”

Hill said participants in the Chicago tour looked over three community gardens, while those who took the local farms tour saw how Wisconsin’s beginning and small farmers manage risk while building successful dairy, grazing, livestock and produce operations, and those who took the Madison and Milwaukee tours viewed community farms and farmers market operations.

On the way back to Fort Valley, Hill summarized the conference as an educational success for everyone who participated.

“We expected a top-notch event with useful and practical information and insight into sustainable farming for this region’s smaller producers,” he said.  “We weren’t disappointed.”

B. K. Lilja, Public Information Specialist
Annette Coward, Public Information Editor
