Southern SARE Coordinator Survey

Findings and Recommendations

A. Lee Meyer

S-SARE Land Grant University Liaison*
The Southern Region Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE) program has state coordinators associated with each of its affiliate land grant universities. In the southern region, there are 14 states/territories. Alabama has three land grant universities and two coordinators at Auburn University. Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands have one each. The remaining 11 states each have two coordinators.

Until 2003, the state coordinators’ responsibilities were focused on implementing SARE’s Professional Development Program (PDP). Since then, their duties have expanded and their new role is as the state (overall) SARE Coordinator, not just the PDP Coordinator. (The document describing the duties of SARE Coordinator is included as Appendix 1 at the end of this document.)

With the changing roles of the coordinators, with a new PDP leadership in place, and in order to provide the support and assistance the SARE Coordinators need to effectively promote SARE and sustainable agriculture, a better understanding of their situations is needed. 

Based on a focus group conducted in August, 2005 at the annual So. SARE Coordinators workshop, discussions and site visits, (and a little dose of the obvious), it is clear that each of the 30 coordinators in the Southern SARE region has a different background, works in a different environment and has different levels of support from administrators, colleagues and clientele.  

To provide this needed information, a survey was designed to gather background information, establish benchmarks, evaluate support levels (from coordinators own internal/administrative university units to PDP, SAN and SARE materials) and give coordinators a chance to provide input into the overall program as well as practical matters such as the annual conferences.

In addition, several hypotheses are being evaluated. Some include,

*
Coordinators vary in level of enthusiasm for sustainable ag. and SARE;

*
Terms like “sustainable agriculture” carry baggage with agents and clientele;

*
Relationships between 1862 and 1890 LGUs vary;

*
Support levels and needs vary tremendously.

This document provides a tabulation of the findings and explores the implications and provides recommendations and data for Southern SARE leadership.  

During the spring/summer of 2005, a survey was conducted of SARE coordinators in the Southern Region. A copy of the survey instrument is included as Appendix 2. The survey instrument was drafted, pre-tested and then revised. It was e-mailed to each of the coordinators with a request to respond and schedule a convenient time to actually conduct the survey by telephone. These calls were conducted mostly during April and May, 2005 and took 20 to 45 minutes. Data from 19 of the 30 coordinators are included in this report. Seven of the respondents are from 1890 Land Grant Universities and 12 are from 1862s.

Key Results and Findings:

Coordinators’ Base Positions: About three-fourths of the coordinators are state extension specialists. Of the respondents, one is an agent and two are administrators (there are at least five administrators in the group of 30, with others having some administrative responsibilities). About one-fourth are coordinators because they “really wanted” the position, about half, because they were “willing to serve” and three were “mildly reluctant” but accepted the position anyway. Coordinators have an even distribution of experience – three have served 10 or more years as coordinator, eight have 5-10 years and eight have been coordinator for less than five years. Many expect to be in the position until retirement or don’t know how long they’ll be coordinator. Most coordinators are either “passionate” or very enthused about the SARE program (13 of 19 respondents). Two of the coordinators who were initially reluctant about taking the position now have a high level of enthusiasm.

One of the hypotheses being studied is: “terms like ’sustainable agriculture’ carry baggage with agents and clientele.” There is evidence to support this position. While coordinators estimated that over 40% of agents would react positively to in-service trainings promoted as “sustainable agriculture,” about one-fourth of the agents were expected to react negatively – a sizable minority. Also, more than half of the respondents said that “a majority of ANR agents in their states know about SARE and sustainable agriculture, but do not use those terms in clientele programs.” The fact that in the other half of states, agents do use the term in clientele programs demonstrates the diversity of interest in the programs in the region.

Clearly the key obstacle for greater buy-in among extension agents of SARE programs is their heavy workloads. However, information about programs and general communication were also mentioned frequently. Negative stereotypes, e.g. sustainable agriculture is confused with “organic” or only for small (subsistence?) farms were other obstacles. For clientele, lack of information was the leading obstacle, but workloads and stereotypes were also mentioned. Many administrators already demonstrate strong support (one-third of the coordinators get a level of support at “whatever I ask for, within reason”) but funding and competition with other programs (like the USDA’s Risk Management Administration) are issues in some states.

Advisory Councils: While each state has an advisory committee, there seems to be no consistent model for them. Coordinators openly discussed strengths and weaknesses. Some were proud of their advisory committee’s level of engagement, support roles with extension programs, insightful advice and assistance in program implementation. In these situations, the advisory committees are true partners and collaborators. However, there were several states which need to virtually start over with their advisory councils. Statements such as “members don’t even know that they are on the advisory council” and “trying to rebuild our advisory council” reflect the need for more focus in this area. 

Relationships between 1862 and 1890 Land Grant Universities: As mentioned earlier, 12 of the respondents are based at 1862 LGUs and the other 7 at 1890s. All were asked about the relationships between the two categories of land grant universities. In general, most see the working relationships as “workable, but need to be improved” or better – 10 of 12 from the 1862 LGUs and 4 of 7 from the 1892s. Still, there are some who saw their situations as, “each works in its own area, with only minimal interaction.” When probed, these were interpreted often as due to resource differences and heavy work loads, rather than adversarial relationships, except in one situation. A broad list of ideas for improving relationships was provided, ranging from providing increased support to partners and resource sharing; more collaboration in both planning and implementing programs; sharing of credit; coordination among administrators.

Relationships between the So. SARE program and NRCS: When asked a similar question about relationships between SARE programs and NRCS, there was almost universal agreement that collaboration is comparatively strong.  Fifteen of the 16 respondents to this question characterized their working relationships as either “strong, healthy and balanced” or “workable, but needs to be improved.”

SARE Coordinator Training: A pragmatic reason to survey coordinators was to learn about the support given to them through the PDP program, such as annual conferences. Coordinators have a broad range of experiences at the annual meetings, some have been to almost all of them. Only one respondent did not feel that the meeting contributed. Networking (sharing ideas with other coordinators) and the technical aspects of program implementation (such as funding and reporting policies) were both primarily characterized as strong aspects. The value of trainings in areas such as wholistic farm management, ranked lower, but still mostly “good.” Several stated that newer coordinators need more orientation which should be done at this time. By far (15 compared to 3) prefer one annual two to three day meeting, with August being the preferred time. There was a 50/50 split on whether SARE coordinators should meet by themselves or with another group.

Southern SARE Materials: The Southern SARE website received very high marks, with most using it monthly or more often. The satisfaction rating was very strong, with 12 of 17 respondents giving it a “4” or “5” with 5=”extremely satisfied.”  Comments suggested the website is both technically strong (“functions well,”  “easy to navigate”) and has the content that coordinators find useful.

Other Southern SARE Materials, like brochures, videos) were also widely used and given high ratings for their satisfaction levels. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

SARE coordinators are strong supporters and advocates for the program. Even coordinators who were reluctant to take on the role generally become enthusiastic supporters. However, support for sustainable agriculture among the general population of agents and clientele remain mixed.

Acceptance and buy-in of sustainable agriculture varies widely throughout the South. There is a causality issue – do states with greater buy-in have that because of the SARE programs or are stronger, more visible programs driven by existing clientele interest? An interesting question. However, the relevant policy question for SARE is: can agricultural sustainability be enhanced by placing more effort on those states with lower levels of programmatic activity in sustainable agriculture?

SARE needs a better understanding of agents’ attitudes toward sustainable agriculture, and whether their opinions are based on fact or biased impression. An agent survey about sustainable agriculture could help address this question. Similar information about clientele attitudes is also important – especially if agents are clientele directed.

Relationships between 1862 and 1890 Land Grant Universities can be improved by continued collaborative efforts. Differences in resource levels cannot be corrected by the small amount of SARE funds. Still, sensitivity to the differences in clientele, history, etc. is important. Finally, variability among the states is great and needs to taken into account so there needs to be flexibility in the way programs are implemented. 

Advisory committees are intended to be a critical component of the state SARE programs, but many are not appropriately formed or functioning effectively. Raising the profile of the roles of advisory committees and providing coordinator training in this area could boost SARE effectiveness. SARE participants from states with effective advisory committees could be the leaders of this training effort.

The technical support provide by the Southern SARE office is of high quality, used extensively in program support and appreciated by coordinators. The annual conferences are useful, but can be improved with components on new coordinator orientation and improved opportunities for networking, specifically sharing of ideas and ways of solving problems.

Appendix 1: 

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1State Extension Professional Development Program Coordinators 

        Guidance and Expectations in Sustainable Agriculture
Legislation
The position of the State Extension Professional Development Coordinator (PDP) is a result of Public Law 101-624 (Nov. 28, 1990), or the 1990 Farm Bill.  As part of the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE) program (Subtitle B, 7 USC 1619), a National Training Program was established (Sec. 1629).  The Secretary was directed to designate an individual from the Cooperative Extension Service in each state to coordinate the National Training Program.  (Historically, states have generally appointed coordinators from each Land Grant Institution.)

Responsibilities
The PDP coordinator is responsible, in cooperation with appropriate federal and state agencies, for developing and implementing a statewide training program for appropriate field office personnel.  Such personnel were defined as including employees of the Extension Service, Soil Conservation Service (now NRCS) and other appropriate Department of Agriculture personnel, as determined by the Secretary, whose activities involve the provision of agricultural production and conservation information to agricultural producers.

1. What are some general expectations for the state PDP coordinators?

Day-to-day activities to fulfill the duties of the state PDP coordinator would likely include these main areas: 


1) Training program development and delivery


2) Promotion, networking and coordination, especially of SARE-related



activities


3) Communication, reporting and evaluation 

2. What are specific ideas to meet these expectations?

Guidance and ideas for suggested activities and work elements in these three areas may include, but are not limited to the following.  State PDP coordinators may modify or add to this list to meet their specific local needs.  Setting priorities and activities should be guided by planning and coordination that takes into account appropriate agencies and interested parties within the state. 

A. Training Program Development and Delivery:


1) Provide annual sustainable agriculture training and educational program



opportunities for all new appropriate field office personnel


2) Develop and implement updated sustainable agriculture training and



education opportunities for current staff


Additional related opportunities for consideration: 


3) Maintain a listing of state producer grant cooperators and involve them

and other farmers and ranchers in sustainable agriculture training and education 


4) Develop and/or partner with NGOs or farmer organizations in offering



farms tours and field days

B. Promotion, Networking and Coordination 

1) Promote within the state the availability of SARE Chapter 1, PDP, producer grant and other funding opportunities 


2) Promote regional SARE program activities and opportunities 


3) Promote the availability of Sustainable Agriculture Network (SAN)

educational materials and services, as well as those of ATTRA, NGOs and the state FACs, through conferences, field days, and workshops.

4) Seek input annually from and coordinate regularly with NRCS and FSA personnel about sustainable agriculture training needs and shared educational program opportunities.


Additional related opportunities for consideration:


5) Promote on-farm research and demonstration projects and programs


6) Offer SAN, as well as AFSIC, ATTRA, the National Agroforestry Center,



FSA, NRCS and Risk Management Agency, educational materials (books,



brochures, etc.) through the Extension system or other in-state networks. 

C. Communication, Reporting and Evaluations: 


1) Develop and submit timely reports of state sustainable agriculture programs,



impacts, and activities to the required regional PDP SARE program contact. 

2) Submit documentation forms and develop ongoing evaluation of sustainable agriculture training programs to regional SARE PDP coordinator


3) Inform SARE regional coordinators of changes in PDP state personnel or



contacts.  


4) Participate in regional PDP activities 


Additional related opportunities for consideration:


5) Inform state Extension ANR program leaders or appropriate Extension



administrators and Experiment Station Directors about SARE activities,



materials and activities


6) Participate in the PDP electronic mail group <sare-pdp@nal.usda.gov> to



communicate with and respond to other state PDP representatives

3. What does the federal law suggest for PDP responsibilities?

 
Required training (Sec. 1629) in the National Training Program involves the following general areas:


1) Assistance in developing farmer-to-farmer information exchange networks


2) Coordination and publicizing sustainable agriculture farm tours and field days 


3) Extension program planning involving extensive farmer input and feedback



in the design of new and ongoing research endeavors related to sustainable



agriculture


4) Technical assistance to farmers for strategies in making a transition to a more



sustainable agriculture


5) Consultation and close work with NRCS and FSA in carrying out related programs 


6) Developing and targeting areas highly susceptible to ground water contamination 


7) Developing information sources related to crop diversification, alternative crops,



on-farm food or commodity processing and on-farm energy generation


8) Establishing a well water testing program

9) Providing specific information on water quality practices (BMPs), nutrient                    management practices and whole-farm management systems.  

Appendix 2: 

Southern SARE Coordinator Survey*
Name:

Format: This survey will be mailed to state SARE coordinators so they have time to consider the topics before a telephone interview to actually collect the data. All the information will be confidential and released only in summary form.

Start Date/Time:

1.
What is your base position? (e.g. agent, specialist, administrator, etc.)

2.
For how many years have you served as SARE/PDP coordinator and if you have a formal time allocation, what is it?

 ___  years as coordinator
Official DOE: (   ) no

(  ) yes:______ %





Actual/Practical DOE:  _____%

3.
Why did you become a SARE coordinator? 

(  ) Really wanted
(  ) Willing to serve
(  ) Mildly reluctant
(  ) Really reluctant

4.
How much longer do you expect to be one of your state’s SARE coordinators?

___ years

(    ) don’t know

5.
How personally enthused are you about the SARE program?

(Use a 1-5 scale, where 1=passionate and 5=only a duty)  (   )

6.
How involved are ANR agents in your state’s SARE and other sustainable agriculture programs? (Which of the following statements best characterizes the situation with ANR agents in your state?)

a.
(    ) A majority know about SARE and sustainable agriculture, and use those terms in programs with their clientele;

b.
(    ) Fewer than half know about SARE and sustainable agriculture, and use those terms in programs with their clientele;

c.
(    ) A majority know about SARE and sustainable agriculture, but do not use those terms in clientele programs;

 d.
(    ) Fewer than half know about SARE and sustainable agriculture. It is not considered in clientele programs. 

7.
If the term, “sustainable agriculture” is used to promote an in-service training program, what proportion of ANR agents would:

__ % react neutrally

__ %  react positively

__ %  react negatively

8.
What key obstacles hinder greater buy-in of SARE programs in your state?

(such as lack of information, existing work loads, poor image, lack of support from clientele, lack of support by superiors, etc.) 
By extension agents:  

By clientele: 

By your administration: 

9.
How much support does your administration provide?

(   ) whatever I ask for, within reason

(   ) modest
(    ) I’m almost on my own

10.
Please describe the dynamics of your advisory committee (including how it got started, how often it meets, who is on it and how the members get appointed)

11.
In your state, how would you describe the relationships between your1862 and 1890 Land Grant Universities?

(   ) strong, healthy and balanced

(   ) workable, but needs to be improved

(   ) each works in its area, with only minimal interaction

(   ) competitive and occasionally at odds

(   ) staff work together, but administrations do not

12.
From a practical perspective, what could be done to improve the collaboration in SARE programs between your 1862 and 1890 Land Grant Universities?

XX. 
Who is your state conservationist? _______________________________

XX.
In your state, how would you describe the relationships between your  university and the NRCS?

(   ) strong, healthy and balanced

(   ) workable, but needs to be improved

(   ) each works in its area, with only minimal interaction

(   ) competitive and occasionally at odds

(   ) staff work together, but administrations do not

XX.
From a practical perspective, what could be done to improve the collaboration in SARE programs between your university and the NRCS?

SARE Coordinator Training – currently SARE Coordinators participate in a summer meeting in conjunction with the Administrative Council. There have been other types of conferences in past years. 

13.
How many annual meetings have you attended? (   )

Have the meetings contributed to making you a better coordinator? (  ) yes     (  ) no

Explain:

13. a:  Rank the components of the conferences -  G= good; M=marginal; N=not helpful  

(   ) technical aspects

(  ) networking  
(  ) other _________________

(   )  trainings (e.g. wholistic farm management)

14.
How often should SARE Coordinators meetings be held? 

(    ) one annual meeting, when:_______

(    ) two annual meetings, when: ____________ and  ____________

For how many days?   _____

15.
Should SARE Coordinators meet by themselves or in conjunction with other groups (for example, the Southern SAWG or other independent conferences)?

(   ) By themselves
(   ) with other group: __________________________

16.
What should be the content/focus/format of the SARE Coordinator meeting?

(e.g. training for PDP grant evaluation, grant reporting; should cover priority area; tours, workshops, other)

17.
If  $1,000 of flexible funds (to be used for travel, honoraria, etc.) were made available for you, how could you spend it to improve sustainable agriculture programs in your state?

Southern SARE Materials  

25.
Have you visited/used the So. SARE Website? http://www.griffin.uga.edu/sare/

(   ) yes    (   ) no

If yes, how many visits did  you have in the past year?  (    )

How satisfied were you? (on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 represents “not satisfied” and 5 represents “extremely satisfied)  Rating: (    ) 
Why/ Comments:  
 

26.
Have you used other Southern SARE Materials? (brochures, videos, etc.)

(   ) yes    
(   ) no  
(  )minimally

How satisfied were you? (on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 represents “not satisfied” and 5 represents “extremely satisfied   Rating: (    )
Why/ Comments:  

27.
Any final comments/suggestions?

Thank you for your time. I’ll keep your info confidential unless you want me to use it to emphasize your point.

* Lee Meyer and James Hill serve in liaison roles between the Southern SARE program and Land Grant Universities (LGUs). Meyer focuses on the 1862 Land Grant Universities and extension while Hill focuses on the 1890 LGUs. Meyer is an extension specialist at the University of Kentucky. This paper is based on work done from April – August, 2005.
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