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 The Western North Carolina Agricultural Options Program recently awarded $5,000 to 23 area farmers and $2,500 
to 14 farmers who are diversifying or expanding their operations.  
  
The grants offer incentive for farmers to try new ventures – encouraging the sustainability of their operation, as well 
as demonstrating new methods to the larger agriculture community. A sampling of this year’s awarded projects 
include winter crop expansion, the addition of naturally grown livestock, the construction of a sugar cane processing 
facility, and cultivation of wine-grape vines to be sold to local growers. 
  
 “The goal of this program is to help farming in Western North Carolina grow and thrive as a profitable, ecological, 
and market-driven industry, particularly as tobacco farmers are exploring other income opportunities,” said Kenneth 
Reeves, Buncombe County Cooperative Extension Director. “Ensuring the economic sustainability of farms is one 
of the best ways to preserve farms and the rural nature of our region.”  
  
The N.C. Cooperative Extension Centers in the 15 western counties and Cherokee Reservation operate the 
AgOptions program, now in its fourth year. The agricultural extension agents work closely with the recipients, 
strengthening the educational relationship between Cooperative Extension and area farmers. 
  
"The AgOptions program is offering training to the grant recipients addressing the business needs of the farm" said 
Ross Young, Madison County Cooperative Extension Director.  "For farms to remain successful in the future they 
will have to operate as a business. Simply growing something is not enough anymore." 
  
Extension agents encourage the recipients to seek marketing assistance from the Appalachian Sustainable 
Agriculture Project and business planning advice from the N.C. Small Business & Technology Development Center 
to further improve their projects. 
  
The N.C. Tobacco Trust Fund Commission funds the program through a grant with the Asheville-based non-profit 
organization Handmade in America.  
  
The Tobacco Trust Fund Commission was established by the General Assembly in 2000 as farmers, former quota 
holders and tobacco workers began the transition from a stable, federally run price-support system to a free market 
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 of direct contracts with tobacco companies and a globally competitive price structure. The commission offers grants to help 
individuals and communities in North Carolina with this transition and to prepare them for the economic opportunities of the 
next generations. 
  
“We’re really pleased to be able to help these farmers pursue new opportunities,” said the Tobacco Trust Fund Commission’s 
executive director, William Upchurch. “We feel the AgOptions program is extremely beneficial not only to the farming 
communities in the western counties but to the economy and culture of Western North Carolina as a whole.” 
  
Of the 37 awarded projects across Western North Carolina, nine are fruit & vegetable or edibles diversification projects; nine, 
nursery or trees; eight, livestock; four, beekeeping; four, product processing; and three, agri-tourism. 
  
 “My husband Isaiah and I want to move from being part-time to full-time farmers,” said Annie Perkinson, co-owner of 
Buncombe County’s Flying Cloud Farm, which has grown steadily since 2000. “That means extending the season so we can 
have a year-round income.” 
  
Perkinson will use the shared-use commercial kitchen equipment of Blue Ridge Food Ventures, an initiative of the Advantage 
West Economic Development Group, to process her fruits and vegetables into jams, juice and relishes. “The AgOptions grant 
gave me the push I need to get it started. It makes my project feasible.” 
  
For Cathy and Andy Bennett, owners of Doubletree Farm in Madison County, the AgOptions grant is helping them keep 
Appalachian traditions alive. They’re using the knowledge about molasses-making they’ve gained from their neighbors Peggy 
and Nathan Harmon, whose ancestors made molasses, and building their own sweet sorghum processing operation. The 
facility will available to neighbor cane growers for a fee. 
  
“This grant has given me the motivation to start looking seriously again at making our farm more into a profitable business,” 
Cathy Bennett said. For the last five years, she and Andy have set farming aside except to grow food for their family of five. 
  
The AgOptions grants are particularly suitable for innovative projects, like Ronald Searcy’s Weed Abatement business. He 
temporarily fences goats on his customers’ properties to control unwanted brush. With the grant, Searcy will purchase a 
gasoline power fencing system, allowing him to take up fences quickly and move to his other customers – which are 
increasing steadily. 
  
Along with Perkinson, Bennett and Searcy, 11 other AgOptions recipients are in the Central Mountains region: 
· In Buncombe County, Anne Gaines Grier will encourage year-round sales by growing winter crops, such as onions, leeks 
and garlic. She will sell to area restaurants, local produce companies, natural food grocers and tailgate markets. 
· In Buncombe County, Brad Martin will develop his 8-acre hay field into the main growing site for his nursery, Southeastern 
Natives. He will construct a greenhouse, cold frame, shade house and irrigation system. 
· In Henderson County, Diane Almond will develop her 8-acre farm into an agri-tourism destination and resource for local 
residents. She will increase the number of bee hives and heather plantings, create educational materials and publicize farm 
events. 
· In Madison County, Coy Griffin, a former tobacco grower, will improve his horse boarding business by modernizing and 
expanding his building. 
· In Madison County, Chris Owen will improve the cheese aging facility at Spinning Spider Creamery and make the 
Creamery more inviting for visitors. 
· In Madison County, Diane Tolman will employ several ecological sustainable techniques at Big Pine Native Gardens, 
resulting in a viable native plant nursery that incorporates outreach programs to the public. 
· In Madison County, Hardin Wrenn will build an energy-efficient and water-saving greenhouse to improve his production of 
mums. 
· In Transylvania County, Keith Chappel, a beekeeper since 1973, will re-establish his hives to make Poplar and Sourwood 
honey. 
· In Transylvania County, Kate Gieger and Tom Dierolf will begin pastured layers and dairy goat operations, as well as 
expand their beekeeping operation. They will produce a unifying product of goat’s milk soap, including types that incorporate 
eggs and honey. 
· In Transylvania County, Alan Johnson will build a greenhouse for propagation of plant material, which he sells for stream 
restoration projects. 
· In Transylvania County, Dale Robertson, farm manager of the camp Gwynn Valley, will automatize his milking operation, 
improving educational opportunities for campers. 
  
Visit www.wncagoptions.org to learn more. 
 


