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Specialty Crop Growers Apprenticeship Program

Introduction/Background/Need
Expanding access to nutritious homegrown food is important to the health of consumers, helps in job creation and also improving our rural economy.  While $29 billion was estimated to be spent on food by Ohio consumers in 2011, about $26 billion (89%) of the food was sourced outside of the state (Meter, 2011).  If Ohio residents purchased only 15% of the foods they eat at home directly from Ohio farmers, with no intermediary, this would result in $2.5 billion of new farm income for the state (Meter, 2011.)  Recent research has described specialty crop growers, operations, and needs for Ohio and Kentucky. In Ohio and Kentucky, 70% of existing growers are over 50 years old and 80-85% of farms are operated by part-time growers with less than 15 acres and grossing less than $50,000 annually.  Skilled labor was identified as the main barrier for moving to a full-time specialty crops farming business (Snyder & Bergefurd, 2012).  Furthermore, the need for training strategies, educational programs, training development, and trainee achievement tracking were identified as gaps in the support of specialty crops growers and cooperative businesses in a 2011 USDA Specialty Crops Feasibility Study (Snyder et. al., 2011).
In response to the escalating demand for locally grown specialty crops, [State University] South Centers partnered with the Non-Profit Local Foods Network (NPLFN), local producers, and community growing projects to address the need to increase the number of specialty crop growers.  An education and new growers support committee, consisting of member representatives from Extension, the [State] Cooperative Development Center, several food marketing and distribution businesses, and the United Food and Commercial Workers Union, was organized to discuss solutions to the need for more local specialty crop growers.  The committee designed a program to educate and support new specialty crop growers as they enter the farming industry.  As part of that plan, a Specialty Crop Growers Apprenticeship Program plan was submitted and approved by the [State] Apprenticeship Council for implementation.  The U.S. Department of Labor issues the apprenticeship certificates.  The pilot apprenticeship program began in April 2012 with classes in two areas of the state.  

Program Design
The Specialty Crop Growers Apprenticeship Program consists of 144 technical classroom instruction hours and 2,000 hours of on-the-job-training (OJT).  Apprentice applicants age 18 and older submit applications, are interviewed, and take a general skills knowledge assessment.  Apprentices work at the farms of participating employer/sponsors and are paid an hourly rate of at least minimum wage for 30 to 40 hours per week until 2,000 OJT hours are completed.  Related technical classroom training and lab work occurs four hours a week for nine months at two incubator farms.
The effort was coordinated by [State University] Extension Horticulture, Community and Cooperative Development Specialists, along with farm managers of four participating employer/sponsors. The apprenticeship program class work was conducted face-to-face and via distance learning using Adobe Connect technology.  Online training included instruction in farm management and crop production by the Extension Horticulture Specialist and technical instruction in business and cooperative development was provided by the [State] Cooperative Development Center Program Manager.  The horticulture specialist provided instruction in research-based techniques of planning seasonal crop production, maintaining equipment and facilities, preparing growing medium for planting, harvesting and packing produce for delivery, government regulations compliance, and product marketing strategies.  The online technical training included business and cooperative development related topics provided by the [State] Cooperative Development Center staff and other guest speakers regarding topics such as: safety requirements, recordkeeping, taxes, financing and loan options, land acquisition, business planning, cooperative formation, bylaws development, board of directors training, and cooperative purchasing.  The online sessions were conducted twice monthly for nine months.  On opposite weeks, on-site review and follow-up to the horticulture and business lessons was provided by the farm managers at the incubator farms.  They conducted classroom and hands-on lab work and follow-up discussion with the participants.  Upon completion of the coursework and accumulation of 2,000 OJT hours, each apprentice will receive a certificate of completion as a Journeyperson from the [State] Apprenticeship Council and the Bureau of Apprenticeship and Training, U.S. Department of Labor.

Results/Implications
	The goal of this pilot apprenticeship program was to develop a training program to help meet the need for skilled growers and workers to produce local foods.  At the completion of the first year pilot program, eight specialty crop grower apprentices have completed 144 hours of classroom instruction and are moving through the required OJT hours. Pilot program apprentices and cooperating growers have provided positive feedback.  The pilot participants are on target to receive certificates of completion as Journeypersons from the state Apprenticeship Council and the Bureau of Apprenticeship and Training, U.S. Department of Labor at the conclusion of the course in 2013.  The program coordinators are planning for enhancement of the program in 2014.

Future Plans/Advice
	Plans are being made to expand the Specialty Crop Growers Apprenticeship Program to a two-year program requiring 4,000 OJT hours and 383 hours of related instruction.  This approach will be more appropriate to provide adequate training to build a skilled work force.  There is a plan to link with community colleges to provide related technical instruction.  The program will become eligible for Title IV funding.  Being partnered with community colleges will further allow the program to respond to community needs and control the cost of new curricula development.  

Costs/Resources Needed
	This pilot program was facilitated with time donated by Extension and the [State] Cooperative Development Center in cooperation with the Non-Profit Local Foods Network.  In the pilot program, participants were not charged a fee to participate and received a salary from their employer/sponsor for their OJT hours.  The employers/sponsors pay costs of wages and any benefits for the apprentices.  Expenses included course materials (approximately $30 per trainee) and Adobe Connect service, which was provided by Extension.  In addition to the instructional and volunteer management resources, the main requirement for this apprenticeship program is to have a working farm to serve as the incubator farm for related technical instruction and laboratory experiences.  To conduct the classroom training, it requires a classroom that is Web-compatible for video conferencing via Adobe Connect or other online video conferencing system.  Depending on your individual situation, additional costs may exist. For this particular program, site fees were not incurred due to availability of classroom space at no charge. Other costs included a larger time commitment and travel expenses for facilitator and participants of this program if the classroom training were to be conducted in a face-to-face classroom setting.
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