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A Qualitative Needs Assessment of Arkansas Urban Agriculturalists
Introduction and Frameworks

Actors within local food systems attempt to extricate themselves from the industrial agricultural model but face operational obstacles (Wight, 2013). Many alternative food system operations, such as urban farms, are integral to community-level work toward eradicating social issues, such as food insecurity (Lyson, 2004; Pettygrove & Ghose, 2018). The Cooperative Extension Service (CES) is uniquely qualified to assist these farmers with local food system development because of their position as a research institution providing programs and resources. While it is difficult to find a consensus definition of urban farming, as definitions vary based on the local context of urban operations, understanding and developing a local or regional definition affects the degree to which CES can assist farmers (Reynolds, 2011). Some definitions refer to community or personal gardens, some to growing for markets, others to local communities and social justice (Rogus & Dimitri, 2014). By investigating the needs, concerns and perceptions of Arkansas urban farmers, the researchers hope to develop a context of urban farming for Arkansas to assist CES in building relationships with and programs for this population.

This study aimed to determine program and resource needs of urban farmers based on recommendations from Harder, Narine, and Wells (2018) through a needs assessment. A needs assessment is a process involving information gathering about specific, demonstrated needs for a target population or community (Harms, Presley, Hettiarachchi, & Thien, 2013). This mechanism allows CES to involve community input prior to program planning and implementation (Webster & Ingram, 2007). This research aligns with the National Research Agenda for the American Association for Agricultural Education Priorities 6—Vibrant, Resilient Communities—and 7—Addressing Complex Problems (Roberts, Harder, & Brashears, 2016). 

Blending the Community Food System Development Framework for Change (Perez, 2016) and the Agro-Ecological Educator Theory (Wight, 2013), this study provides a framework for CES personnel to better understand local food systems and urban farmers. Perez (2016) stated in her framework that community food systems relate to many community concerns because they operate under the structures of environment, policy, capacity, economy, culture, and public health. This framework, developed by CES personnel, advocates alternatives consistent with CES’ mission to support local food movements. In the Agro-Ecological Educator Theory, Wight (2013) builds off Freire’s (1970) seminal work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, to contextualize the socially-minded efforts of local food movements, especially as they relate to food security. Wight (2013) focuses on the role of agroecology in these operations, and the effect of dialogical communication and praxis on positive relationships between institutions, such as CES, and local food actors. 
Methods

The purpose of this study, which is part of a larger study, was to identify the needs of urban agriculturalists in Arkansas’s urban centers to inform future program development for urban farming. The following research questions guided this study: a) What is the context of urban agriculture for Arkansas? and b) What are the resource and programming needs of urban farmers? The operational definition of urban agriculture used for this study was a small farm, fewer than 10 acres, located within city limits that actively engages with the market (NASS, 2014; Opitz, Berges, Piorr, & Krikser, 2016; Perez & McCullough, 2017; Rogus & Dimitri, 2014). This definition guided participant recruitment through snowball sampling where interviewees recommended future participants within their urban farming social network (Sadler et al., 2010). Interviews were conducted in late summer and early fall of 2018 in the Northwest and Central regions of the state due to the larger urban populations in those regions. By using a semi-structured interview protocol—developed by a committee of social scientists in agricultural and extension education, agricultural communication, and community and economic development—participants were able to respond to questions while also yielding emergent themes. Constructs in the interview protocol included definitions of urban agriculture, descriptions of operations and related concerns, perceptions of CES, and resource needs. Face and content validity of the protocol were determined by piloting and peer review, and trustworthiness was established based on the recommendations of Lincoln and Guba (1985). Interviews were transcribed and data analyzed for emergent themes. The researcher implemented thematic coding—open coding followed by axial coding to connect themes—to identify emergent themes. 

Findings

Interviews were conducted with 16 urban farmers—eight in Northwest Arkansas and eight in Central Arkansas. Findings included concepts such as determining information sources for farmers, social networks, and definitions of urban agriculture. Five themes emerged from the interviews: (1) descriptions of desired role of CES; (2) descriptions of sustainable practices; (3) descriptions of community engagement; (4) perceived needs and concerns relating to operations; and (5) perceptions of CES. All interviewees had previous interactions with CES, to varying degrees, and rated CES as a resource for urban agriculturalists on average 3.2 out of 5. A local definition of urban agriculture, different from the operational definition, was developed for Arkansas as small-scale, diversified farming within city limits that engages with the market, the community, or both. Major concerns of farmers, which will inform future program and research planning, included accessing information about market pricing, sustainable and organic pest management, and creating contractual relationships with buyers in the area, but mostly urban farming needs were diverse and varied based on size, mission, and age of each operation. Thematic saturation did not begin until interview 12. Most farmers interviewed in this study had obtained a bachelor’s degree and were white males between the ages of 28 and 35. 
Conclusions and Recommendations

Identifying desired program needs and preferred learning techniques from participants will assist CES in building relationships with and programs for Arkansas’s urban farmers. Preliminary findings supported the operational urban agriculture definition provided in the literature review; however, market engagement evolved to community engagement as many urban farms in Arkansas have educational and community outreach components. As recommended by Reynolds (2011), as local definition of urban agriculture was developed to assist CES in program planning for this population. Saturation did not occur until late in the interviews, thus urban farmers in the same regions demonstrated diverse needs. State CES organizations are encouraged to conduct needs assessments utilizing interviews with urban farmers to determine the local context of urban farming, farmer demographics, and modes of information sharing to develop high-impact programs. This research will guide the development of a survey with Arkansas county agricultural CES agents to determine their knowledge and perceptions of urban farming to triangulate gaps between CES and Arkansas’ urban farmers.
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