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leading the way in agricultural innovation
four projects initiated by uMass extension fac-
ulty and staff accounted for nearly half of the 
$989,174 in 2008 agricultural innovation center 
grants awarded by the Massachusetts executive 
office of environmental affairs in January.

It was the second round of funding for the 
groundbreaking state program designed to 
pair the Massachusetts Department of 
Agricultural Resources (MDAR) with a 
variety of agricultural stakeholders in 

developing new ways to boost both farm 
viability and environmental sustainability. 
Energy and Environment Secretary Ian 
Bowles called the grant proposals a testa-
ment to the vibrancy of the Massachusetts 
agricultural community, and to the indus-
try’s willingness to branch out in new 
directions to remain vital and competitive.

over $400,000 in new state agricul-
tural innovation center funding will 
allow uMass extension faculty and 
educators to do what they do best – 
that is, serve as catalysts in developing 
new ways to improve the health and 
vitality of Massachusetts agriculture, 
and in the process bolster the health of 
our people, community and land.

What really strikes me about the 
projects funded this year is that they 
represent the best kind of collabora-
tion between a range of academic 
departments, state government, agri-
cultural industry stakeholders, and 
individual growers. this is a powerful 
and far reaching model for partner-
ship between the Massachusetts 
department of agricultural resources 
and uMass amherst, working through 
uMass extension.

other important outreach and research 
areas highlighted include a partner-
ship between the nrec team and 
the Massachusetts cooperative 
fish & Wildlife research unit. they 
are working to ease the conflict 
between development and some of 
our endangered turtles. 

finally, i would like to applaud the ener-
gy, creativity, and sheer determination 
of the young people profiled in our sto-
ries about the envirothon competition 
and the spin nutrition music produc-
tion. external collaborators and volun-
teers provide invaluable contributions 
to the successes of uMass extension 
programming. this, ultimately, is where 
innovation begins.

— nancy garrabrants, director 
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Just what is the impact 
of cranberry cultivation 
on water supplies . . . ?
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they came from suburban towns, a family 
farm, and a third-floor city walk-up. But by 
the time the Bristol county 4-h team won the 
state envirothon championship and headed 
to the finals, they had learned a great deal 
about water ecosystems and energy con-
servation, and had helped give new life and 
meaning to a small farm.

The also learned more about each other – 
and themselves – than they ever expected. 

“I didn’t even want to do it,” claims 
18-year-old Megan Teixeira – “it” being 
the Canon Envirothon, an annual con-
tinent-wide environmental competi-
tion for high schoolers integrated into 
Massachusetts 4-H programming by 
Extension’s Will Snyder. “I thought, oh, 
those environmental people… I didn’t 
think it applied to me.” But lured by 
the possibility of a culminating trip to 
Canada, the Fall River resident relented. 
Now she’s hooked. She and her team-
mates placed tenth in the Envirothon, 
and each won a $1,000 scholarship.

Each year, school- and club-based 
Envirothon teams vie to demonstrate 
their grasp of core environmental topics 
such as water, soil, forestry, wildlife, and 

people
for State Champs, green Begins at Home

energy conservation, first at the state 
level, then at the weeklong internation-
als. But the learning begins long before 
the competition’s underway. This year’s 
Bristol County 4-H team, led by veteran 
volunteer coach Nancy Possinger, met 
weekly through the year to confer with 
regional experts, work together on envi-
ronmental service projects, and bring the 
Envirothon curriculum to life.

Learning by doing is the heart of 
Possinger’s pedagogy. “The way we 
studied water ecosystems was really dif-
ferent,” recalls team member Racheal 
Semedo, of Mansfield. “Instead of sitting 
and trying to memorize species of bugs, 
we learned how to catch fish! We put on 
these great big waders and went right 
into the river.”

Nowhere was this framework put into 
action more eloquently than in the 
field next to Possinger’s house, where 
the team helped turn a disused farm, 
now jutting up against encroaching 
development, into an environmental 
education center and flourishing CSA 
(Community Supported Agriculture 

farm). The inspiration for the project 
came from Possinger’s daughter Angela, 
an Envirothon alum who’s gone on to 
advise the team. “It was a real domino 
effect,” recalls Angela. “We thought, 
we’ll have a little garden. We never 
expected it to become so successful.” 

The farm is having a real impact. Now 
boasting fifty members, the CSA hosts 
regular environmental workshops in sea-
son and was the site of the team’s energy 
fair, at which the girls presented home-
efficiency information for parents and 
green-themed games for kids. While not 
all Envirothon teams make this much 
effort to practice what they preach, the 
Bristol County team thrived on it.

“We were a very active team,” acknowl-
edges team member Margiana Petersen-
Rockney, now a freshman at Brown. “We 
didn’t just learn things; we took what we 
learned out into the community”—some-
thing she continues to do as co-director 
of Brown’s Sustainable Food Initiative. 

Team members were pleased but not 
necessarily surprised by their win – after 
all, they’d paid their dues. “It was amaz-
ing to hear our names called and go on 
stage and think, we actually got really, 
really far with this,” recalls first-time 
team member Elizabeth Doyle. 

“We’d worked so hard for so long, 
we knew we’d do well,” agrees team 
member Hannah Morrish, whose plans 
include environmental studies at college 
next year. “And by the end we were able 
to work so smoothly as a team.” Despite 
their differences, she adds, “we learned 
what gets on each other’s nerves, and we 
knew we could work through it. I was 
really proud of everyone.”

She’s not the only one. “I learned right 
along with the kids,” says Possinger. 
“What they’ve come to understand 
about the environment will stay with 
them their whole lives.”  n

Racheal Semedo, Elizabeth Doyle, Margiana 
Peterson-Rockney, Coach Angela Possinger, 
Hannah Morrish, Meg Teixeira
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Make way for Turtles 
Why did the turtle cross the road?

While it’s hard to know for sure, says Scott 
Jackson of Extension’s Natural Resources 
and Environmental Conservation (NREC) 
Program, it could be because there wasn’t 
a properly sized and sited turtle tunnel 
beneath the road. 

At any rate, if declining turtle popula-
tions are any indication, crossing the 
blacktop was probably not a great idea 
from the turtle’s perspective.

And just what is a properly sized and 
sited turtle tunnel? That’s the question 
that Jackson and a team headed by Paul 
Sievert of the U.S. Geological Survey’s 
Massachusetts Cooperative Fish and 
Wildlife Research Unit are trying to dis-
cover at an odd experimental installation 
at UMass Amherst’s Tillson Farm.

The scene at Tillson Farm could, per-
haps, be mistaken for something of a 
rodeo or steeplechase for turtles. When 
the weather permits, spotted and painted 

turtles lumber through various  
configurations of conduit, timed and  
photographed as they go. They have 1  
or 2 hours to get through 70-feet of tun-
nel – unless, of course, they decide to take 
a nap somewhere in the middle.

Under a three-year $155,000 research proj-
ect funded by the Massachusetts Highway 
Department and the Division of Fisheries 
and Wildlife, the UMass Amherst team 
that includes Brad Compton and student 
David Paulson of the Dept. of Natural 
Resources Conservation, is looking to 
turtles themselves to determine what kind 
of tunnel works best. They are looking at 
a range of variables: tunnel sizes ranging 
from 2x2 feet to 4x8 feet; lengths running 
from 40 feet to 70 feet; tunnels at below 
grade level; and tunnels with varying open-
ings for light and air.

While turtles themselves have a clear inter-
est in the outcome of the study, the tar-
geted beneficiaries are actually the folks 
who are trying to build highways. The 
ultimate funder is the Federal Highway 
Administration, which has had to build 
oversized tunnels because they lacked infor-
mation about what turtles will actually use.

“There is a double benefit in this 
research,” he added. “It can help iden-
tify least-cost options for the Highway 
Department, as well as providing for safer 
and more effective turtle passage.”

Turtles are surely in decline, adds 
Jackson, but it’s difficult to pin down 
the shape of the decline. Everything 
about turtles seems to happen in slow 
motion.

“A turtle can be rare or in trouble,” he 
notes, “but it takes a long time for the 
decline to become evident when a species 
has a life span of 100 years or so.” 

Jackson himself has spent much of the 
last 20 years at the center of the effort to 
give reptile and amphibian populations a 
fighting chance to survive the encroach-
ment of development. The whole world 
was watching Jackson and colleagues 
when, in the 1980s, Amherst’s Henry 
Street salamander tunnels tested a 
European approach to the problem.

While that experiment won the hearts 
of the onlookers and the news media, it 
did little to answer key questions about 
what exactly constitutes the best tunnel. 

“Until recently, we haven’t known much 
more than we did back then,” he says. 

While the study is just entering its sec-
ond year, he adds, it already appears 
that when it comes to tunnels, turtles 
prefer bigger and at grade level. n



In that spirit, the 
team recruited 
young people from 
Holyoke, Amherst, 
and Northampton 
to develop a SPIN 
theme song. Under 
the direction of area 
musicians Cinamon 
Blair and Julius Ford, 
the group worked 
through the sum-
mer to create a piece 
imbued with the 
program’s messages 
and with their own 
life experiences, from 
the Reggaeton beat 
to the sometimes ach-
ingly personal lyrics. 
The result does much 
more than provide 

an energetic backdrop to the workshops; 
it serves as “the teaching tool needed 
to bridge the gap” between knowledge 
and culture, says Ford—the mark, he 
believes, of a true collaboration between 
institution and community.

“Because the music was written and 
produced by young people themselves, 
there’s a certain level of realness to it,” 
says Ford. “It’s young people talking to 
young people. That’s what makes it so 
effective. It really empowers the com-
munity to teach itself.”

And in the end, that sense of their own 
power is just what the program’s found-
ers hope kids will grasp. “It’s really all 
about power, the power of the decisions 
kids make, the money they spend,” says 
Carbone. “What’s actually in that serv-
ing of French fries? How much of your 
money is going to pay for those ingre-
dients, and how much is going to the 
CEO of the company? Or look around 
the room at all the logos on your 
clothes. Why aren’t those companies 
paying you to advertise their products? I 
mean, how much of your power do you 
really want to give away to others?” n
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how an innovative nutri-
tion education program 
is using music to snatch 
power from marketers 
and put it back into the 
hands of kids.

Those of us for whom 
the Rolling Stones 
classic “Start Me Up” 
will forever conjure 
images of Microsoft, or who can’t hear 
“Like a Rock” without picturing a moun-
tain-hugging Chevy, understand inher-
ently what savvy marketers have known for 
years—music gets under our skin. 

Now two equally savvy UMass Amherst 
nutrition professors are using just such 
insider techniques to beat advertis-
ers at their own game, or at least level 
the playing field. The SPIN program 
(Strength and Power in Nutrition), 
developed by associate professors Jean 
Anliker and Elena Carbone, teaches 
adolescents to make smarter, healthier 
choices not through the traditional 
“good food, bad food” approach, but by 
clueing them in on the tricks that com-
panies use to get them hooked. 

What’s really sneaky is that SPIN 
employs those same strategies to win kids 
over in the first place. And for good rea-
son—they work. “We looked at a market-
ing model that was specifically designed 
to reach adolescents—a whole book just 
on marketing to kids—and compared 
those tactics to what the kids were telling 
us in our research,” explains Anliker. “It 
was a direct hit.”

They got 
the power

To design a program that would resonate 
with kids, Anliker and Carbone knew 
they had to match that corporate ability 
to tune into young brains. One of their 
most striking conclusions from early 
interviews was that music is a big part of 
kids’ lives. Very big. “It’s just on all the 
time.” says Anliker.

That was enough to convince Anliker 
and Carbone to make music their central 
unifying marketing tool. As a result, the 
program’s curriculum is rich with music 
terminology and iconography, from the 
educational materials packaged like CDs 
to the hit songs that introduce and define 
each program session, including such 
emblematic classics as “Respect,” “I Got 
the Power,” and “For the Love of Money.” 

“We listened to what the kids told us, 
we heard them, and we’re trying to 
reach them using their own culture and 
their own language,” explains Anliker. 
Signs that it’s working couldn’t be 
clearer. “We’ve heard that a lot of after-
school programs have large drop-out 
rates. But these kids are not dropping 
out,” she adds. In fact, they’re asking 
for more music.

Things 



opment become neighbors. But just how 
much water is needed to grow cranberries 
effectively? And what are the best ways 
to protect rivers, ponds and groundwater 
supplies from being adversely impacted 
by agricultural runoff?

Those are just some of the questions that 
Carolyn DeMoranville and her team at the 
UMass Amherst Cranberry Experiment 
Station in East Wareham hope to answer 
under a $81,543 grant to the Cape Cod 
Cranberry Growers Association.

Locally grown farm products are now dis-
tributed to over 100 schools and colleges in 
Massachusetts, but there hasn’t been any way 
to document how that produce is handled 
before it arrives – until now.

“Although New England growers appear 
to be fairly knowledgeable about food 
safety, one study identified several food 
safety training needs including water 
testing, record keeping, washing and san-
itizing containers and food contact sur-

A corn burner can be a less expensive, 

cleaner alternative to burning fossil fuels. 
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UMass Extension Director Nancy 
Garrabrants said that the grants will 
make timely and important impacts 
where they are needed most.

“Agricultural Innovation grants show just 
how important the research capabilities of 
the university are to Massachusetts agricul-
ture, and how effective Extension can be in 
making that research more accessible.”

Here is a summary of the projects funded:

recently appointed Mdar commissioner 
douglas petersen said a renewable energy 
focus for several of this year’s grant propos-
als stands to “put Massachusetts farmers 
and growers on the cutting edge of exciting 
new technologies.”

One of the most important of these – and 
the recipient of a $149,263 grant – is a 
proposal by Extension Vegetable Team 
leader Ruth Hazzard and project coordi-
nator Andy Cavanagh to help greenhouse 
operators replace fossil fuel with dried 
shelled corn.

Hazzard said that both vegetable and 
ornamental greenhouse operators have 
been hit hard by rising oil prices, and 
that the use of locally grown corn can 
prove to be a boon for both growers and 
greenhouse operators.

“This is brand new for our area,” she 
noted. “On the one hand, we have 
farmers who are looking for a profitable 
crop to grow. On the other, we have 
growers who are looking for affordable 
heating. If we can create local networks 
of growers and burners, and lower trans-
portation impacts, everyone may benefit.”

Hazzard added that there is also a strong 
education component to the project, 
which includes a series of workshops on 
the new technology.

energy isn’t the only precious resource 
receiving attention under the ag innovation 
grant program. 

Water has been the backbone of the 
Massachusetts cranberry industry, and 
an increasingly important public policy 
focus as cranberries and residential devel-

faces, and limiting bare hand contact,” 
said David Nyachuba, who heads food 
safety initiatives for Extension’s Nutrition 
Education Program.

A $90,000 Ag Innovation grant will bring 
Extension talent in food safety, crop pro-
duction, and school meals liaisons together 
to assess current agricultural practices, 
identify where additional training may be 
needed, and then establish and build sup-
port for a voluntary Good Agricultural 
Practices (GAP) certification program.

“As they have tapped into locally grown 
produce, school food directors are 
becoming more and more interested in 
standards for food safety and security,” 
says Kelly Erwin of the Massachusetts 
Farm to School Program. “That’s what 
GAP is all about.”

it’s almost too easy to call Jon clements a 
modern-day Johnny appleseed. 

But it’s also a hard comparison to avoid 
when you realize that Clements, an 
Extension tree fruit specialist, will be 
heading off across the state with 10,000 
or so “tall spindle” apple tree plantings, 
helping to renovate 10 orchards under a 
$95,000 Ag Innovation Grant. He won’t 
be planting them, but he will help growers 
develop healthy orchards with an infusion 
of new plantings, and will help compare 
the new tress with more common “semi-
dwarf plantings.” Under the proposal, 
which was submitted by the Massachusetts 
Fruit Growers Association, each participant 
will receive up to 1200 trees for the high-
density planting of a single acre. The plant-
ing is intended to increase production while 
decreasing the amount of pesticides used. A 
matching contribution will come from the 
growers themselves in the form of labor.

“It gives them a real incentive,” he said. 
“It’s a good program because it gives 
directly back to the growers. There is no 
guarantee, but if things go well, it can 
pay off handsomely.”

In all, MDAR received 17 proposals for 
Agricultural Innovation grants totaling 
over $2 million.  n
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Mapping the Commonwealth
uMass extension’s natural resources and 
environmental conservation (nrec) program is 
receiving a $196,000 federal earmark to begin 
a statewide application of its groundbreaking 
land use mapping program. over the past sev-
eral years, the conservation assessment and 
prioritization system (caps) has set a new stan-
dard, though in a limited area, for looking at land 
use through the lens of increasingly sophisticat-
ed variables, and thereby predicting the impact 
of development on all facets of the ecosystem.

We Want your feedback! 

please take a brief, anonymous survey about 
in common at umassextension.org/survey

you could Win a prize!




