Good afternoon. My name is Dr. Alcinda Folck, and | serve as the Associate Extension
Administrator for Central State University Extension. I’'m also speaking on behalf of Dr. Jose
Ulises Toledo, Central State University’s vice president for Research and Economic
Development and the Director of 1890 Land Grant Programs. Thank you for the opportunity
to speak today in support of Senate Bill 120, legislation that advances educational
opportunity, agricultural knowledge, and workforce development for youth in Ohio. |
appreciate the committee’s time and attention to a program that has demonstrated
meaningful impact on young people, families, and communities.

Central State University Extension participated in the Urban Farmer Youth Initiative Pilot
Program during fiscal years 2024 and 2025, and through this involvement, we witnessed
firsthand how powerful agriculture can be as a tool for youth development. The program
served as more than an introduction to growing food; it became a catalyst for building
confidence, leadership, and transferable life skills. Youth learned entrepreneurship,
teamwork, project management, and problem-solving—competencies that support
academic success, future employment, and personal growth long after the season’s
harvest has ended.

Through funding provided by the pilot initiative, Central State University was involved with
eight urban agriculture learning sites in Lucas, Clark, Montgomery, and Hamilton counties.
Each site reflected its community’s culture, needs, and assets. Despite their differences,
all sites shared a common commitment: providing youth with hands-on agricultural
learning opportunities, consistent mentorship, and structured programming that created a
safe, supportive environment for growth.

In Lucas County, Central State University Extension partnered funding resources with Ohio
State University Extension for Urban Wholistics in Toledo, an urban farm that served as a
prototype model for the educational framework at the other sites. Youth engaged in the full
food-to-market cycle: preparing soil, planting crops, tending gardens, and harvesting
produce. As they learned about agriculture and soil health, they also gained a deeper
appreciation for nutrition, healthy lifestyles, and the interconnectedness of food systems.
Entrepreneurship was intentionally integrated into every stage of learning as youth were
introduced to the fundamentals of business creation, from packaging produce to
developing value-added products such as preserved foods, teas, or health and beauty
items. These experiences helped youth see themselves as creators and innovators,
capable of turning raw agricultural products into marketable goods. The sense of pride that
emerged from producing items with real economic value was profound, particularly for
youth who had never envisioned themselves as entrepreneurs.



This prototype served as the foundation for our partnerships with seven additional urban
farms in neighborhoods facing significant food insecurity. Through resources provided by
Central State University Extension through the program, the sites received funding for
agricultural supplies and educational materials, enabling them to plant and harvest
vegetables in their own neighborhoods. Funding also supported a part-time farm manager
and an educational manager at each site—adults who served not only as instructors, but
also as mentors, role models, and trusted community partners. Their presence created
stability, structure, and continuity for participating youth.

The program’s design also encouraged family and community involvement. Family
frequently visited the sites to observe progress or to participate in special events, helping
strengthen intergenerational connections. Many youths expanded their learning beyond the
farm through participation in local farmers’ markets, where they sold produce and
value-added goods to community members. This real-world experience taught financial
literacy, customer service, communication, and marketing—skills that are essential in any
career field.

The seven urban farms supported by Central State University’s portion of the funding
included in Montgomery County, Effinity Harvest in Trotwood and two farms in Dayton—
Glorified Dirt and Edible Flower Garden, in Hamilton County, Jackson Street Farm, One Day
at aTime, and Urban Youth Garden, all in Cincinnati and in Clark County with Springfield
Ohio Urban Plantfolk (SOUP). Each of these partners contributed a unique blend of
agricultural education, mentorship, and community engagement, providing youth with
diverse pathways to understand agriculture not only as food production, but as a set of
STEM-driven career opportunities.

The year concluded with a Youth Symposium on the Central State University campus in
Wilberforce, where youth from all eight sites gathered to showcase their work. Many
displayed the produce they grew or the value-added products they created—items such as
pickles, salsa, teas, or handmade lotions.

In conclusion, the Urban Farmer Youth Initiative Pilot Program is far more than an
agricultural project. It is a strategic investment in Ohio’s youth, communities, and
economic future. The program builds skills, strengthens neighborhoods, addresses food
insecurity, and inspires young people to consider careers in agriculture and STEM fields. As
we look toward long-term workforce needs and the importance of resilient, healthy
communities, programs like this are not optional—they are essential. Senate Bill 120 will
create transformative work that will continue to reach more young people across our state.
Thank you for your time, your commitment, and your consideration.



