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Chair and Members of the Committee,

Thank you for the opportunity to give this testimony in dedicated support of Senate Bill
120, the Urban Farmer Youth Initiative Pilot Program sponsored by Senator Paula Hicks-
Hudson.

This is my second time testifying in support of this work. Two years ago, | traveled to the
Ohio Statehouse to advocate for meaningful investment in youth farmers, urban agriculture,
and community-based workforce development. SB 120 reflects years of lived experience,
program building, and direct service to young people in Toledo who deserve access to
opportunity, stability, and economic pathways rooted in dignity.

[ am the founder of Urban Wholistics, a nonprofit organization focused on youth farming,
community food systems, and public health. [ am also the owner of SONIA Organics
Products LLC, an Ohio-based herbal and wellness company rooted in value-added
agriculture. Together, our work operates at the intersection of farming, education, wellness,
and economic development.

Through funding and partnerships aligned with this initiative, we have transformed what
youth agriculture looks like in practice.

SB 120 funding has allowed us to provide daily, structured agricultural education to young
people supported by a licensed classroom teacher, a full hydroponic growing system, and a
dedicated agriculture instructor. Central State University Extension has partnered alongside
us, visiting our classrooms, providing technical instruction, and delivering meaningful
hands-on activities that connect youth to higher education pathways and agricultural
careers. We continue to provide summer programs alongside Ohio Sate Extension services
for our students.

We have also created and implemented a comprehensive curriculum that introduces
students to:

¢ Urban and traditional farming fundamentals

¢ Herbal education and plant medicine literacy

¢ Soil health and food systems

* Food access, culinary and nutrition awareness

« Basic cosmetic and wellness product formulation using raw agricultural ingredients



Urban Wholistics curriculum teaches young people that agriculture is not limited to
planting seeds. It includes science, health, entrepreneurship, manufacturing, and economic
independence.

In addition, I was able to travel to complete a national “trainer-to-trainer” certification
program by Texas A&M University facilitated by Central State Extension, enabling our
program to formally prepare youth to become Junior Master Gardeners. This provides
young people with early industry-recognized credentials and exposure to professional
agricultural standards.

We are currently expanding this work to launch ADA-inclusive urban farming programs for
youth with disabilities, ensuring that agricultural education is accessible, dignified, and
inclusive for all learners.

Beyond individual classrooms, SB 120 has helped mobilize local government to view urban
agriculture as essential infrastructure. Because of this bill and the ecosystems it supports,
the City of Toledo has developed special-use land policies that allow organizations like ours
to build larger, permanent urban agriculture green spaces. These policies convert vacant
land into productive community assets and long-term food security hubs.

This is what effective policy should do. It should remove barriers, create pathways, and
unlock local innovation.

Urban Wholistics Urban Agriculture Instructor, for 7t & 8th grade has this to say about her
experiences teaching daily at the middle school.

“As an urban agriculture instructor working directly with young people in the Toledo area, |
see every week how transformative this work is. Urban agriculture teaches far more than
how to grow food. It builds life skills, confidence, and self-sufficiency. Students learn
responsibility by caring for living plants, problem-solving through trial and error, and
teamwork as they grow, harvest, cook, and share what they have produced. In Toledo,
where many neighborhoods are negatively affected by limited access to fresh, affordable
food, growing food locally and visibly matters. | have watched students’ eyes light up the
first time they harvest greens or prepare a meal they are proud to take home and share with
their families. At the same time, this work addresses a critical need. As farmers age out of
the profession, we must intentionally grow the next generation of food producers, especially
in our cities. Investing in urban agriculture education strengthens Toledo’s local food
system, creates pathways to agricultural and environmental careers, and empowers young
people to become stewards of their own health and their community.”

Youth Voices from Our Program

Youth Farmer, age 13 | 9 years in program
School: Toledo Pre-Med



“This program is important to me because it helps the youth and adults step out of comfort
zones. People in the program learn new skills and get better at talking to people and being
more social. [ like that it helps us grow in a lot of diverse ways, not just one.”

Youth Farmer, age 16 | 5+ years in program
School: Whitmer High School

“This program is important to me because it is a safe space for children to learn and grow.
We do not just learn about plants and food, we pour into eachother with love, support,
compassion, and kindness. We have watched eachother blossom into young adults and have
built long lasting relationships. It is so rewarding to be able to not only inform but learn and
create a community.”

Youth Farmer, age 15 | 4+ years in program
School: Jones Leadership Academy

“This program is important to me because i learn the truth about growing foods and how
beneficial they truly are, which is something we aren't taught in school.”

These young people are not short-term participants. They have remained engaged for four,
five, and nine years and even into graduation and furthering studies on a collegiate basis.
That level of commitment reflects trust, program quality, and deep community impact.

Youth Farmer Initiatives Offers

 Youth workforce development

» Career pathways in agriculture, science, food systems, and environmental sustainability
* Food access and nutrition education

* Local economic development

¢ Community safety and neighborhood stability

* Long-term public health outcomes

Senate Bill 120will continue to strengthen partnerships with Ohio State University
Extension, 4H and Central State University Extension, expands technical aid, and creates a
scalable framework for other cities across Ohio.

Senate Bill 120 has already changed what is possible for youth in our city. With continued
and expanded funding, it can do the same across the state of Ohio.

[ respectfully urge your support for Senate Bill 120 and continue investing in the young
people who will one day steward Ohio’s land, food systems, and communities.

Thank you for your leadership and your commitment to Ohio’s youth.



Respectfully,

Sonia Flunder-McNair



