Augusta County Agriculture Industry Board Minutes

Thursday, April 23" 2025; 6:30 PM to 8:00 PM
Augusta County Extension Office Basement Meeting Room

Members in attendance: Kevin Phillips, Jeremy Shiflett, Cole Heizer, Andrew Crummett, Sonny Balsley,
John Benner, Brian Riddle

Absent with Notice: Karl Kiracofe,

Guests Present: Dr. Caitlyn Owens JUM and AgriTHRIVE, Jeff Ishee - On the Farm Radio, Morgan
Slaven — AgriTHRIVE community liaison, Carissa Temerson-Arrow Project

John opened the meeting at 6:30 pm. Chairman Sonny Balsley began the meeting with introductions
between board members and guests.

New Business
Augusta County AgriTHRIVE Presentation:

Dr. Caitlyn Owens, a professor of psychology and licensed clinician, provided a further introduction of
herself and background and her interest in mental health in Agriculture. Dr. Owens shared a video of Paul
Harvey’s “So God Made a Farmer” Dodge Ram Superbowl ad.

Statistics have borne out that mental stress in the field of agriculture is high and that farming as a
occupation presents a lot of challenges to mental health. A study by the National Rural Health
Association shows farmer suicide rate is thought to be 3.5 times higher than the general population.
Reasons for high stress and mental health challenges include: high debt to be able to operate, commitment
to keeping family legacy in farming, weather, high input costs, low commodity prices, etc. These issues
can contribute to farmers working under chronic stress. Chronic stress, unlike short term stress can have
negative impacts on body chemistry, including cardiovascular issues and blood pressure.

Dr. Owens then provided an overview of the AgriTHRIVE project. AgriTHRIVE is a partnership
between JMU, and the ARROW project (Augusta Resources for Resilience, Opportunity and Wellness).
The grant funded program looks to improve mental health clinician understanding of agriculture, provide
further research insights into the farming mental health crisis. The program also provides free counseling
services to farmers in Augusta County through the ARROW project. A goal of the program is to
eventually expand counseling resources to additional counties.

Dr. Owens also provided resources and advice on how to take care of your mental health. New Zealand
has a program called Farmstrong — a wellbeing program which helps farmers stay physically and mentally
healthy. Additional ways to keep up with physical and mental health include: spending time with friends
and family, schedule primary care visit, eating healthy, get 7 to 9 hours of sleep, don’t ignore small
problems, celebrate wins, and be present where your feet are.

Dr. Owens also shared ways to check in with others regarding their mental health, and how to address
potentially difficult issues to talk about. Dr. Owens shared that the American Farm Bureau has a Farm
State of Mind website and campaign to help provide resources to farmers on mental health.

At the conclusion of Dr. Owens’ presentation there was a brief discussion on mental health in agriculture.
Dr. Owens stated that grant funds are being sought to expand the project going forward. The board



thanked Dr. Owens, Morgan and Carissa for attending the meeting and the presentation and did mention
that they would be interested in helping in any way needed for the project in the future.

Old Business

2026 Augusta Ag Appreciation Gala Recap. John reviewed the Ag Gala held on March 28. The next Ag
gala is tentatively to be scheduled for March 2028.

From Pasture to Pellet: A Value-Added Wool Project. John reviewed the Pasture to Pellet: A Value-Added
Wool Project proposal from Kristin Beery of the Valley Career Technical Center. Mrs. Beery has
successfully fully fundraised to purchase the wool pelletizer and it is being shipped in later this spring.
This total fundraising amount was $17,000. This included a total of $1,000 from the Augusta Sheep and
Wool Producers. John stated that Mrs. Beery would be interested in additional support for supplies,
including labels, bags, etc. After discussion, the board approved a motion to provide a $100 donation to
the Valley Career Technical Center FFA for start up supplies for the wool pelletizer.

Jeremy Shiflett: if needed in the future, we could consider providing further support.

2026 Ag Discovery Day. Sonny Balsley: Last meeting we talked about supporting the Augusta County
Agriculture Discovery Day. Kristin did share with us the formal request for sponsorship for the 2026 Ag
Discovery Day. Sonny asked for a motion to be an Event Sponsor for the 2026 Agriculture Discovery
Day to the amount of $250. The motion was made by Jeremy Shiflett, properly supported by Cole Heizer
and was approved.

Bale Grazing Field Day. John Benner recapped the February Bale Grazing field day held on February 19.
Attendance at the event was 15 people. John did ask the board if they would consider reimbursing the
Extension office for buying donuts and coffee for the event. The total cost was $73.99. After discussion,
a motion was made to this effect and properly seconded and affirmed by unanimous vote.

New Business:

Kevin Phillips. I wanted to share that the Headwaters Soil and Water District Underground classroom has
been very successful, and has been booked out through next fall with both county and city schools signing
up to bring their students through the walk through trailer.

With no further business the board adjourned the meeting at 7:35 pm.



