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Project Need 
 
Increasing Demand for Green Industry Crops 
After experiencing several years of steady growth, sales of North Carolina nursery, 
greenhouse, and Christmas tree products slowed in 2006 and competition from other 
production regions increased. In addition, the nursery and greenhouse industry in North 
Carolina experienced an unexpected set back in 2007 through May 2008 from drought 
and municipal watering restrictions. This greatly affected in-state demand for N.C. 
grown plants and created a need for this project.  
 
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) Certification Cost Share Program 
Food safety is an important marketing issue for fruit and vegetable growers. It has 
become increasingly difficult for growers to market their product if they don’t have a 
GAP program in place to make sure their produce is free of contamination. New efforts 
are needed to have more grower/packers implement food safety programs and become 
GAP certified in North Carolina 
 
Farm to School Program 
In 2006, 60% of the schools in N.C. purchased local produce through the NCDA&CS 
farm to school program. Increasing the number of schools and the volume of produce 
purchased by each school would expand sales of locally grown produce. Also, with the 
problem of childhood obesity, it is important that children understand the health and 
nutrition benefits of eating locally grown produce and develop a better appreciation for 
N.C agriculture.  
 
Specialty Crops Program 
The Specialty Crops Program is a partnership between NCDA&CS and NC State 
University (NCSU) to develop new fruit, vegetable, and herb crops for production in our 
state. This program has successfully introduced several crops into commercial 
production in the last 10 years. Greenhouse facilities used in developing new crops 
were in need of repair and upgraded equipment to allow for continued and expanded 
use. With this upgrade of the greenhouse infrastructure, research capabilities would be 
maximized.  
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One of the obstacles that must be overcome by small farmers marketing medicinal 
herbs is developing contacts with potential buyers of their product. A marketing 
assistant was needed to facilitate marketing information and buyer contacts.  
 
Effective communications between growers, buyers, and program specialists is 
necessary for the Specialty Crops Program to be effective. An administrative assistant 
was needed to serve as a point of contact for buyers and farmers contacting the office 
for marketing and production information and to assist the marketing specialist and 
extension specialist in conducting this program.  
 
Project Approach 
 
Increasing Demand for Green Industry Crops 
An aggressive marketing program was developed to increase demand for N.C. grown 
plants.The target audience for this project included in-state consumers and out of state 
wholesale buyers. The first phase of the project focused on increasing market share 
within North Carolina. An advertising and public relations campaign was developed by 
the North Carolina Dept. of Agriculture & Consumer Services, targeting North Carolina 
consumers. A new consumer website was developed and promoted in the advertising 
campaign. The second phase of the project promoted N.C. plants at major regional 
trade shows through a North Carolina exhibit and a buyer marketing meeting at the Mid 
Atlantic Nursery Trade Show. These out of state marketing efforts were designed to 
increase buyer awareness and demand in selected out of state markets.  
 
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) Certification Cost Share Program 
 
This project assisted in paying the cost of a GAP audit for farmers to become GAP 
certified. This assistance provided an incentive for small and medium size growers to 
initiate food safety programs and to have a certified third party GAP audit for their fruit 
or vegetable production. This assistance paid up to $600 for the cost of a GAP third 
party audit. The program was promoted through North Carolina commodity 
associations, press releases, and the cooperative extension service. Growers applied to 
the NCSA&CS for the cost share assistance. GAP audits could be performed by the 
NCDA&CS Cooperative Inspection Service or by approved private GAP auditors.  
 
Farm to School Program 
The N.C. Farm to School program provides a purchasing and distribution system that 
makes it feasible for local schools to buy produce grown in our state. This project 
provided an agriculture/nutritional education component as an incentive for schools to 
participate in the program and purchase more locally grown produce.  
This was accomplished by offering educational materials to school systems that 
purchased produce through this program.  
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Specialty Crops Program 
   
Greenhouse facilities used in developing new crops were repaired and upgraded with 
new equipment to allow for continued and expanded use and to maximize  research 
capabilities. 
 
A marketing assistant was hired to assist growers in marketing their medicinal herbs in 
western N.C. This position developed contacts with potential buyers of medicinal herb 
products. Buyer contacts and other marketing information was provided to growers to 
facilitate marketing their medicinal herbs.   
 
A part time administrative assistant was hired to serve as a point of contact for buyers 
and farmers contacting the specialty crops program office and to assist the marketing 
specialist and extension specialist in conducting this program.  
 
Project Goals  
 
The goals of each project are listed below. A discussion of the measurable outcomes for 
these goals is included in the Results/Progress In Reaching Expected Measurable 
Outcomes section.  
 
Increasing Demand for Green Industry Crops 
The goal of this project was to increase the market share of North Carolina green 
industry plants in-state and in selected northern cites to continue the growth of this 
industry without negatively impacting prices from over production.  
 
 
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP)  Certification Cost Share Program 
The goal of this project was to increase the number of N.C. farmers following GAP 
practices and using third party GAP audits. This will decrease the risk of microbial 
contamination and increase buyer demand for N.C. produce.   
 
 
Farm to School Program 
The goals of this project include the following: 
- Expand the number of schools participating, volume of produce sold, and number of 

farmers participating in the Farm to School program. This will be accomplished by 
providing educational materials to school systems that purchase produce through 
this program.   

- Develop an increased appreciation among children for locally grown produce and its 
health benefits. 

 
 
Specialty Crops Program 
The goal of this project was to continue the operation of the N.C. Specialty Crops 
Program. New specialty crops will be developed allowing N.C. farmers to be more 
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competitive in fruit and vegetable markets and medicinal herb markets, providing 
opportunities for new sources of income for N.C. farmers.  
 
 
Results/Progress In Reaching Expected Measurable Outcomes 
 
Increasing Demand for Green Industry Crops 
In partnership with the N.C Nursery and Landscape Association, the NCDA&CS 
developed a new website to promote N.C. grown plants to consumers. The website 
includes a searchable database of retail nurseries, garden centers, and landscapers 
that sell locally grown plants to consumers. The website also includes extensive 
gardening/landscaping information for consumers. The objective was to increase 
awareness and demand for N.C. grown plants by making this a website that consumers 
use on a regular basis.  
 
In response to drought and watering restrictions that reduced plant sales, a “Water-Wise 
Works” section was included on the website. This important information helped 
consumers learn how to successfully manage their landscapes during periods of 
drought, giving consumers the confidence to purchase plants again.  
 
To promote the website to consumers, an advertising campaign was developed. 
Funding from the Golden LEAF Foundation of $191,953 was combined with the SCBG 
funds to expand this advertising campaign. The SCBG funds were instrumental in 
obtaining this additional funding for the project.  Radio, TV, and magazine ads were 
produced and placed statewide. The campaign began in the fall of 2007, however most 
ads targeted the spring sales period of March – May 2008. Content for the ads was 
developed in cooperation with the N.C. Green Industry Council and N.C. State 
University. 
 
TV ads ran in five metro areas of the state, with emphasis on the Triangle, Triad, and 
Charlotte regions where plant sales were most effected by watering restrictions. In 
addition to the TV spots, Water Wise Works! ads were place on radio stations in the 
Raleigh and Charlotte regions.. Also, full page Water Wise Works! ads were placed in 
Our State magazine in the May and June issues.  
 
Efforts to reach the news media to develop stories included a press release about the 
Water Wise Works!/www.TarHeelGardening.com campaign and a media briefing. The 
press release generated articles in several newspapers across the state. The media 
briefing, featured landscaping and plant experts from NC State University and the 
Green Industry Council. The Agency for Public Telecommunications broadcast this one 
hour presentation to educate the media across the state about Water Wise Works! 
landscape/water facts.  
 
An article about Water Wise Works! and TarHeelGardening.com was also included in 
the April issue of The Agricultural Review. This publication reaches a circulation of 
49,000. 
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The NC Green Industry and landscape specialists from NCSU developed a Water Wise 
Works! brochure with the same content featured in the TarHeelGardening website. 
200,000 copies of the brochure were printed and distributed to consumers statewide. 
Many of these brochures were distributed by municipalities, including Charlotte and 
Hendersonville. Brochures were also distributed by the Cooperative Extension Service, 
and retail and landscape businesses. An additional 500,000 brochures were printed in 
the fall of 2008 with funds appropriated by the state legislature for water conservation 
education.  
 
Municipal governments across the state were sent Water Wise Works brochures and a 
copy of  “Water Right, Conserving Our Water, Preserving Our Environment”. They were 
asked to help educate their residential customers by encouraging the use of the 
www.TarHeelGardening.com website and the Water-Wise Works brochures in billing 
statements & press releases for basic information on managing their landscapes with 
less water. The municipalities were very receptive to the brochure, seeing it as a 
solution for lessening the severity of the drought on landscapes and creating an 
environment for more efficient use of water. 
 
Consumers age 25 – 54 were targeted by the advertising/educational campaign. An 
estimated  4,133,356  consumers were reached through radio, television, print ads and 
articles. There were a total of 34,374 visits to www.TarHeelGardening.com in 2008. The 
heaviest traffic to the website occurred during May with 13,441 visits. Most of the ads 
ran during May so this indicates the advertising campaign increased visits to the 
website.  
A survey of consumers visiting the website indicated 95% said they would use the 
Water Wise Works information in their home landscape and would be more likely to 
purchase plants for their landscape as a result of this information. This indicates the 
information provided through this project has made an impact on consumers and will 
influence their plant purchases. 
 
The second part of the green industry project targeted out of state buyers. A large 
portion of NC nursery/greenhouse plants are shipped to buyers in the mid-Atlantic 
states. The goal of this project was to increase market share of N.C. plants in these 
markets.  
 
A North Carolina exhibit was developed for the Mid Atlantic Nursery Trade Show 
(MANTS), the Pennsylvania Landscape and Nursery Trade Show, and the 
Pennsylvania Green Expo in 2008. The NCDA&CS, in partnership with the NC Nursery 
and Landscape Association (NCNLA) promoted the nurseries from our state to buyers 
attending these shows. A Buyers Guide with a directory of N.C. nurseries was 
developed and distributed to buyers. Approximately 1200 copies were given to buyers 
from the Maryland, Pennsylvania, northern VA, and New Jersey areas. Also, buyers 
were encouraged to attend the N.C Green and Growing Trade Show in N.C. to source 
their plants from N.C. growers.  
 

http://www.tarheelgardening.com/
http://www.tarheelgardening.com/
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A buyers meeting and marketing reception was also held at the MANTS trade show. 
Twenty one N.C. nurseries co-sponsored and provided funding for this event. Buyers 
were invited to attend in order to learn more about N.C. plants and to meet with N.C. 
growers outside of the regular trade show hours. Our goal was to have 100 buyers 
attend this event and approximately 200 participated. They included retailers, 
landscapers, and brokers. Representatives of the co-sponsoring nurseries reported 
meeting with many potential and current customers. Speakers promoted the availability 
and variety of plants from N.C. nurseries. In addition, the Buyers Guide and other 
nursery literature was distributed to buyers attending.  
 
Measurable outcomes of this project included increasing farm sales from nursery crops 
by $20 million by 2010. This goal was established before North Carolina experienced 
the drought/water restrictions of 2007-2008. As mentioned, this had a drastic impact on 
plant sales. Estimates for 2007 show a $90 million decline in sales. A NC Green 
Industry Council survey of nurseries indicated they expected the decline in sales to be 
even greater in 2008. However, they also felt that the advertising campaign funded in 
part by this project was a positive influence in reducing the expected decline in sales.  
 
Another measurable outcome of this project was to have 100,000 consumers use the 
TarHeelGardening.com website annually by 2010. Web traffic data showed 34,374 
visits to the website in 2008. Good progress was made in driving traffic to the website 
and we hope to reach our goal through continued efforts in 2009 and 2010.  
 
Our measurable outcome for the out of state marketing program was the number of out 
of state buyers that participated in buyer meetings and trade show exhibits. Our goal 
was to have 100 buyers attend buyer meetings. Over 200 buyers participated in our 
MANTS buyer event. In addition, approximately 1200 buyers visited our trade show 
exhibits and received a N.C. Nursery Buyers Guide. Input from the participating 
nurseries and NCNLA indicated this promotion was very beneficial for N.C. nurseries in 
reaching customers in these out of state markets.   
 
 
GAP Certification Cost Share Program 
 
Originally this project targeted farmers that did not have a food safety program to 
encourage them to implement a GAP program for the first time.  Cost share payments 
were offered at $400 for each farm to encourage farms to start a food safety program. 
Four farms participated in 2007 by having a GAP audit for their farm for the first time or 
for a specific crop for the first time.   
 
In 2008, the participation criteria were revised to allow all GAP audits for fruit or 
vegetable farms with a maximum payment of $600 per farm.  Forty seven farms  applied 
to participate in the cost share program in 2008. This included farms that had received 
certified GAP audits in past years and also several farms implementing GAP program 
for the first time. Thirty three farms completed a GAP audit.  Many of these were for 
small growers having a first time GAP audit for crops such as blueberries. Funds were 
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used to pay for up to $600 of the cost of each audit. Funds from this project provided an 
effective incentive for many farms to implement or continue GAP programs and have a 
third party GAP audit.  
 
Measurable outcomes included increasing the number of farmers following GAP 
procedures by 55. Fifty one farms applied to participate in this program. Thirty seven 
farms completed a GAP audit. Most of the farms that did not complete the program are 
in the process of implementing a food safety GAP program in 2009.  
Another measurable outcome was to have no reported illnesses from microbial 
contaminated produce grown in NC in 2008 and this was accomplished. 
 
The goal of this project was to increase the number of N.C. farmers following GAP 
practices and using third party GAP audits. A total of 37 farms participated and received 
GAP audits. This will decrease the risk of microbial contamination and increase buyer 
demand for N.C. produce. We have received a great deal of publicity for this program 
through NC State University food safety specialists and the various commodity 
associations in our state. This publicity and the change in participation criteria greatly 
increased grower participation. Many farmers implemented GAP programs for the first 
time in 2008. Crops included blueberries, watermelons, tomatoes, sweet potatoes, 
apples, and others. Also, there is increased interest from farmers interested in starting a 
food safety program in 2009 as a result of this program. The GAP Certification Cost 
Share Program will continue in 2009 with 2007 SCBG funds.   
 
This project will continue to increase the number of N.C. farmers following GAP 
practices and using third party audits to verify their GAP program. N.C. grown produce 
will continue to become more marketable as growers can provide buyers third party 
verification that they are following GAP programs.  
 
Farm to School Program 
 
The N.C. Farm to School Program seeks to Increase the sale of locally grown produce 
in schools and to promote the importance of eating fruits and vegetables for good 
health. 
 
Educational and promotional materials were developed to promote eating more fresh 
fruits and vegetables and to increase awareness of N.C. grown produce. Book marks 
with nutritional information for various fruits and vegetables were distributed to 
elementary schools. Also, large banners promoting eating more fruits and vegetables 
were designed and distributed to 1200 school cafeterias across the state. The Carolina 
Panthers and the Carolina Hurricanes, professional sports teams, endorsed this project 
and provided photos of athletes to appear on the banners. The “Eat Like A Pro” banners 
were very popular with the school nutrition directors.  
 
In addition, a new web site was developed to promote the Farm to School program and 
provide educational materials to teachers. The web site includes links to lesson plans 
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related to N.C. agriculture and fruit and vegetable nutrition. It also includes related art 
work and photographs teachers and school nutritionists can use in the classroom. 
 
School system nutritionists provided input on this project and have been very positive 
about the materials they have received. They feel it has helped them get the nutrition 
message to students and increased awareness of locally grown produce.  However, 
major changes in the Farm to School program prevented increasing the volume of 
locally grown produce purchased by the schools. This program was replaced in 2007 by 
the Department of Defense when they contracted with a private produce distributor to 
purchase produce for the schools.  As a result, locally grown produce purchased by the 
schools experienced a dramatic decline in 2007. The NCDA&CS implemented a new 
farm to school program independent of DOD in the fall of 2008. Specialty Crop Block 
Grant funds will be used for this new project in 2008 – 2009. We feel this new 
distribution system operated by NCDA&CS will eventually restore sales of locally grown 
produce and exceed pre-2007 levels. Our original measurable outcome of increasing 
sales of locally grown produce to the schools by 15% and increasing the number of 
participating schools and farmers is still a goal but may take additional time due the 
unexpected change made DOD. We hope to reach this goal by 2010.  
 
 
Specialty Crops Program 
The Specialty Crops Program is a partnership between NCDA&CS and NC State 
University (NCSU) to develop new fruit, vegetable, and herb crops for production in N.C. 
SCBG funds were used to hire a part time marketing assistant for medicinal herbs, a 
part time administrative assistant position for the Specialty Crops Program office, and to 
upgrade greenhouse facilities used to develop new specialty crops.  
 
A part time marketing assistant served as liaison between medicinal herb growers and 
buyers. Medicinal herb production is an important focus of the SCP program in our 
western NC mountain region. The marketing assistant position helped locate buyers, 
researched products in demand, and provided this marketing information to growers. 
The marketing information and buyer contacts this position provided allowed growers to 
be competitive in the medicinal herb market. In 2007, this position was able to provide 
marketing assistance to 25 herb growers.  
 
Another important component of the SCP is the administrative assistant position located 
at the research station in Kinston, NC. This position assists with managing data and 
serves as an important communications link in the NC Specialty Crops Program. This 
position served as a point of contact for buyers and farmers contacting the office for 
marketing and production information and assisted the marketing specialist and 
extension specialist in conducting this program. Specialty Crop Block grant funds were 
used to fund 25% of this position’s salary. N.C. State University funded 50% of this ¾ 
time position. In addition to assisting with project communications, this position 
maintained project data, developed reports, and assisted with distributing promotional 
materials  
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Funding was also used to upgrade the greenhouse facilities used to develop new 
specialty crops. This will allow effective use of the greenhouse in the future in 
developing new specialty crops for N.C. farmers. A key to the success of this program 
has been the link between marketing and research into these new crops. The upgraded 
greenhouse will be used to continue research on new varieties of lettuce and melons.   
 
This project assisted in working towards our goal of developing new honeydew and 
Asian melon varieties, lettuce for processing, and medicinal herbs that will provide new 
sources of income for N.C. farmers. As a result, farmers have begun commercial 
production of these crops on a limited scale, producing approximately $1 million in farm 
income in 2008. This project will continue in 2009 with 2007 SCBG funds.  
 
Financial Report 
This Specialty Crop Block Grant Program was a part of North Carolina’s Single Audit 
Report . The audit is available at:  
http://www.ncauditor.net/pub2/SingleAuditsList.aspx 
 
Conclusion 
The projects conducted with the assistance of the United States Department of 
Agriculture Specialty Crop Block Grant Program have benefited North Carolina’s  
specialty crop farmers in many ways. They have helped the N.C. nursery industry 
survive one of its most difficult times in recent history and helped obtain additional 
grants to promote this industry. Funds assisted in encouraging farmers to initiate food 
safety programs and obtain GAP certification, a critical requirement in marketing 
produce to buyers. Funds also assisted in educating school children about the 
importance of locally grown fruits and vegetables and good nutrition, and laid the 
groundwork for a new farm to school program to market locally grown produce to N.C. 
schools. Finally, SCBG funds assisted in developing four new vegetable crops and 
medicinal herb production, providing opportunities for new farm income from specialty 
crops.  
 
 
Contact 
Ross Williams 
Assistant Director 
1020 Mail Service Center 
Raleigh, NC  27699 
Ross.Williams@ncagr.gov 
919-733-7887 
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