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ON THE COVER: Students at West Central North Elementary 
in Elbow Lake plant container vegetables under the guidance 
of Extension nutrition education assistant Catherine Anderson-
Barnes. In her fight against childhood obesity, the veteran Grant 
County educator uses experience and creativity to motivate  
kids to incorporate more fresh produce into their diets.
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More than 65 percent of Extension’s 830 researchers, 
educators and community-based staff live and work 
in Greater Minnesota. Because Extension faculty 

and staff are located in regional and county offices, research and outreach centers, 
and University campuses throughout the state, Extension is able to make University 
research and knowledge readily available to the people of Greater Minnesota.

As a land-grant university, the U of M has an obligation to provide outreach and 
service to Minnesotans, and Extension is a vital part of the U’s land-grant mission. 
Extension listens to Minnesotans throughout the state as they talk about their most 
pressing issues: health and wellness, a strong economy and a sustainable environment. 
Extension delivers on the University’s land-grant mission and mandate by connecting 

the public with scientific information and expertise that helps develop 
thriving rural communities, healthy landscapes and people,  

a robust food culture, and agriculture that is more 
regionally-based and sustainable.

Extension is funded through a 100-year-old 
partnership between federal, state and county govern-

ments. Extension’s funding sources for the 2010-11 fiscal 
year comprise a $66.6 million budget (see below).

With the help of state and federal funding, Extension 
is able to deliver University research and education 
statewide. Contracts with individual counties provide 
funding for local positions, programs and services that 
address specific county needs. In addition, federal grants 
make it possible for Extension to deliver nutrition 
education to food-stamp-eligible families in Minnesota’s 
87 counties.

 This issue of Source highlights Extension’s partner-
ships with Minnesota counties. To learn more about the 
positive impact these partnerships have on Minnesota’s 
environment, communities, food and agriculture, 
families and youth, please turn the page and read on. 

Sincerely,

Beverly R. Durgan
Dean, University of Minnesota Extension
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FROM THE DEAN

From farm to school, 

ONE COMMUNITY AT A TIME

University of Minnesota Extension is part of 
a collaborative effort that aims to strengthen 
connections between schools and the farmers 
growing healthy foods in their communities.

“We’re building the critical mass of 
Minnesotans who want to start or expand 
creative farm-to-school programs,” says 
Stephanie Heim, Extension Farm to School 
coordinator.

Heim and colleagues from other orga-
nizations, including the University Regional 
Sustainable Development Partnerships, are 
leading efforts to bring together major  
players in the farm-to-school movement. 
The group held five workshops around the 
state in 2010. Common barriers range from 
inadequate kitchen prep space—many school 
kitchens aren’t equipped to process fresh 
produce—to adequate supply streams—it 
may take more than one farmer to feed  
one school.

Arlene Jones, who runs an 80-acre farm 
near Brainerd, says the farm-to-school 
workshop marked another critical step  
toward successful relationship-building. 
After the workshop, five school food service 
directors toured her farm to learn more.

“Shaking hands and getting to know  
each other is vital,” says Jones. “The whole  
community must work together.”

For more information on starting a  
farm-to-school program, visit  
www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school

Arlene Jones, co-owner of The Farm on  
St. Mathias in Brainerd, gives tours to school 
food service directors as part of relationship-
building efforts to support new and existing 
farm-to-school programs.

Extension maintains a vital University 
presence throughout the state, extending the 
research and resources of the University to 
communities across Minnesota.
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Nearly two decades ago, unhappy with health trends that were emerging, Grant County public 
health officials invited Extension nutrition education assistant Catherine Anderson-Barnes to 
provide research-based nutrition programs in schools. She’s been leading some 600 K–6 students 
each year down the path to better nutrition ever since.

She began by developing a “Fruits and 
Vegetables Week” program that encourages 
students to try new foods—like beets and 
dried plums. Kids learn that fruits and  
vegetables need to be part of their diet  
every day. 

“We figured if we got them at an early 
age, they would understand the importance 
of fruits and vegetables and how they could 
help them decrease their chances of cancer,” 
she says.

Anderson-Barnes is one of more than 
100 Extension nutrition education assistants 
throughout the state who teach children and 
adults about healthy food choices. Neigh-
bors teaching neighbors, they tailor nutri-
tion education classes for a wide variety of 
community settings.

Outside of school, Anderson-Barnes 
offers programs for adults through Women, 
Infants, and Children (WIC), Head Start, 
senior dining, food shelf, and related settings. 
Public health nurse Cyndi Osier, who  
coordinates WIC for Grant County, says 
those educational efforts are tremendously  
valuable. “Catherine provides information 
that I don’t have time to share,” she says. 
“We are just really lucky to have her.”

When Catherine Anderson-Barnes shows up at school with 70 pounds of sugar, kids 

pay attention. When she tells them that sack of refined sweetness is equal to drinking 

a 20-ounce soda every day for a year, they think twice about cracking open their next 

can. Whether it’s cutting back on the sweet stuff or learning to love all things green 

and leafy, Anderson-Barnes imparts wisdom that carries lifelong benefits.  

Lessons for a 

  LIFETIME By promoting good nutrition in children, 
Extension nutrition education assistants help 
prevent future health problems 
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Nutritious foods like homemade salsa become tasty 
favorites when kids learn it’s fun and easy to grow the 
vegetables themselves. Extension nutrition education 
assistant Catherine Anderson-Barnes teaches 
students that with a few easy-to-find items they can 
grow vegetables in small containers at home.



 Childhood obesity TODAY
 
32 = percent of American children and adolescents who 
are overweight or obese

39 = percent chance that girls born in 2000 will develop 
diabetes if current trends continue

200 = percent by which obesity has grown in American 
children over the past 30 years

84 = percent of children involved in USDA Expanded Food 
and Nutrition Education Program (ENEP) programs who 
made a positive behavioral change

88 = percent of individuals who read labels and made better 
nutrition decisions after participating in EFNEP

$10.75 = return in terms of avoided health-care costs 
on $1 invested in the EFNEP program

85,000+ = number of adults and children reached by 
University of Minnesota Extension Health and Nutrition staff 
in 2009

It was pouring rain the day Nobles County Time to Share families 
planned to spend exploring outdoors. No matter: Indoors, spirits 
were sunny as parents, their preschoolers and siblings romped 
with a food-pyramid-colored parachute and made healthy,  
picnic-themed snacks. 

Time to Share is sponsored by Nobles Integrative Collaborative, 
a coalition that includes Extension nutrition education assistants 
Carol Langseth and Letica Rodriguez. Established in the same 
spirit as First Lady Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move Campaign, the 
program aims to help give kids a healthy start on life through  
improved access to healthy foods and increased physical activity.

Participants share food traditions, and then learn ways to  
make them healthier. They also take part in fun—and, weather 
permitting—outdoor physical activities, such as hiking local parks 
and picking strawberries.

“We choose fun physical activities,” Langseth says. “The  
parents are very interested in doing what’s best for their children.”

Participant Lucia Luza says she’s learned to give her three 
children less sugar and salt. 

“They’re eating more vegetables,” she says. “They haven’t 
wanted to try things, but I’ve learned to be consistent and patient 
in having them try new foods.” 

County dollars go far when Extension nutrition education 
assistants are involved: Federal funds pay their salary through 
the University. And the investment is for a lifetime. By improving 
childhood nutrition, nutrition education assistants combat negative 
health trends that could create huge costs down the road.

To access free Extension nutrition education materials for parents, 
visit www.extension.umn.edu/Health/parentmaterials.html
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LET’S MOVE,  
   Minnesota!

Extension nutrition education assistant  
Carol Langseth (left) gets kids bouncing with physical activity as a part of 
Nobles County Time to Share, a program aimed at giving kids a healthy start.

Anderson-Barnes’ trademark is creative fun. Sometimes 
she dresses up as a carrot. During Calcium Week, large inflat-
able cows and black and white balloons float through school 
lunchrooms. She’s hoping to bring in a real cow this fall. She 
keeps students engaged by teaching them to plant their own 
salsa gardens using empty cans from school food service and 
soil donated by the local hardware store. 

Third-grader Maddison Larsen was among the beneficiaries 
of Anderson-Barnes’ programming last year. “I liked it because 
we got to learn what is better for us to eat,” Maddison says, 
“like instead of going home and eating chips, you could have 
some fruit.” 

The campaign Anderson-Barnes developed has been so 
successful that she put together a set of lesson plans that is 
now being used around the state. In the 2009-10 school year 
she began a new program that focuses on the food pyramid 
and trains students to read labels for fats, sugar and salt. Most 
recently, she added exercise to the mix to head off obesity. It’s 
not surprising, then, when asked to reveal her biggest challenge, 
she answers without hesitation: Time. 

For more information on Extension nutrition education  
programs, visit www.extension.umn.edu/Nutrition

To watch a video on planting container “salsa gardens,” 
visit www.extension.umn.edu/source



“When you say those two words in St. Louis County—‘Bob Olen’—
well, the name is synonymous with agriculture and gardening,” says County 
Commissioner Keith Nelson. A grower himself, Nelson has firsthand 
knowledge of the benefits of the county’s investment in a local Extension 
educator position like Olen’s.

Olen is one of nearly 40 local Extension educators and 125 4-H program 
coordinators funded by counties and local partners to supplement Extension’s 
statewide research and programs and address specific county needs. As a 
member of Extension’s Commercial Vegetable and Fruit Production Team, 
Olen researches protection systems and season extenders such as high tunnels, 
which can help farmers take advantage of competitive pricing at the beginning 
of the season.

He also conducts extensive varietal trials, sorting through the hundreds of 
varieties available for any given crop and using his research plots to determine 
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Growing specialty crops is never easy, but cold climate and lake winds make growing them on Minnesota’s North 
Shore nothing short of courageous. Luckily, St. Louis County growers have Bob Olen on their side. For 30 years, 
the local Extension educator has conducted cold-hardiness research, tapping University resources to help level 
the playing field for northern growers, while meeting the burgeoning demand for locally produced food. 

Local Extension educator taps U resources 
to benefit northern Minnesota growers

From research 
     to rewards

Local Extension educator Bob Olen 
and St. Louis County Master Gardener 
Catherine Winter survey University 
research plots at Glensheen Mansion on 
Lake Superior in Duluth.  As interest in 
locally grown foods grows, Olen teaches 
Master Gardeners and others which 
plant varieties can thrive in northern 
Minnesota’s frigid Zone 3.

St. Louis County Master Gardeners Marjorie Stalker (left) 
and Catherine Winter help local Extension educator 
Bob Olen weigh and measure produce from University 
research plots at Glensheen Mansion. 



which best suit northern Minnesota 
conditions. These trials help local growers 
make informed decisions. “When people 
have questions, I can show them the varieties 
growing side-by-side so they can see the 
difference,” Olen says.

The research plots fill more than an 
educational need. Olen and the Extension 
Master Gardeners with whom he works 
donate the produce—often thousands of 
pounds—to Duluth-area Second Harvest 
food shelves. “Fresh produce is often 
expensive to buy, especially for those already 
struggling to put food on their tables,” says 
Shaye Moris, Second Harvest Northern Food 
Bank’s executive director. “Bob helps us get 
fresh produce to people in need.”

As part of his Extension networking 
efforts, Olen also reaches out to backyard 
gardeners. As the calls about fruit and 
vegetable gardening multiplied, he began 
tailoring his popular family-gardening 
course. Because attendees cited economics 
as the No. 1 reason to grow more food for 
themselves, Olen set up an experiment to 
determine which crops produced the highest 
return per square yard of garden space.
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Unique model results in  
‘win-win-win’ for Lake County

Lake County natural resources educator 
Wayne Seidel has a knack for bringing people 
together to get things done.

“He’s a tremendous mediator,” says Lake 
County Soil and Water Conservation District 
(SWCD) supervisor Tom Gelineau. “He has this 
ability to mediate things to a positive note and 
get things taken care of.”

Much of Seidel’s work focuses on 
education on water-quality issues like storm-
water management and erosion and sediment 
pollution in Lake Superior. His position is 
jointly funded by Extension and the SWCD, a 
model he says helps him access University 
resources and also bring grant money and 
other funding into Lake County, population 
11,000.

Jim Linscheid, a member of the Water Plan 
Advisory Committee, stresses the importance 
of having a local Extension educator with 
grassroots connections. “Wayne has developed 
rapport with all segments of the community,” 
Linscheid says. “To do that takes frequent 
face-to-face time.”

Seidel organized Lake Superior shoreline 
stabilization projects using waste blast rock 
from tunnel construction along Highway 61. 
His resourcefulness and innovative thinking 
protected private lands and public recreation 
areas from erosion and helped the contractor 
dispose of waste rock, while the state benefited 
from the efficient use of cost-share funds.

Seidel calls these types of projects  
“win-win-win.” Lake County heartily agrees.

For more information on Extension water 
resource management programs, visit  
www.extension.umn.edu/Environment

The thirst for information has never 
been so great, Olen says. As interest in local 
foods and food security grows, demand for 
Extension’s work grows.

Grower Doug Hoffbauer is not surprised 
that Olen’s knowledge is such a sought-after 
commodity. He is “a great contributor to 
our quality of life,” Hoffbauer says. “He is 
the only one doing Zone 3 research in the 
lower 48.”

Being part of the community he serves 
allows Olen to identify needs early, set up 
related research, and then develop the edu-
cational programs to bring those results to 
the community. He adapts the University’s 
vast resources to the most pressing local needs. 

When counties partner with Extension 
to support local educator positions in this 
way, the rewards are infinite, Nelson says. 
“If you don’t have boots on the ground 
in a community—if you don’t have that 
relationship—you can’t accomplish what 
Bob Olen accomplishes,” he says.

For more information on Extension’s 
Commercial Vegetable and Fruit 
Production program, visit  
www.extension.umn.edu/Vege&Fruit

By organizing shoreline stabilization projects up 
and down the North Shore, Extension educator 
Wayne Seidel helps ensure that future generations 
get to enjoy Lake Superior.

Local Extension educator Dan Martens (left) 
visits the Stearns County farm of Scott 
Gathje to help assess the alfalfa crop.

Hands down, it’s about

‘HANDS-ON’ 
in ag country
For Stearns County crop producer Scott 
Gathje, Dan Martens’ work as a local Extension 
educator is a necessity. Gathje works with 
Martens to determine the first cut of his hay 
crop, a crucial decision that can affect profit 
for the rest of the season. 

As a member of Extension’s Forages 
and Commodity Crops teams, Martens has 
access to the latest research to help increase 
producers’ profitability. “The hands-on aspect 
is really important,” Gathje says. “Dan’s out in 
the field looking around instead of just taking 
it out of a book.” Having someone connected 

with University research who is also invested in local issues is a great combination, 
Gathje says. 

Martens’ position is jointly funded by Stearns, Benton and Morrison counties to serve 
the agricultural needs that cross county lines. Good communication between counties is 
key to making this model successful, Benton County Commissioner Joe Wollak says.

 “This area is around 80 percent agricultural land,” Wollak says. “Having someone 
local is just immeasurable.”

For more information on Extension resources in production agriculture, visit  
www.extension.umn.edu/Agriculture



When Ignaszewski realized that financial and 
transportation challenges were preventing many 
Steele County youth from participating in 4-H, 
she worked with her team to find a solution. 
With the help of Extension educator Sharon 
Davis, they created 4-H on Wheels, a mobile 
version of the 4-H after-school club program, 
delivered at local housing facilities.  

The Steele County commissioners were 
excited by the innovation used to make 4-H 
accessible to youth of all backgrounds and 
insisted on funding a position to deliver 4-H on 
Wheels each summer.  

“Steele County is proud of our entire 4-H 
program, with our strong traditional animal 
science projects and new outreach like 4-H on 
Wheels,” said County Commissioner Bruce 
Kubicek. “Tracy does a great job figuring out 
how to meet the needs of all of our young 
community members. We want all of our  
youth to have the learning opportunities that 
4-H provides.”

Each week throughout the summer, 450 
youth at 15 sites learn skills such as communica-
tions, problem-solving, working in groups, and 
community service, which help them in every 
area of their lives. Already the 4-H on Wheels 
program has increased the number of youth 
participating in Steele County 4-H by about  
50 percent and the program continues to grow.

An important part of an Extension 4-H 
program coordinator’s work is developing and 
managing relationships to support or deliver 
programming. 4-H is Minnesota’s largest youth-
serving program, providing young people with 
access to youth development programs and 
activities in all 87 counties. For Steele County 
4-H on Wheels, Ignaszewski identified potential 
housing communities, such as Skyline Gardens, 
and worked with site managers to organize the 
locations and youth to participate.

4-H delivers
Extension partners with counties to reach more youth

Four years ago, Extension 4-H program coordinator Tracy Ignaszewski began 

working on a way to help youth without funds or transportation participate in 

4-H. Today, the 3-year-old Steele County “4-H on Wheels” program, developed in 

partnership with county commissioners and community housing representatives, 

provides 450 youth with learning experiences and life skills to help them 

succeed and give back to their communities.

4-H program coordinator Tracy Ignaszewski gets in on 
the fun as kids from an Owatonna housing community 
make piggy banks and learn how to save money. Through 
local initiatives like 4-H on Wheels, Ignaszewski makes 
sure Steele County’s 4-H program reaches as many 
youth as possible.

6     SOURCE



“We have great partnerships with families, 
schools, parks and recreation, community 
education, libraries and the county fair board,” said 
Ignaszewski. “All have worked with us to provide 
young people with 4-H learning opportunities.”

Ignaszewski and Davis developed a curriculum 
for 4-H on Wheels based on the University of 
Minnesota and Extension 4-H youth development 
methodologies and resources.  Every week 
during the summer, teacher and 4-H on Wheels 
coordinator Amy Demmer packs up her car and 
travels to sites where she guides kids in projects, 
such as making piggy banks and learning about 
saving money or painting with recycled materials 
as they discuss the environment. At the end, each 
youth gives a presentation about what they made, 
what worked or didn’t, and what they learned. The 
clubs also choose a community-service project to do 
every summer. 

“It’s important for kids to have these positive, 
hands-on opportunities to learn, be creative and 
interact with other kids,” said Skyline Gardens 
Manager Marietta Higgens. “The kids are really 
excited about 4-H and ask if the program will 
happen again every summer.”

To learn more about Minnesota 4-H, visit www.
extension.umn.edu/youth/mn4-H

To watch a video of Minnesota 4-H in action, visit 
www.extension.umn.edu/source

4-H’ers LEARN TO LEAD 
Nineteen-year-old cousins Ben and Kali Jensen have about 23 years of 4-H experience 
between them. Ben has shown lambs since he was 11, served as officer and president for his 
4-H club, completed a woodworking project, and been Sheep Superintendent for the last five 
years. Kali has shown sheep since she was in kindergarten and has been a 4-H ambassador, 
president of the 4-H Club Council and Beef and Swine Superintendent for the last five years.

The pair’s experiences are good examples of the benefits youth and their communities 
gain through 4-H. 

“I’ve learned responsibility, leadership, teamwork and helping others,” Ben said. “At the 
fairs, we get to show our work, but more importantly, we teach the public about animals and 
agriculture — the feed and care of the animals, industry ethics, and products that come from 
the animals.”

Whether they’re raising a dairy cow or building a robot, 4-H participants are 
learning important life skills like decision-making, project management, and 
public speaking. Research has shown that youth involved in 4-H tend to get better 
grades, engage in less risky behavior, and contribute to their communities. And 
long-term 4-H involvement means lifelong positive development benefits for youth.

“No matter what project area they work in, 4-H’ers are excited and engaged in 
their learning,” said Tracy Ignaszewski, Steele County 4-H program coordinator. 
“And that excitement and learning benefits them throughout their lives.” 

To learn more about Minnesota 4-H projects and resources, visit  
www.extension.umn.edu/youth/mn4-h/projects

Throughout the duration of their 
4-H animal science projects, 
cousins Ben (top) and Kali 
(right) Jensen learn about 
the health, feeding, behavior, 
judging and showing of their 
animals.

The 4-H advantage 
According to a 2009 report on positive youth 
development from Tufts University, youth who 
participate in 4-H are:

n more than twice as likely to be civically active and   
 make contributions to their communities 

n  47% less likely to have risky or problem behaviors 

n  less likely to experience depression 

n  more emotionally engaged with school and have   
 better grades 

n  more likely to see themselves going to college 

n  more likely to have features of positive youth   
 development: competence, confidence, connection,   
 character and caring

To read more from “Waves of the Future: The first five 
years of the 4-H study of positive youth development” 
(Tufts University, May 2009), visit  
www.extension.umn.edu/go/1017
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Study finds  
rail helps  

 drive counties’  
economic  

engines

Cohort program    TRANSFORMS COMMUNITY LEADERS
They say two heads are better than one.

That certainly held true as Extension and 
the Association of Minnesota Counties (AMC) 
launched a transformative leadership educa-
tion project, AMC Futures, in 2006.

Today, the 4-year-old partnership has 
helped more than 170 county employees 
from 26 counties foster positive change while 
building strong leadership skills. Born out  
of U-Lead, Extension’s leadership education 
program, AMC Futures provides intensive 
training for county staffers to frame and 
solve public issues in innovative ways.

Nicollet County Public Health nurse  
Sandy Renor credits AMC Futures for her 
ability to address complex issues more  
effectively. She says the experience taught 
her how to engage local stakeholders—such 
as exercise science professors and physical 
education teachers—and gain community 
support for a new initiative, the Statewide 
Health Improvement Program (SHIP).

 “The tools and strategies from the 
leadership program are very helpful,” says 
Renor, who was an AMC Futures participant 

EMERALD ASH BORER 
threatens ecology  
of Minnesota forests 
U research used to develop ash management strategies  
for landowners

Minnesota boasts the most 
ash trees in the nation 
according to the Minnesota 
Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR), but only 
after losses caused by 
emerald ash borer (EAB) 
knocked Michigan from the 
top spot. But just as EAB 
changed that No. 1 position 
for Michigan, it threatens to 
destroy many of Minnesota’s 
975 million ash trees.

The loss of one species—
black ash—would change the 
ecology of Minnesota forests, 
say Angela Gupta and Julie 
Miedtke, Extension natural 
resources educators. “Black 
ash is a unique species, 
filling a special niche in 
the wet northern forest,” 
Miedtke says.

Gupta and Miedtke are 
working to find new ways 
to help private woodland 
owners manage ash trees, 

which provide unique animal habitats and supply between 30,000 and 40,000 
cords of wood each year for paper, firewood, cabinets, furniture and specialty 
products. About 50 percent of Minnesota’s black ash trees grow on private land. 

“Trees aren’t like corn,” says Dave Parent, owner of an Itasca area tree farm. 
“You plant and wait for years. EAB would change the composition of my forest far 
into the future. The ongoing research at the University is helping me develop a 
land-management plan to cope with that threat.” 

Extension is working cooperatively with the DNR to develop a manual on 
management strategies for family forest landowners. “It’s really great to have 
researchers and educators working together to provide practical strategies for 
landowners,” says Mike Albers, a DNR forest health specialist.

Extension also reaches loggers through its “Eyes in the Woods” program, 
which continues this fall in collaboration with the Minnesota Logger  
Education Program.

For more information, visit www.extension.umn.edu/go1041 or Extension’s 
emerald ash borer website, www.extension.umn.edu/issues/EAB

Extension research on ash management and replacement 
species is critical to the ecology—and the economy—of 
Minnesota’s northern forest region.
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Growing budget challenges that compete with community needs 
has made an already-delicate juggling act all the more difficult 
for legislators and other policymakers.

So five counties in central Minnesota turned to University of 
Minnesota Extension for its ingenuity.

In 2009, the Minnesota Valley Regional Rail Authority 
(MVRRA), a public entity governed by Carver, Redwood, Renville, 
Sibley and Yellow Medicine counties, commissioned a team of 
Extension experts to study the economic impact of 94-miles of 
rail running from Norwood Young America to Hanley Falls. The 
stretch passes through prime agricultural land and areas rich 
with biomass for renewable energy production.

The need for a study evolved when neighboring communities 
reached a crossroads: Invest in rail upgrades to increase  
maximum speeds from 10 to 25 mph, or contribute to other 
pressing needs?

The University was able to step in and provide credible data 
based on sound research, says Julie Rath, MVRRA administrator. 
“We needed factual information that could be shared at the state 
and federal levels with our congressional leaders—that educa-
tional piece for decision-makers,” she says.

Extension experts put real numbers to the rail’s impact in the 
area. The findings were eye-opening, says Brigid Tuck, Extension 
community economics educator and co-author of the report. 
“Without the railroad, we learned that close to 700 full- and  
part-time jobs would be affected,” Tuck says.

In addition, goods shipped by the rail in 2008 contributed to  
$28 million in labor income and $302 million in additional goods 
and services, according to the analysis.

The report helped push through a bill in the Minnesota  
Legislature earlier this year, which prompted the state to con-
tribute $5 million toward the rail upgrade. Proponents reported 
the decision to invest would lead to increased profitability for 
shippers, business expansion, and positively affect home values 
and median incomes.

According to Rath, the report also helped inform the Minnesota 
Department of Transportation’s Comprehensive Statewide  
Freight and Passenger Rail Plan, which provides guidance for  
rail initiatives and investments in the state. The plan outlines pri-
ority improvements for the next 20 years, including the goal of  
a high-capacity, high-speed (25 mph minimum) rail system 
throughout Minnesota.

Citizens of the 16 MVRRA neighboring towns continue to  
voice support for funding, says Rath. “The closer we get to the 
communities, the more interest is being sparked to increase  
shipping speed and make safety improvements,” she says.

For more information on Extension’s economic impact analysis 
offerings, visit www.extension.umn.edu/EconomicImpact

U-Lead, Extension’s leadership education program, provides intensive training for community leaders to 
frame and solve public issues in innovative ways.

Cohort program    TRANSFORMS COMMUNITY LEADERS
in 2008-09. “SHIP is not just about telling 
people that exercise is good. We’re asking 
that policy changes be put into place so that 
physical activity becomes part of everyday 
life. My projects have moved forward by  
applying skills from the course.”

The leadership training also encouraged 
Renor to network and connect with staff in 
other counties. “It really opened the door 
for me to say, ‘I wonder what’s working well 
in Jackson County?’” she says. “It benefits 
Nicollet County to explore other perspec-
tives and reframe issues. Sometimes we 
get so busy in our own little worlds that 
we forget to tap into what’s happening in a 
neighbor county.”

Extension U-Lead cohorts met in 30  
Minnesota communities last year. Workers 
from local governments, business associa-
tions and other organizations participated in 
the research-based training and workshops.

For more information on Extension’s  
U-Lead Program, visit  
www.extension.umn.edu/U-Lead
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Extension Master Gardeners contributed 
more than 111,000 volunteer hours in 
Minnesota communities last year, many of 
which were spent teaching homeowners 
environmentally-sound landscaping practices 
or how to eradicate invasive plant species.

 Community-wide programs, such as 
a long-term partnership with the Ramsey-
Washington Metro Watershed District, 
illustrate what can happen when local 
alliances take off.

As part of the partnership, Ramsey 
County Master Gardeners work to revitalize 
Battle Creek, which drains a large part of 
the east Twin Cities metro area. As water 
rises in the creek, it undercuts the banks and 

   MASTER GARDENERS cultivate 
healthy environment

vegetation is lost, causing further erosion and 
loss of animal habitats. 

“Master Gardeners were instrumental in 
selecting long-rooted plants that would best 
stabilize the shoreline,” says Sage Passi, 
watershed education specialist. 

Master Gardeners also mentor Battle 
Creek Middle School students, showing them 
how to drive plants into erosion blankets. The 
school’s science teachers are working with 
Master Gardeners to create a creek research 
area where students can compare different 
approaches to erosion control.

Protecting rivers, lakes and streams from 
yard-waste pollution is another priority for 
Ramsey County. Runoff from lawn chemicals 

can enter the waters through storm 
sewers causing fish kills, algae 
bloom and plant decay. 

To help prevent that, Master 
Gardeners share tips on low-impact 
lawn care and composting at the 
county’s yard waste and compost 
sites. The sites draw more than 
500,000 people each season. 
Master Gardener Kathy Smith co-
coordinates the effort.  

“It all comes back to proper 
management of materials and 

reducing waste,” says John Springman, 
environmental health supervisor with the 
St. Paul-Ramsey County Department of 
Public Health. “Master Gardeners extend 
our capacity to hone in on our environmental 
goals with the public.” 

For more information, visit  
www.mg.umn.edu or Extension’s gardening 
site, www.extension.umn.edu/Garden 

Students from Battle Creek Middle School drive plants into erosion blankets as part of a 
service-learning project with Ramsey County Master Gardeners.

Ramsey County Master Gardeners like Kathy 
Smith (left) share tips on low-impact lawn care 
and composting with homeowners at several yard 
waste sites each year.


