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^Sustainable agriculture program offers Hope
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Western Piedmont Community College Sustainable Agriculture instructor Chip Hope, right, teaches his class as they pre-
pare to collect herbs they have grown to make tinctures, salves and teas.

Diverse
group of
students

participate
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MORGANTON — For more
than 30 years, Western Pied-
mont Community College has
offered a horticulture pro-
gram, but this year the college
has started a sustainable agri-
culture program.

Instructor Chip Hope said,
"The program is providing
needed tools for our county,
and possibly employment op-
portunities in the future."

The two-year sustainable

agriculture program began in
January and more than a
dozen students are currently
enrolled for summer courses,
Hope said.

The program's gardening
efforts are located on a 2-acre
plot of land between the east
and west campuses of WPCC.
Not only are there vegetables,
flowers and herbs, but also
beehives and compost piles.

A carpentry class is cur-

rently building a barn with a
solar green house and chicken

, coop, Hope said.
Sustainable agriculture

strives to produce abundant
food while sustaining the
earth's resources and avoid-
ing pollution. Systems are de-
veloped for raising crops and
livestock that will continue to
be diverse and productive.
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Sustainable Agriculture student Chip Puett labels tomatoes by name for seed harvest-
ing in the classroom.
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Hope said along with the
horticulture program, the
bottom line is that the courses
teach people to grow their
own food and become self-sus-
tainable.

Hope said he has worked for
more than 10 years to begin a
sustainable agriculture pro-
gram in western North Car-
olina.

On Thursday, Hope led the
students in gathering seeds
and identifying the medicinal
properties of herbs.

The students then collected
ripe heirloom tomatoes be-
fore heading in to the class-
room to seed the fruit and dry
the collected herbs.

Splitting into groups, some
students seeded tomatoes
while others built wood and
screen trays for drying the
herbs.

In the past weeks, the stu-
dents have also built an apple
cider press and solar dehydra-
tor, student Charlene

Hutchens said. ,
Hutchens traveled a long

way to take part of the sus-
tainable agriculture program
at WPCC. She shopped
around for programs around
the country before choosing
WPCC's.

Hutchens said her family
owns a farm in Texas, and she
hopes to continue running
the farm in a sustainable
manner.

The program at WPCC had
the most to offer, Hutchens
said. Hope took Hutchens on a
tour, instilling her with en-
thusiasm.

"As of yet, I've not been dis-
appointed," Hutchens said.

But the program isn't only
attracting life-long farmers,
it's bringing in people who
have lost their jobs due to the
economic recession.

Alvin Hurt of Morganton
lost his job earlier this year,
and having always loved gar-
dening, he decided to further
his education.

"It's an opportunity to pur-
sue something I've always
loved," Hurt said.

He hopes to grow organic

vegetables for the market
when he finishes the pro-
gram, Hurt said.

Moving even farther away
from farming as a business is
Elizabeth Coffey of Morgan-
ton, who wants to continue
her education in herbs.

Coffey, a high priestess in a
Wiccan coven, has been study-
ing herbs for 10 years, but
wanted to learn more about
growing herbs responsibly

Coffey has enjoyed the
courses so much, she has al-
ready started recommending
the program to others.

Hope said the program at-
tracts a diverse group of peo-
ple from organic farmers to
landscaping artists to green-
house and nursery workers. A
quick survey of the students
Thursday also shows a diver-
sity in age, sex and back-
grounds.

Like his name, Hope said
the courses offer hope to peo-
ple who have lost their j obs be-
cause they can "take control
of their lives" by farming sus-
tainably, ensuring the future
of the environment and them-
selves.
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Left, Western Piedmont Community College Sustainable Agriculture student Charlene Hutchens describes the solar drier
the class has built and will use for drying the organic food they are growing and harvesting each semester. Right, Western
Piedmont Community College Sustainable Agriculture student Scott Hart holds a tray of tomatoes collected by the class for
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