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Farming Project Has Veterans Turning Soil and Profits

ALBUQUERQUE  –   A program designed to give New Mexico veterans some basic agricultural skills has resulted in an abundance of produce and a new crop of farmers.  The Veteran Farmer Project (VFP) began last January, with instructors from Bernalillo County Extension Service, New Mexico Department of Agriculture, Downtown Action Team, La Montanita Co-op and other agencies.  The program is designed for veterans who want to pursue farming as a business or hobby and gain from its therapeutic and community benefits. 

  “The Veteran Farmer Project has worked out quite well for those who have stuck with it,” said John Shields, a recreation therapist with the VA medical center’s Behavioral Health Care Line.  Shields helped launch the project.  “Veterans involved have learned basic skills for sustainable farming as a business while receiving therapeutic and community benefits.”

  To participate, veterans need not  be enrolled for care in the New Mexico VA Health Care System (NMVAHCS).  They only need to have served in the military. 

  Classes covered a wide range of farming topics, including seed selection, soil preparation, organic farming, and how to extend the growing season by building row covers.  Veterans grew their produce at the downtown VA garden that is part of the Alvarado Urban Farm Project.  They earned money by selling that produce at the weekly Veterans Growers Market on the Raymond G. Murphy VA Medical Center campus. The market is voluntarily organized by NMVAHCS 
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employees Reba Brain and Mary Varnardo. 

  Shields joined forces with VA physical therapist John Renna and Dr. Deborah Simon, a VA psychologist, to work with Robin Seydel in setting up the project.  Shields and Simon work in the NMVAHCS’ Mental Health Residential Rehabilitation Programs.  Seydel works for La Montanita Food Co-op. 

  “I had been to a national farming conference two years ago in California and met some PTSD vets who were working in a similar program in San Diego,” Seydel said. “I knew from friends that we had a lot of returning vets here in New Mexico, so I thought we could do  the same kind of program here.  I called friends at the New Mexico Department of Agriculture and John Renna, whom I knew from the Co-op.  John put me in touch with Dr. Simon, and she hooked me in with John Shields, who immediately came on board.” 

 About 15 Veterans participated in this first year of the program.  One participant is Robert Hoefer, a U.S. Navy veteran.  Hoefer and other veterans grew their crops on a large plot in downtown Albuquerque.  They were able to sell boxes of their fresh tomatoes, onions and other vegetables at the Growers Market on Wednesdays at VA medical center.  

  “I’ve never grown anything successfully before, but I know how cook it,” Hoefer said.  “That’s one of the reasons I was interested in going down there to the farm.  I get some free food, I get free tomatoes and cucumbers.”

   Hoefer is working on his master’s degree in archaeology, but his recent introduction to agriculture through the VFP has definitely broadened his interests.

  “It was fun. We built some cold frames, they’re like miniature greenhouses with raised beds for growing in the wintertime. We’ll see how it works,” he added. 

  The Veteran Farmer Project has been approved to sell fresh produce all year long at the medical center.  In conjunction with that opportunity, veterans participating in the project will continue to work at the downtown farm throughout the winter months, planting winter greens, beets and other early season crops after the first of the year, as well as tending and selling those that were 
planted in late fall in the cold frames.   
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Farmers 3-3-3
  “We are also working with the Middle Rio Grande Council of Governments to collaborate on a series of winter classes  both for Veteran Farmer participants and  other people interested in farming around the area to further integrate vets into the farming community” Seydel said.

  Classes will begin again in late January 2013 at a location to be announced.  For more information about the Veteran Farmer Project, call John Shields at (505) 265-1711, ext. 5638, or Robin Seydel at (505) 217-2027. 
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Robert Hoefer, a U.S. Navy veteran, holds some leeks he grew as a participant in the Veteran Farmer Project’s first year.  NMVAHCS Photo by Bill Armstrong.
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