
MIFFS CONDUCTS SPECIALTY CROPS WORKSHOP 
 

This Workshop was in partnership with a program for specialty crop farmers and was 
held at Van Buren Mental Health Department 801 Hazen St. Paw Paw, Michigan. The 
farmers in attendance were predominantly Latino. The agenda focused on getting 
farmers to increase their participation in USDA programs and state-wide conservation 
programs.  We had speakers from partner agencies including Kyle Mead, Groundwater 
Technician with Michigan Agricultural Environmental Assurance Program (MAEAP), 
Leslie Warner, USDA Farm Service Agency County Executive Director, Frank Velazquez, 
Soil Conservationist USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service and Mark Longstroth, 
Michigan State University Extension Small Fruit Educator. These professionals were 
instrumental in reaching and communicating the various programs to the farmers in 
attendance. Kyle Mead explained MAEAP verifications, how crops can be grown 
successfully while also protecting natural resources, and how farmers can be certified as 
a part of this program. He explained that farmers who are participating in USDA 
programs, applying conservation practices, and participating in education programs 
offered by Michigan State University Extension would have an excellent chance of being 
MAEAP verified. Farmers who are verified by the Michigan Department of Agriculture 
and Rural Development receive a MAEAP sign for display at their farm (As the number of 
verified farms rises over 2,000, this is a coveted recognition throughout the state).  

Leslie Warner talked about the Farm Service Agency (FSA) and encouraged farmers to 
visit their office and get a farm number and become a participant in the FSA program. 
Leslie went on to talk about Micro Loans, and explained that these loans were designed 
to assist small farmers in getting started with startup expenses, annual expenses for 
operating, seeds, fertilizer, family living and for minor farm improvements. The farmers 
were very interested in this presentation. 

Frank Velazquez talked to the farmers about the Natural Resources Conservation Service 
programs and how a farmer can benefit from NRCS.  He explained the Conservation 
Planning process and how NRCS representatives work with the farmer by scheduling an 
appointment to complete an on- site assessment. He explained that this on site 
assessment could result in the farmer developing a conservation plan. The conservation 
plan is what determines the various practices that the farmer applies.  Frank was able to 
teach in Spanish.  It was clear that the level of comprehension rose when the material 
ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻƴƎǳŜΦ 

Mark Longstroth, MSU Extension Small Fruit Educator always draws the attention of the 
farmers since a high percentage of them are blueberry producers. Mark brings the latest 
information about blueberry production and the most up to date information about any 
pests that the farmer needs to be aware of as well as ways that the farmers can develop 
control measures. He stated that for several producers the dominant pests of concern 
have been the spotted wing drosophila and the brown mamorated stink bug. He 
explained ways to control these insects. There is no way to eradicate them, but they can 
be controlled. 



Following up with farmers who attended the workshop, Francisco Sanchez along with 
his wife Carolina are now involved with NRCS in developing a conservation plan for his 
farm in South Haven, Michigan. They have 26 acres total and 10 acres of blueberries. 
Carolina Sanchez has been active in attending many MIFFS workshops over the years 
ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƻǊ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ aLCC{Φ ¢ƘŜ {ŀƴŎƘŜȊΩǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƻŀƴ 
once through The Farm Service Agency and did not follow through, they will be looking 
into applying again. 

Francisco and Carolina are also a members of Farmers on The Move Cooperative 
(FOTM). Farmers on The Move started its operation in 2009 with 11 farmers and has 
had challenges, but is still assisting farmers in marketing their crops and in sharing 
equipment. Mrs. Sanchez says they have attended many Michigan Family Farm 
Conferences and plan to continue attending. She says the conferences are very helpful. 
She would like a workshop at the conference on growing blueberry transplants.  

Maria Luisa attended the workshop and is a blueberry farmer who has been growing for 
6 years. She has implemented some programs as a result of attending workshops 
focused on food safety. She specifically mentioned the Good Agriculture Practices (GAP) 
program that has taught her how to restrict people from accessing her crops fields 
during the growing season. This helps to protect her produce from becoming infected 
with any diseases from those who are accessing the crop before they are harvested. 

Juan Perez says he likes farming and grows blueberries. He and his wife Elvira have been 
a growers for 7 years. He has attended Michigan State University Extension Programs 
and the Specialty Crops Workshop but has not followed up with USDA NRCS yet. He said 
he would be doing that soon. He would like to look into a Seasonal High Tunnel green 
house. 

Antonia Morales was clearing her blueberries of weeds when we Filiberto Villa-Gomez 
and I visited her as a follow up to the workshop. She has small 2.5 acre farm. She has not 
followed up with FSA or NRCS as a result of the workshop. Filiberto translated for me as 
she talked about her farming operation. She offered us both boiled Mexican corn as we 
left. I had never had it and it was another nice cultural experience for me. 

 



 

Figure 1 Carolina Sanchez and son Damian 

 



 

Figure 2  Juan Perez at his shop in Covert, Michigan 

 



 

Figure 3  Antonia Morales clearing fall weed from blueberries 


