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Grain buyers and mill repre-
sentatives nspected the quality 
of Virginia-grown wheat May 28 
and 29 during an annual spring 
tour.

“When planning upcoming 
purchases, millers will use the 
results of this year’s crop assess-
ment,” said Robert Harper, Vir-
ginia Farm Bureau Federation 
grain manager. “This tour is an 
opportunity to gather pre-harvest 
yield and quality information 
while simultaneously showcas-
ing some of Virginia’s premier 
wheat growers.”

This is the 10th year Virginia 
fields have been included in the 
mid-Atlantic tour. Participants will 
examine wheat on farms on the 
Northern Neck and Middle Pen-
insula to take sample test weights, 
estimate yields and check for 
signs of disease. Traders and mill 
representatives will use that infor-
mation to make their purchasing 

and milling plans for the year.
Prior to the field tour, the 

Eastern Virginia Agricultural 
Research and Extension Center 
hosted an event for tour partici-
pants on May 28. Participants 
toured the wheat plots and had a 
training session for the data col-
lection techniques for the tours.

Most wheat grown in Virginia 
is the soft red winter variety, 
which is used in flour for bread, 
pastries, cakes, crackers and flat-
breads. The tour also included a 
farm where hard wheat is grown. 
That variety has a higher gluten 
content and is used for making 
crustier breads.

Last year’s tour showcased 
wheat with strong yield poten-
tial and moderate to high disease 
pressure because of cool spring 
conditions and recent rains.

The Virginia portion of the 
tour is organized by Farm Bureau 
in partnership with Virginia Coop-

erative Extension. Participants 
included representatives from 
Ardent Mills, Mennel Milling Co., 
Perdue Agribusiness, The Red-
wood Group, Smithfield, Three 
Rivers Soil & Water Conservation 
District, Virginia Department of 
Agriculture and Consumer Ser-
vices, Virginia Grain Producers 
Association, Virginia Soybean 
Association and Virginia Tech.

Virginia farmers expect to har-
vest 5.7 million bushels of winter 
wheat this year, according to 
USDA. That forecast represents 
a 3% increase when compared to 
the 2024 harvest. Estimated per-
bushel yields are up six bushels 
per acre from 2024’s 72 bushels 
per acre.

Virginia wheat growers seeded 
150,000 acres last fall; 80,000 
acres will be harvested for grain, 
and the other 70,000 were planted 
as a cover crop or will be cut for 
silage or hay.

The Irvington Farmers Market will be held from 9 a.m.-1 p.m. 
Saturday, June 7, at the Irvington Commons, 98 King Carter Drive, 
Irvington.

Garfield’s Rescue volunteers will have a booth at the market to 
show some of  their energetic, entertaining kittens available for adop-
tion, reported Karen Peterson. Garfield’s Rescue volunteers will 
answer questions about volunteer opportunities, about the critical 
importance of the sterilization and vaccination of one’s pets, and to 
discuss adoption, fostering and membership opportunities.

An outdoor shelter will be available for inspection as well as 
instructions for its construction, said Peterson.

Booth visitors also can enter Garfield’s raffle for a chance to win an 
original portrait of their pet painted by local artist Hannah Wilmer, a 
$375 value. Proceeds will benefit lifesaving, critical surgery costs for 
Garfield’s foster kitten, Vinnie.

Northern Neck musicians Pam and Bill Gurley will take the gazebo 
stage at 9:30 a.m. 

The market, featuring 98 vendors of produce, farm goods and arti-
san crafts, is sponsored by the Irvington Village Improvement Asso-
ciation. 

Virginia farmers recently had 
the opportunity to share their 
experiences during the inaugural 
Farmers First roundtable hosted 
by U.S. Secretary of Agriculture 
Brooke Rollins.

The roundtable at the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) in Washington, D.C., 
was an opportunity for Rollins 
and other federal officials to hear 
from farmers about issues facing 
America’s small, independently 
run farms.

“At USDA, we understand 
there are many challenges to 
starting a new farm and maintain-
ing a small family farm,”  Rol-
lins said. “While there are many 
programs to assist our farmers, 
we feel strongly that it takes 
government entities, nonprofits 

and the private sector working 
together to improve the viability, 
prosperity and longevity of small 
family farms. I have had the 
honor of visiting many farms and 
speak with families over the last 
several months and have heard 
firsthand that farmers are strug-
gling. We are working every day 
to improve the farm economy.” 

Among the 20 farmers from 
11 states who attended the round-
table were Virginia farmers 
Thomas Henley of Goochland, 
Jimmy Maclin of Brunswick and 
Morgan Slaven of Augusta. The 
three helped represent Virginia’s 
small, family-run farms that are 
the backbone of the Common-
wealth’s rich agricultural sector.

“I was honored to be invited 
to voice some struggles faced by 

Just as they served the coun-
try, thousands of military veter-
ans are serving another way—
by supporting the nation’s food 
system.

Virginia is home to 7,679 
farmers with military service, 
according to the  2022 Census 
of Agriculture. These veterans 
operate 7,128 farms—about 
21% of the Commonwealth’s 
farms—across roughly 1.2 
million acres. Their combined 
efforts contribute nearly $542 
million in agricultural sales.

May’s National Military 
Appreciation Month is the time 
to think about how the skillsets 
veterans developed during mili-
tary service often translate well 
to agriculture. Both farmers and 
military service members tend 
to build strong work ethics. 
Veteran farmers use decision-
making skills, leadership and 
adaptability honed during their 
service.

But transitioning into farm-
ing comes with challenges. In 
addition to hurdles like farm-
land access, financial assistance 
and business support, many vet-
erans navigate service-related 
health issues.

AgriSafe, a nonprofit that 
works to  educate healthcare 
professionals and agricultural 
workers  about the health and 
safety needs of farmers, noted 
that military service members 
can have  medically complex 
issues. These include muscu-
loskeletal disorders, combat-
related injuries, chronic pain 
and sleep disorders.

Approximately  30% of vet-
erans have at least one service-
connected disability, which can 
be compounded with hazards 
and exposures found in agricul-
tural work.

Veterans “have seen a lot, 
done a lot and it’s definitely 
taken a toll,” said Lt. Col. 
Heath Woockman, a public 
health officer with the U.S. Air 
Force, during a recent  Agri-
Safe webinar on understanding 
the health care needs of veteran 
farmers.

Woockman added that veter-

ans are more likely to experi-
ence mental health conditions 
like anxiety, depression, sub-
stance abuse, post-traumatic 
stress and increased suicide 
risk.

“A lot of us are pretty proud,” 
he said. “We don’t want to 
admit we have a problem …
Unfortunately, it’s not until you 
realize you can’t handle it that 
you go and see somebody.”

Most veterans rely on the 
U.S. Department of Veterans 
Affairs for health care, but 
getting help in rural areas can 
be challenging, Woockman 
said. Continued expansion 
and improvements in tele-
health and telemedicine can 
help bridge access gaps, and 
many resources like the  U.S. 
Veterans Mental Health 
Library help connect veterans 
with services.

While navigating rural health 
access is challenging,  farm-
ing also can be therapeutic  for 
many veterans. Ralph Morton 
of  Cattle Run Farm  in Greene 
County returned to farming 
after a 21-year military career 
with multiple deployments. 
The former Army first sergeant 
found himself “going from 100 
mph to 35 all of a sudden.”

“You can’t do that all at 
once,” he said. “It takes time to 
figure out—to adjust emotion-
ally and mentally.”

Morton found peace and 

support through agricultural 
endeavors and veterans’ orga-
nizations. He raises cattle, hogs 
and goats and grows produce 
he sells at local farmers mar-
kets. As volunteer director for 
Minority and Veteran Farm-
ers of the Piedmont, he hosts 
events for veterans’ groups, like 
an upcoming Stomp-Salute to 
the Soil agricultural day.

Morton enjoyed his military 
career and the camaraderie, but 
he doesn’t miss “always being 
on the go.” Now he enjoys 
working with animals, cultivat-
ing crops and the “down-to-
earth” lifestyle his farm pro-
vides.

“It’s my serenity,” he said.
For health care resources, 

visit the VA’s Office of Rural 
Health at ruralhealth.va.gov and 
the  Rural Health Information 
Hub  at  bit.ly/437yfML. Agri-
Safe’s AgriStress Helpline also 
offers mental health support for 
agricultural workers.

To find educational and busi-
ness resources for veterans in 
agriculture, visit the  USDA’s 
web page for veterans  at  bit.
ly/3ZneqyI. Additionally, orga-
nizations like the  Farmer Vet-
eran Coalition  and Virginia 
Cooperative Extension’s Small 
Farm Outreach Program  help 
veterans in agriculture through 
education and training, peer 
networks, career planning and 
outreach.

The 10th annual Mid-Atlantic Wheat Tour visited several farms throughout Richmond, 
Lancaster and Northumberland counties on Thursday, May 29. Tour participants 
(above) analyzed grain samples at Welch Farms near Kilmarnock. Farmer Alan Welch 
said this year he made the switch from drilling to broadcasting when planting wheat in 
late October. Photo by AnnGardner Eubank

Wheat tour gives buyers 
opportunity to assess crop

Garfield’s Rescue will
return to Irvington
Farmers Market June 7

Virginia farmers share
insights, concerns during 
Farmers First roundtable

family farms and young farm-
ers in Virginia,” said Henley, 
a multi-generational dairy and 
grain farmer and chairman of the 
Virginia Farm Bureau Federa-
tion Young Farmers Committee. 
“Secretary Rollins had a thumb 
on the pulse of what we’re facing 
and came prepared with planned 
changes that address our con-
cerns in some capacity, which 
was very encouraging.”

Henley said key points raised 
during the roundtable included 
the rising cost of farmland and 
the growing pressure to pre-
serve prime farm acres, par-
ticularly from non-agricultural 
uses like solar and data facili-
ties. Many farmers, especially 
beginning and young farmers, 
continue to face barriers like 
access to affordable farmland 
and accessible capital.

“There was a common theme 
of how important farmland 
access and affordability are to 
farmers across all states,” Henley 
relayed. “It’s alarming that farm-
ers seem to be the least competi-
tive when it comes to buying the 
land they depend on to feed our 
nation.”

Farmers also shared their con-
cerns about succession planning, 
emphasizing the importance of 
securing family farm operations 
for future generations, as the 
average age of farmers increases. 
Additionally, participants dis-
cussed a push to standardize 
locally produced food for public 
institutions like schools and hos-
pitals to promote healthy living 
and support local communities 
and farmers.

And while the nation’s farms 
are diverse in size, region and 
production, “the biggest thing I 
learned from our conversations 
was that we all have common 
concerns,” Henley said.

Nearly 8,000 veterans farm in Virginia

Veteran farmers use decision-making skills, leadership 
and adaptability honed during their service. Photo courtesy 
of the Virginia Farm Bureau Federation


