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veterans  
to farmers

a new program is helping veterans  
gain the skills and knowledge  
to become organic farmers      
by Cindy ross

the 2012 agricultural census tells 
the tale of the aging farmer in 
America. Most recent data re-
veals that the average farmer is 
58.3 years old and 32 percent are 

over the age of 65. Now, consider that nearly 
45 percent of our military comes from a rural 
background and that many veterans return 
home after active duty seeking a vocation 
that will support them and their families. 

With the hope of turning veterans into 
farmers, the Rodale Institute in Berks 

The Organic Farming Program is 
a one-year certificate program
offered through a partner-
ship between Delaware 
Valley College and
Rodale Institute.
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County and Delaware Valley College in 
neighboring Bucks County have teamed 
up to provide a certificate program that 
prepares students to start a small-scale 
organic farm or work for an organic oper-
ation. The students spend one semester at 
the Rodale Institute and two at the college. 
The 36-credit, one-year organic farming 
certification program was created to appeal 
to people seeking to quickly transition 
from other professions into organic farm-
ing and  is open to all students, including 
nonveterans. It has been a popular program 
for veterans looking to transition into ca-
reers in organic agriculture.  

To make the program affordable for 
veterans, the college participates as a “Yel-
low Ribbon” school, meaning that eligible 
veterans can have up to 100 percent of 
their tuition paid plus receive additional 
money for books and living expenses. If 
the student decides to pursue a bachelor’s 
degree, the credits can be transferred.

Love Growing Food
Farming will be the second career of 
Vietnam veteran Mike Walker, who began 
studying in the program in 2014.

“For a long time, I was in school, work-
ing for the government, and on the street,” 
he says. “Now, I am in this program be-
cause it is pretty simple…I love grow-
ing food. One of my fondest memories 
from my youth is growing tomatoes with 
my mother.”

During his service, Walker suffered a 
traumatic brain injury, which has made 
reading and writing difficult and slow. 
“The information is in my head, but it 
can’t come out,” he says, so he appreciates 
that much of his “class” time is spent out-
doors putting to work what was learned 
in the classroom. 

Walker’s classmates include six other vet-
erans. “Our relationship with one another 
is strong,” says Walker. “We are known on 
campus as ‘the vets.’ We bonded quickly and 
have a mental link that we all felt from the 
very beginning. It is a very positive thing.”

As nontraditional students, veterans 

After Dennis Riling (left at top left) graduated from 

Delaware Valley College, he used what he had 

learned to start his own business, VEG-E Systems, 

which grows greens hydroponically with vertical 

systems in a large warehouse (bottom left).
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often have their own issues that can make 
the transition from soldier to student 
to farmer a bit rocky. But the people 
who operate the certificate program are 
there to help.

Staff member Thomas Kennedy assists 
veterans at the College’s Janet Manion 
Military and Veterans Center, where vet-
erans receive help in filling out forms, 
choosing classes and coping with the 
transition to civilian life. 

“Farming can be unpredictable,” Ken-
nedy says. “When dealing with nature, a 
lot of things are out of your control. In the 
military, these veterans were used to fol-
lowing orders and not being in charge, but 
they are resilient and flexible and know 
how to take the initiative to adapt. These 
traits go hand in hand in agriculture, so 
they do well in the program.”

From Veteran  
to Farming Mentor
rodale institute has a long history of 
promoting a holistic approach to growing 
food, and this method often resonates 
with the veterans. 

“As organic farmers, our goal is to work 
with nature, not against it,” says Mark 
Smallwood, executive director of the 
Rodale Institute. “We teach the students to 
grow with biology and not chemistry, which 
is the norm in conventional agriculture.”

Throughout the course of the year, the 
students learn such techniques as vege-

table growing, composting, animal hus-
bandry and integrated pest management, 
all with an organic farming approach. 

Dr. Jackie Ricotta, the program’s pri-
mary instructor, believes veterans make 
excellent students. “They possess a certain 
maturity and calm,” she says. “They’re 
able to listen and absorb what they are 
being taught.” 

The students also benefit from mentors, 
such as fellow veteran Dennis Riling, a 
graduate from the college’s Horticul-
ture Program, who went on to become 
a program coordinator and an adjunct 
professor. A Marine for four years, he was 
honorably discharged from the military in 
2005. During the 2008 recession, Riling 
had to shut down his previously successful 
steel company, and he struggled to feed 
his family. When he went to work at a 
local farm, he realized the availability of 
fresh produce had a dramatic impact on 
his family’s health.

He enrolled at Delaware Valley College 
and after graduating started his own busi-
ness, VEG-E Systems, LLC, an operation 
that grows greens hydroponically with 
vertical systems in a large warehouse in 
Doylestown. The system conserves water 
by using the same solution for at least six 
months. These innovative “food towers,” 
which can be created in disused parking 
lots or warehouses, could prove to be part 
of a solution to the challenge of providing 
abundant fresh food in urban areas. Such 

an idea appeals to Walker, who is consider-
ing the use of this technology in Camden, 
N.J., when he completes the program. 

Connecting veterans, who have lived 
in mostly man-made spaces, back to the 
earth where their food is grown gives 
these former military members hope of a 
new career path. Student Dave Reynolds 
spent six years in the navy, most of them 
on an aircraft carrier overseas. 

“The military wants you to have a goal 
when you disconnect, but I was unsure 
and unaware of the state of agriculture in 
the U.S. at the time,” he says. “My life was 
so far away from soil, but the guys and I 
talked about a fantasy we had—let’s go and 
be bean farmers—but we knew nothing. 

“When I looked into the organic farm-
ing program and heard such good things 
about it and Dennis Riling,” Reynolds 
continues, “I found it fit right in with my 
personality and goals.”

To learn more about the program, visit 
delval.edu/organic or call 215-489-2914.  

—cindy ross of new ringgold recently began a non-profit organ-
ziation called riverhouse that seeks to help veterans, who have 
experienced trauma, to heal through outdoor activities in nature. 

Mickey S. (left) and Mike Walker (center) 
learn about organic farming from an instruc-

tor. The students learn such techniques as 

vegetable growing, composting, animal hus-

bandry and integrated pest management, 

all with an organic farming approach.


