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  What started 25 years ago as a small program by a couple of walnut farmers is now a statewide 

non-profit organization featuring several full-fledged programs across much of California.  

  This year, the Center for Land-Based Learning, a Winters-based farmer education group, 

celebrates a milestone anniversary, but it couldn’t have done it without its first employee and 

current executive director Mary Kimball, who’s been with the Center for 20 years. 

  “[The FARMS Leadership program] was started by our founder Craig McNamara [and his wife 

in ’93-‘94] and [they] worked with other local partners to kind of get it going,” said Kimball, 

who worked with the Yolo County Resource Conservation District when she began lending a 

hand to the project. “It was very grassroots, right? So, it was like here was a farmer working with 

Yolo County RCD, California Foundation for Ag in the Classroom and the UC Davis College of 

Ag and Environmental Sciences.” 

  Kimball explained that after about three years of this partnership, McNamara was approached 

by the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation with an education grant. The Yolo RCD took 

leadership of the grant, which allowed Kimball to move into a management role for several of 

the projects under the FARMS program. By 1998, through other grants and funding, Kimball 

was hired as the first employee of what would become the Center for Land-Based Learning.    

  Kimball said she thought the opportunity was perfect for her because it fit well with her 

background.  

  “I grew up here on a farm,” Kimball said. “I went to UC Davis [for] plant science and then I got 

my Masters degree in agricultural education at Ohio State University.”  

  Kimball said she never liked the idea of standing up in front of a group of people in the role of a 

teacher, so working in a job that allows her to oversee farmer education is the next best thing.   

  “[Teaching] was not my style, but I really liked the outdoor experiential hands-on learning 

opportunities that farms provided,” she said. 

  Kimball started with a $60,000 grant with the goal of expanding the programs throughout 

California.  

  Today, the center operates in 27 counties. It includes the FARMS Leadership program, which 

provides hands-on experiences and workforce development opportunities to youth at working 

farms, ag-businesses and universities.  

  Another program of the center, the Student and Landowner Education for Watershed 

Stewardship (SLEWS), engages high school students in environmental stewardship projects that 

enhance classroom learning, develop leadership skills and result in genuine habitat restoration. 

And the “Caring for our Watersheds” program is an environmental proposal writing contest for 

youth. 

  The center’s bread and butter, though, is the California Farm Academy (CFA), which is a 

beginning farmer training, farm incubator, and apprenticeship program for adults.  

  The CFA was certified this year – one of the only certified farm academies in the country — 

and that means the training is streamlined and standardized.  

  In addition, future farmers in the program are held accountable for putting in enough hours in 

each area of farm leadership as to be able to take on their own farm or various areas of farming 

upon completion of their training. 



 

  The CFA recently graduated its seventh class with 21 students joining the 111 previous 

graduates. At the time, Maureen Thompson, beginning farmer training program manager 
praised the future farmers for seven months and “hundreds of hours of hard work” in the 
classroom. 
  “They have been in the classroom, in the field and have toured dozens of local farms. All of 
this prepares them to enter into a career in farming,” Thompson said in a press release for 
the graduation, which took place Sept. 23, 2018, on the west steps of the State Capitol in 
Sacramento.  
  The graduates will go on to lead their own farms, work in farm-related jobs or even help 
out with the center’s Urban Farms program in West Sacramento, which establishes farms in 
urban communities such as the Fiery Ginger Farm that sits next to the freeway and behind 
a post office on the campus of an elementary school.  
  “CFA’s Beginning Farmer Training program has provided [the graduating class] with the 
knowledge and skills that will help them chart their next course of action, whether it be 
starting their own production farm, school garden or farm centered non-profit,” Sri 
Sethuratnam, director of the California Farm Academy, said in the press release.  
  “The foundational knowledge imparted by this program will stand them in good stead in 
the journey that lays ahead of them and for many years to come.” 
  Kimball said one of her biggest accomplishments in the last two decades was the growth 
of the organization from 30 high school students in the FARMS Leadership program to a 
non-profit that serves hundreds of adults and about 2,000 high schoolers throughout the 
state.  
  She’s also proud of the creation of the California Farm Academy eight years ago as well as 
its subsequent certification this year. 
  She said she’s also quite proud to have a 65 percent rate of CFA graduates who go on to 
work in the field.  
  “That’s a very high percentage,” Kimball said. “When you graduate from college, in 
whatever major, how many people are actually working in the major in which they studied? 
Probably a pretty low percentage. To have [such a high number] of our alumni from the 
training program farming, that’s pretty awesome.” 
  The next big project Kimball and the 20 or so staff members in the organization will be 
taking on is to move the organization’s headquarters from Winters to Woodland. The $3.1 
million move, which is scheduled for mid-2019, will be paid for with the organization’s 
“Growing our Future” fundraising campaign. Nearly $1 million of in-kind support from 
Center for Land-Based Learning partner Clark Pacific, Inc. has already been raised.  
  “We’ve outgrown our space and that, to me, is a big accomplishment,” Kimball said. “The 
fact that we’ve outgrown the space means we’ve done a good job and that we are ready to 
move on to the next 25 years and beyond.” 
  The new location will not only be more central to the partners and other offices of the 
Center in Sacramento and Yolo County as well as more visible to the community, it will 
provide new facilities that will better house the Center’s statewide headquarters, farming 
operations and training space. Additionally, it’ll mean more acreage for training farmers, 
educating students and the capacity to expand existing programs as well as create new 
ones. 



  “The ability to do that is an accomplishment in and of itself,” Kimball said. “There’s a lot of 
agricultural businesses that are headquartered in Woodland. So, from our standpoint of 
what we do and who we connect with and who’s our clients, there’s a lot more of them in 
Woodland than there are [in Winters]. There’s just more of a culture and infrastructure 
that will help the work that we do.” 


