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A farmer education
WSU, SVC to offer farming certificate program this fall
By WHITNEY PIPKIN
Staff Writer

Beginning farmers will now have the opportunity to earn a “micro-certificate” in sustainable agriculture from Skagit
Valley College through a new partnership with Washington State University.
A two-part series of courses currently offered at WSU’s Mount Vernon Northwestern Washington Research and
Extension Center — followed by a farm internship — will feed students into a third class at Skagit Valley College to
earn the certificate.
Sarita Schaffer, coordinator of WSU’s Latino Farming Program and director of an incubator program at Viva
Farms, said the partnership is something the two schools have been working toward for more than a year.
Schaffer said the college has seen agriculture “disappear from its course catalog” over the years and is now taking
steps to bring it back as a crucial part of the local economy. She’s been leading WSU’s bilingual education courses
for the past two years.
The program currently offers a class on sustainable small farming and ranching in the fall and one on agricultural
entrepreneurship and business planning in the spring. Students can then participate in a farm incubator and
internship program at Viva Farms in Burlington, which allows them to start with small plots of land at reduced lease
rates.
As part of the new program, the farm internship would be followed by the course at Skagit Valley College to earn
the new certificate. Students would have to pay the college’s credit-hour rate for the courses to get the certificate.
Claus Svendsen, who will be teaching a course called “Sustainability in Life and Business” at the college, said the
new offering is a nod both to the need for future farmers and to the demand for such classes.
As more people demand locally grown produce, “someone will have to produce that,” he said.
The college in Mount Vernon also has applied to the state Board of Community and Technical Colleges for
approval for other farming related certificates that would feed into a year-long program.
Svendsen, who’s also chair of the college’s Department of Environmental Conservation, said the college would
then take a look at demand and interest for a possible two-year program on agricultural topics.
He said his class on sustainable practices will be a fitting bookend to WSU’s current curriculum for beginning
farmers. It will help educate farmers on the environmental implications of their business, whether they’re dealing with
water quality issues or deciding how to reduce their carbon footprints while taking produce to market.
The first course in the series, offered mostly through once-a-week evening classes, begins Sept. 21 with the small
farming and ranching class. The classes are now open for enrollment.
To learn more about the program, email info@vivafarms.org or call 360-707-3223.
n Whitney Pipkin can be reached at 360-416-2112 or at wpipkin@skagitpublishing. com. Follow her on Twitter at
www.twitter. com/biz_svh.
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Scott Terrell / Skagit Valley Herald
Lizette Flores works as farmstand manager at the Viva Farms stand off Higgens Airport Way near Highway 20
after completing two beginning farmer courses at WSU with her mother. The mother and daughter now run their
own farm and sell produce through Viva Farms’ stand and CSA program.
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