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State Specialist Impacts 
 
Joe Lucente, Associate Professor  
Acting Assistant Director, OSUE Community Development and Sea Grant Community Development Specialist 

 

Multi-Agency Partnership Assists Ohio Marinas in Job Retention and 
Expansion 
 
Relevance:  

The Ohio Marine Trades Association (OMTA), the Ohio Clean Marinas Program (OCMP) and Ohio Department 
of Natural Resources Office of Coastal Management (ODNR) are concerned about business operations, 
attitudes and opinions of marina owners and operators in Ohio. The agencies wanted to identify statewide 
marina concerns and perceptions to form an economic development strategy, helping to retain and expand 
current business operations. 

Response: 

 In 2025, Ohio Sea Grant and Ohio State University Extension led a Business Retention and Expansion program 
in partnership with OMTA, OCMP and ODNR to survey Ohio marina businesses across the state to assess plans 
and concerns regarding job retention, creation, and business expansion activities. 

Results: 

Ohio Sea Grant provided targeted business information, training and outreach that enhanced business 
operations and supported 1,051 jobs in the Ohio marina industry in 2025, according to surveys. Salary data 
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported by participating coastal business showed a $42,785 mean wage for 
all reporting business sectors. Based on the National Sea Grant Office Primer on Job and Business Support and 
Creation, this program supported $44,967,035 worth of jobs in 2025. OMTA and OCMP reported developing 
resilient strategies, proactively helping employers and framing targeted response strategies because of the 
Business Retention and Expansion program. 

Recap: 

Ohio Sea Grant’s Business Retention and Expansion program identified needs and concerns of coastal marina 
businesses with partners from three state agencies. Targeted business information, training tools, and 
outreach led to resilient, proactive strategies that supported 1,051 jobs valued at $44,967,035 in 2025. 
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Dr. Tom Blaine, Associate Professor  
OSUE Community Development State Specialist  
 

Expanding Public Understanding of Climate Variability Through Accessible 
Education 
 
Relevance:  

Communities across Ohio continue to face increasingly complex climate-related challenges that affect 
agriculture, natural resources, and long-term community resilience. Yet many residents lack clear, accessible, 
science-based information to help them understand how global climate trends influence local conditions. 
Farmers rely on trustworthy guidance to make informed decisions about crop selection, land management, 
and future planning. As public interest in practical, localized climate information grows, so does the need for 
educational outreach that translates global data into meaningful, real-world applications. 

Response:  

OSUE CD produced Earth is Our Home, a publicly accessible YouTube video series designed to explain global 
climate variability in a clear, engaging, and scientifically grounded way. This platform communicates timely 
information on weather patterns, climate science, and environmental trends in a format that reaches a 
diverse audience. Viewers ask frequent questions, demonstrating both engagement and trust in the content. 
One Fayette County farmer shared that, based on the educational materials and commentary, he made the 
decision to plant cotton in 2024 and 2025—a crop not commonly grown locally. After a successful harvest, he 
reached out for further guidance and connected directly with the county’s Agriculture and Natural Resources 
(ANR) Educator. This relationship has since grown into an ongoing collaboration. 

Results:  

These outcomes reflect the practical value of accessible climate education. The video series not only increases 
public understanding of global climate trends but also empowers individuals to make informed decisions. By 
building connections between residents and local Extension professionals, the program strengthens 
community capacity, supports agricultural experimentation, and demonstrates the tangible impact of science-
based research. 

  



6 
 Community Development 

comdev.osu.edu 

Nancy Bowen-Ellzey, Associate Professor  
OSUE Community Development Field Specialist 

 

Strengthening Economic Decision-Making Through the IMPLAN User 
Group 

Relevance:  

Communities, policymakers, and industry leaders across Ohio require credible, data-driven information to 
understand how proposed projects, policy shifts, or industry changes will affect local and regional 
economies. Without reliable economic impact analysis, decision makers may struggle to allocate resources 
effectively, justify investments, or demonstrate returns to constituents. As economic conditions become more 
complex—from workforce shortages to infrastructure demands—agencies and organizations increasingly rely 
on accurate modeling to guide choices that shape long-term community vitality. 

Response:  

As leader of the IMPLAN User Group, the CD Specialist coordinated a collaborative, multi-disciplinary forum 
where analysts and Extension professionals build capacity to conduct high-quality economic impact 
assessments. Through technical guidance, peer learning, and applied analysis, the group equips participants 
with tools to interpret economic data, evaluate policy scenarios, and communicate findings clearly to 
stakeholders. In 2025, the User Group supported economic modeling efforts for a wide range of public and 
private clients, helping leaders understand the ripple effects of investments across sectors including 
infrastructure, workforce development, agriculture, manufacturing, and community services. This work 
directly informed planning discussions, grant proposals, and development strategies statewide. 

Results:  

Our analyses helped policymakers justify investments by providing objective, transparent economic 
evidence. Modeling outputs supported stronger decision-making related to budgets, capital projects, and 
workforce initiatives, demonstrating tangible returns on investment for taxpayers and stakeholders. 
Collectively, these efforts enhanced the economic literacy of partner organizations and strengthened their 
ability to prioritize resources. By leading the IMPLAN User Group, the CD Specialist helped ensure that Ohio 
communities benefit from rigorous, accessible economic insights—building more informed leaders, stronger 
organizations, and more vibrant regional economies. 
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Dr. Greg Davis, Professor  
Community Development and George and Genevieve Gist Endowed Chair, OSUE 
 

Building Leadership Capacity Through Cohort-Based Extension 
Development 

Relevance:  

Extension organizations face unique leadership challenges, including geographically dispersed teams, 
diverse program areas, and rapidly evolving community needs. Research shows that Extension professionals 
often advance into leadership roles without structured training, creating gaps in confidence, communication 
skills, and organizational adaptability (Griffeth & Burnsed, 2024). Cohort-based leadership development 
programs have emerged as an effective strategy to address these challenges, offering a supportive structure 
that builds individual capacity while strengthening the overall resiliency of the Extension system (Griffeth, 
Randall, & Daniel, 2018). As the demand for collaborative, adaptive, and community-engaged leaders grows, 
intentional leadership development becomes essential. 

Response:  

To strengthen leadership capacity within our organization, a cohort-based approach was implemented that 
leveraged existing expertise, curriculum, and internal partnerships. The program engaged nearly 50 
Extension professionals in 24 hours of structured learning, complemented by several hours of individualized 
coaching. Participants explored self-awareness, leadership influence, communication strategies, and team 
dynamics through interactive exercises and reflective activities. One-on-one coaching supported personalized 
goal setting, allowing participants to apply concepts directly to their professional contexts. This model 
created a shared learning community where Extension professionals could deepen relationships, exchange 
insights, and practice leadership skills in a supportive environment. 

Results:  

Participants reported a significantly clearer understanding of personal leadership strengths and how their 
actions influence colleagues and organizational culture. Early outcomes show that several cohort members 
have taken on expanded leadership responsibilities, including program team leadership roles, administrative 
functions, and increased contributions within their local offices. The cohort model has strengthened 
confidence, fostered cross-organizational connections, and contributed to a more adaptive, prepared 
Extension workforce—positioning the organization for continued success in meeting community needs. 
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Dr. Chris Igodan, Professor  
OSUE Community Development State Specialist, International Programs 
 

Strengthening Organizational Capacity for Immigrant-Serving Nonprofits 

Relevance:  

Immigrant-led community organizations play an essential role in supporting newly arriving families, yet 
many face challenges related to program planning, organizational development, and accessing external 
funding. For groups such as the Sudanese American Community Development Organization (SACDO), 
capacity limitations can hinder their ability to deliver services, expand programs, and meet emerging 
community needs. Without structured support in grant readiness, strategic planning, and partnership 
development, these organizations risk being under-resourced despite strong community demand for their 
work. Strengthening leadership and building skills in fundraising and program planning is critical to 
advancing long-term stability and expanded impact. 

Response:  

In 2025, the CD state specialist worked extensively with SACDO to review organizational priorities, evaluate 
existing programming, and identify actionable strategies to achieve their goals. A central focus was 
enhancing the group’s readiness to pursue external funding. The CD specialist co-facilitated a grant-funding 
workshop in partnership with other Community Development educators. Through this training, 22 
participants—primarily from the international migrant community and three-quarters representing SACDO—
gained practical skills in grant seeking, proposal development, and aligning objectives with funder priorities. 
The CD specialist also provided individualized guidance and maintained ongoing communication with SACDO 
leadership. When a new City of Columbus Request for Proposals (RFP) for youth development was released, 
the CD specialist alerted SACDO and began working with leaders on next steps for proposal preparation. 

Results:  

These efforts strengthened SACDO’s organizational capacity and increased their readiness to pursue external 
funding. Participants reported improved understanding of the grant-seeking process, while SACDO 
leadership expressed increased confidence in developing competitive proposals. The organization is now 
better positioned to secure resources, expand programming, and more effectively serve immigrant families 
across Columbus. 
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Dr. Ken Martin, Professor 
OSUE Community Development State Specialist 
 

Advancing Community Resilience Through High-Impact Programming and 
Strategic Investment 

Relevance:  

Communities across Ohio continue to face pressing challenges related to public health, recovery, 
environmental justice, and sustainable development. Addressing these issues requires not only deep 
subject-matter expertise but also the ability to secure and manage significant external resources. The scale 
and complexity of these challenges demand coordinated, research-based programming capable of reaching 
diverse audiences and making measurable improvements in community well-being. As public agencies and 
local partners look for trusted leadership, Extension plays a critical role in guiding investments, informing 
decision-making, and advancing positive community outcomes. 

Response: 

In 2025, the CD State Specialist’s work demonstrated exceptional leadership in mobilizing and directing major 
external funding to address these interconnected needs. Programming was supported by more than $2.5 
million in competitive awards, including OneOhio Recovery Foundation grants (2025–2027; 2025–2026), 
USDA/NIFA Rural Health and Safety Education funding (2023–2026), and multi-state technical assistance 
projects advancing environmental and energy education through U.S. DOE and U.S. EPA investments 
beginning in 2023. These resources enabled the development of comprehensive, cross-disciplinary initiatives 
focused on community recovery, rural health, and access to clean energy and environmental benefits. The 
CD State Specialist’s leadership ensured that programming was responsive, evidence-based, and aligned with 
local and regional priorities. 

Results:  

The depth and scale of these efforts positioned communities to make informed decisions, build stronger 
partnerships, and access tools needed for long-term resilience. Local and regional stakeholders benefited 
from expanded technical assistance, improved recovery planning, and enhanced environmental education 
capacity. The significant external investments secured under the CD State Specialist’s leadership created 
lasting infrastructure for community development, strengthening systems, accelerating progress, and 
advancing a more equitable and vibrant future for Ohio communities. 
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Myra Moss, Professor  
OSUE Community Development State Specialist  
 

Jerry Thomas, Associate Professor  
OSUE Community Development Field Specialist 
 

Guiding Morrow County’s Future Through Inclusive, Sustainable 
Comprehensive Planning 

Relevance:  

Morrow County sits just north of the rapidly expanding Central Ohio region, where intense growth in housing 
and economic development is reshaping rural communities. While neighboring counties absorb increasing 
development pressure, Morrow County residents remain deeply committed to preserving their agricultural 
heritage, rural character, and quality of life. As external pressures intensified, county leaders recognized the 
need for an updated, community-driven roadmap to guide decisions on land use, farmland preservation, 
economic development, and housing. The 2012 Comprehensive Plan no longer reflected current realities or 
future challenges, prompting a request for Extension’s support. 

Response:  

In spring 2024, OSU Extension Community Development was invited by the Morrow County Commissioners 
to lead the update of the county’s Comprehensive Plan. Extension CD’s sustainable planning framework—
rooted in inclusion, broad-based community engagement, and balanced consideration of social, economic, 
and environmental priorities—was embraced as the preferred approach. The planning process began by 
establishing a shared community vision and using it to shape the plan’s goals and focus areas. Volunteers, 
civic organizations, agricultural leaders, and residents participated through meetings, workshops, and 
targeted engagement efforts, ensuring diverse voices informed the final document. 

Results:  

The updated Morrow County Comprehensive Plan was completed in late 2025 and formally adopted in 
February 2026. The plan provides a clear, actionable roadmap that protects the county’s agricultural base 
while identifying appropriate areas for economic development and future housing needs. By grounding 
decisions in community values and sound planning principles, Morrow County is now better positioned to 
manage growth, preserve its rural identity, and guide long-term development with confidence and clarity. 
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Dr. Brian Raison, Professor   
OSUE Community Development Field Specialist 
 

Strengthening Organizational Effectiveness Through Strategic Alignment 
and Planning 

Relevance:  

Organizations across sectors increasingly face complex challenges, shifting community needs, tightening 
budgets, workforce pressures, and rising expectations for accountability. For many, the absence of clear 
strategic direction or aligned plans of work can limit effectiveness, reduce employee engagement, and hinder 
mission fulfillment. Executive leaders consistently express the need for structured facilitation, neutral 
guidance, and practical tools to improve decision-making and chart a sustainable future. Strengthening 
strategic capacity is essential not only for organizational stability, but also for the thousands of residents, 
customers, students, and partners who rely on these institutions every day. 

Response: 

In 2025, the CD State Specialist worked intensively with 25 organizations to provide strategic alignment and 
program planning support tailored to their missions, operational realities, and long-term goals. Through 
facilitated planning sessions, decision-making frameworks, and implementation guidance, the CD State 
Specialist helped executive teams clarify priorities, define measurable outcomes, and align staff around 
shared direction. This work also included advising leaders on customer satisfaction, workflow improvements, 
and internal communication strategies to ensure plans are translated into daily practice. Across sectors—
public, nonprofit, and private—this support enabled leaders to make informed budgeting decisions, 
strengthen team cohesion, and connect organizational activities more directly to mission attainment. 

Results:  

Collectively, these efforts helped shape strategic priorities for hundreds of employees, thousands of 
customers and community members, and millions of dollars in organizational budgets. Leaders reported 
clearer decision pathways, improved staff alignment, and increased confidence in navigating future 
challenges. By strengthening strategic capacity across multiple organizations, this work directly contributed 
to more efficient operations, more responsive services, and stronger community impact, positioning each 
organization for sustained success in 2026 and beyond. 
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Eric Romich, Professor 
OSUE Community Development Field Specialist  
 

Advancing Agrivoltaics for Ohio’s Energy and Agricultural Future 

Relevance:  

Ohio is experiencing unprecedented growth in utility-scale solar development, with projects proposed in 78 of 
88 counties and as many as 370,000 acres of farmland potentially impacted. This rapid expansion has sparked 
urgent questions from local officials, landowners, and policymakers about land-use compatibility, soil health, 
forage productivity, and long-term agricultural viability. As development pressures intensify, communities 
need research-based guidance to understand how renewable energy deployment can coexist with working 
landscapes and rural economies. 

Response:  

To meet this need, OSU Extension launched a statewide agrivoltaics research and outreach initiative focused 
on integrating forage, crop, and livestock systems within utility-scale solar sites. Extension Community 
Development co-led a multidisciplinary team that established 60 acres of forage production trials—alfalfa, 
cool-season hay, and soybeans—inside operating solar arrays. Research efforts included soil compaction and 
nutrient monitoring, installation of six weather stations and 36 moisture sensors, comprehensive 
forage-quality testing, and aerial imaging for crop assessment. Findings were translated into peer-reviewed 
reports, fact sheets, eFields entries, and statewide Extension programs. Four field days at the Madison Fields 
Solar Facility brought together elected officials, the Ohio Power Siting Board, the Ohio Department of 
Agriculture, and additional stakeholders to engage directly with emerging agrivoltaics data. 

Results:  

This initiative provided Ohio communities with unbiased, data-driven insights into how solar development 
can align with agricultural productivity while protecting soil resources. Research outcomes informed state 
regulatory reviews, shaped local land-use decisions, and improved stakeholder understanding of agrivoltaic 
opportunities and limitations. With more than 1,100 participants engaged in 2025, OSU Extension Community 
Development advanced environmental stewardship practices that support both energy resilience and 
long-term agricultural sustainability. 
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Dr. Jackie Wilkins, Professor  
OSUE Community Development/Family Consumer Science State Specialist 
 

Expanding Youth Access to Agricultural Career Pathways Through 
Place-Based Workforce Development 

Relevance:  

Across Ohio and nationally, agricultural and food system employers report persistent workforce shortages 
and an urgent need for talent equipped with STEM, problem-solving, and industry-specific skills. Yet many 
young people—especially those without on-farm experience—have limited exposure to the diverse and 
high-demand careers available in modern agriculture. In Pickaway County, this gap restricts both student 
opportunity and the long-term strength of the local workforce pipeline. Purposeful, youth-centered 
programming that connects STEM learning with real agricultural career pathways is essential to preparing 
the next generation of Ohio’s food, agriculture, and environmental professionals. 

Response:  

To meet this need, I delivered a comprehensive portfolio of workforce-focused agriculture and STEM 
programs designed to engage expanded youth audiences. Through school partnerships, clubs, camps, and 
community events, the CD/FCS specialist provided hands-on, place-based learning experiences tied to local 
industry needs. Programming emphasized real-world problem solving, exposure to food-system careers, and 
awareness of postsecondary options and credential pathways. In 2025, these efforts encompassed 218 
educational and outreach programs, intentionally reaching youth with minimal or no prior agricultural 
experience. Employer participation remained strong, reinforcing connections between students and local 
workforce opportunities. 

Results:  

Nearly 5,000 youth and community members participated, with programs achieving a 98% attendance rate, 
signaling strong interest and relevance. Participants reported increased awareness of agricultural and STEM 
careers, greater confidence in pursuing postsecondary pathways, and heightened interest in local 
employment opportunities. These outcomes demonstrate meaningful growth in early workforce readiness 
and strengthened 4-H youth development programming. Collectively, this work is inspiring future 
generations to explore careers in food and agriculture to build a more resilient regional workforce for years to 
come. 
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County-Wide Impacts 

Jessica Burns – Vinton County  
OSUE Community Development/Agriculture Natural Resources Educator 
 

Expanding Healthy Food Access Through Strategic Community 
Partnerships 

Relevance:  

Food insecurity continues to challenge families in Vinton County, where limited access to affordable fresh 
fruits and vegetables affects long-term health outcomes and overall community vitality. While local retailers 
play an important role in supporting food access, previous attempts by statewide organizations to partner 
with Campbell’s Market—a central food source for the county—had been unsuccessful. Without strong, 
trusted partnerships and targeted nutrition support, low-income families face significant barriers to 
purchasing fresh produce and adopting healthier eating habits. 

Response:  

Recognizing the critical need, OSU Extension CD/ANR successfully forged a partnership with Campbell’s 
Market and Produce Perks Midwest to implement the Family Fruit and Vegetable Coupon Program. This 
achievement marked a breakthrough after multiple organizations had tried unsuccessfully to engage 
Campbell’s in similar initiatives. The program provides low-income families with $140 in fruit and vegetable 
coupons, redeemable directly at Campbell’s Market. Extension staff coordinated all coupon distribution and 
collaborated with SNAP-Ed educators to deliver complementary nutrition education, including smart 
shopping strategies, food storage tips, healthy recipes, and recipe tastings that encouraged families to make 
the most of their produce benefits. 

Results:  

The program has produced significant community impact. Since 2023, our team has distributed $30,000 in 
fruit and vegetable coupons to 215 families, strengthening household nutrition while infusing revenue into a 
locally owned business. In 2025 alone, we delivered $14,000 in support, assisting 100 low-income families. 
Participants consistently reported that the program made a meaningful difference in providing nutritious 
food for their households. This initiative not only enhances healthy food access but also reinforces the 
economic vitality of Campbell’s Market and the broader Vinton County community. 
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Vinny Cervilieri – Cuyahoga  County  
OSUE Community Development/Agriculture Natural Resources Educator 
 

Strengthening Agribusiness Workforce Readiness Through Targeted 
Producer Support 

Relevance:  

Beginning and transitioning growers in Northeast Ohio represent an increasingly diverse segment of the 
agricultural workforce, yet many enter the sector with limited understanding of federal programs, 
risk-management tools, and the steps required to formalize their operations as businesses. This gap can delay 
farm start-up, restrict access to capital, and reduce long-term viability—particularly for small-scale, urban, 
and historically underserved producers. As demand for local food and regional agribusiness growth 
continues, communities need accessible education and support systems that help new growers build the 
skills, confidence, and connections required for sustained participation in the agricultural workforce. 

Response:  

OSU CD/ANR provided direct technical assistance and outreach to new and prospective growers, focusing on 
increasing awareness and understanding of Farm Service Agency (FSA) programs that support farm viability. 
Through one-on-one meetings, tailored conversations, and coordinated referrals, OSU CD/ANR guided 
producers through farm records enrollment, loan options, disaster assistance programs, and the broader 
landscape of federal resources. The educator also offered foundational business development support, 
helping growers clarify production goals, examine market opportunities, evaluate business models, and 
understand basic financial planning. This dual approach—linking federal program navigation with business 
readiness—reduced barriers for growers unfamiliar with traditional agricultural support systems. 

Results:  

As a result of this targeted engagement, growers demonstrated increased confidence in working with FSA and 
other agricultural institutions. Several new producers-initiated contact with their local FSA offices, began the 
farm records process, or explored loan and assistance programs relevant to their operations. Participants also 
reported improved clarity in defining their production systems as businesses, positioning them to take 
concrete steps toward formalization, risk management, and long-term involvement in Ohio’s agricultural 
workforce. These outcomes strengthen regional food systems and contribute to a more prepared and resilient 
generation of agribusiness professionals. 
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Trevor Corboy – Brown County  

OSUE Community Development/Agriculture Natural Resources Educator 
 

Strengthening Community Capacity Through Business Retention, Planning, 
and Leadership Development 

Relevance:  

Rural river communities in Brown County—including Ripley, Aberdeen, and Higginsport—are navigating 
complex challenges related to economic development, workforce transitions, and long-term community 
vitality. Local leaders often lack current data to guide decision-making and need support identifying 
redevelopment opportunities, funding strategies, and mechanisms to strengthen business stability. At the 
same time, the county’s emerging leaders require training and structured learning to sustain community 
growth. These needs underscore the importance of Extension-led planning, facilitation, and leadership 
development. 

Response:  

Following publication of Ripley’s Business Retention and Expansion (BRE) survey results, OSU CD/ANR 
served as a community connector, supporting downtown redevelopment conversations, funding exploration, 
and key projects such as the Ohio River dock restoration. This work expanded to neighboring river towns 
during Brown County’s 2024 comprehensive planning process, OSU CD/ANR guided township officials, 
agricultural stakeholders, and community groups in representing local priorities. A countywide BRE-style 
project with the Brown County Educational Service Center was also completed to assess workforce and 
business connectivity needs. This engagement led to the OSU CD/ANR educator being the lead organizer for a 
county youth STEAM event scheduled for May 2025. Further, the CD/ANR educator launched the first cohort 
of Brown L.E.A.D.S. - a place-based leadership program developed in partnership with the Brown County 
Chamber of Commerce and supported by a $7,500 Duke Energy Foundation grant. 

Results:  

Participants reported significant gains, with 100% indicating greater-than-expected knowledge growth, noting 
improved workplace collaboration. Brown County Communities now benefit from stronger planning support, 
clearer economic development pathways, and a growing cadre of trained local leaders prepared to foster 
long-term prosperity. 
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Jennifer Eggleston – Fayette County  
OSUE Community Development/Family Consumer Science Educator (High Obesity Program Grant) 
 

Strengthening Nutrition Access and Health Through Community-Driven 
Education 

Relevance:  

Fayette County continues to face persistent challenges related to food insecurity, limited access to fresh 
produce, and elevated rates of diet-related chronic disease. Rural barriers, including transportation 
constraints, affordability issues, and uneven access to nutritional education—make it difficult for families to 
maintain healthy eating habits. These conditions highlight the critical need for strategies that both improve 
food access and equip residents with the skills and confidence to prepare nutritious meals. Strengthening 
local food systems and providing evidence-based education remain essential components in improving 
long-term community health outcomes. 

Response:  

OSU CD and FCS Extension implemented a coordinated set of programs designed to expand nutrition 
knowledge and support healthier food environments across the county. The First Presbyterian Church Food 
Pantry Cooking Club offered hands-on instruction to help participants maximize pantry staples and use 
seasonal produce effectively. Through the High Obesity Program (HOP) grant, Extension strengthened 
collaborative partnerships and advanced initiatives that promote healthier food access for limited-resource 
families. Outreach at the Fayette County Farmers Market provided recipe demonstrations, food safety 
information, budgeting tools, and meal-planning resources—reinforcing skills that help residents make 
informed, affordable choices. These efforts built upon prior SNAP-Ed experience, ensuring consistent, 
research-based education tailored to community needs. 

Results:  

Participants reported increased confidence in preparing healthy meals, greater willingness to try new fruits 
and vegetables, and reduced food waste due to improved planning and cooking skills. Farmers Market 
outreach raised awareness of local produce options and supported more purposeful, sustainable purchasing 
habits. Community partners observed stronger engagement and more intentional food choices among 
residents. Together, these initiatives strengthened Fayette County’s local food system and contributed to 
measurable improvements in community health and wellness.  
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comdev.osu.edu 

Ty Hamilton – Highland County  

OSUE Community Development/Agriculture Natural Resource Educator 
 

Strengthening Community Understanding and Economic Vitality Through 
Agriculture Outreach 

Relevance:  

Agriculture remains one of Highland County’s most influential economic drivers, shaping local employment, 
business development, and community identity. Yet many residents and business leaders are increasingly 
removed from day-to-day agricultural activity, resulting in limited understanding of agriculture’s broad 
economic impact. Without intentional efforts to build these connections, opportunities for collaboration, 
workforce development, and local investment may be missed. A signature event that bridges this gap—linking 
agriculture with education, business, and civic sectors—is essential to strengthening community awareness 
and economic vitality. 

Response:  

As a board member of the Highland County Chamber of Commerce, the educator addressed this need by 
supporting the planning and implementation of the annual “Ag is Everyone’s Business” event. Working 
collaboratively with fellow board members, the educator contributed to logistics coordination, sponsorship 
outreach, program development, marketing efforts, and stakeholder engagement. The goal was to design an 
accessible, high-quality program that highlighted timely agricultural issues while illustrating the 
interconnectedness between farming and the broader business community. Through thoughtful topic 
selection and inclusive outreach, the event successfully brought together producers, business owners, 
educators, and civic leaders for shared learning and dialogue. 

Results:  

The event drew approximately 550 participants, one of the strongest turnouts to date, representing a diverse 
cross-section of the community. Feedback indicated that attendees gained a deeper understanding of 
agriculture’s economic contributions, its role in supporting local jobs, and its importance in broader 
community development. Strengthened partnerships emerged between agriculture and business sectors, 
fostering new conversations and collaboration opportunities. The event continues to serve as a model for how 
intentional outreach can elevate agriculture’s role in community prosperity. 
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Evelyn Morrison – Coshocton County  
OSUE Community Development Educator 
 

Strengthening Nonprofit Capacity Through Community-Driven Planning 

Relevance:  

Nonprofit organizations are essential to building engaged, healthy, and vibrant communities. Yet many local 
nonprofits continue to face persistent challenges related to governance, leadership development, and 
long-term organizational sustainability. Community conversations revealed a clear gap: nonprofit leaders 
often lack access to coordinated, practical education and deeply valued opportunities to learn alongside peers 
and community partners. Without targeted support, nonprofits struggle to strengthen internal capacity, adapt 
to changing community needs, and maintain effective, mission-driven operations. 

Response:  

To address these challenges, Extension Community Development in Coshocton County initiated the planning 
phase of a nonprofit education series designed to build organizational capacity and enhance civic leadership. 
Throughout 2025, OSU Extension CD engaged nonprofit leaders, board members, and community partners 
through listening sessions, informal meetings, and outreach efforts to better understand local needs and 
identify existing resource gaps. These conversations informed the development of program priorities and 
delivery methods, ensuring the series is accessible, relevant, and responsive to the day-to-day realities 
nonprofit leaders face. Topics emerging from this engagement include board governance, financial basics, 
leadership development, and leveraging AI tools for operational efficiency. 

Results:  

The planning and engagement process strengthened relationships with nonprofit and community leaders and 
generated strong interest in the forthcoming education series. Nonprofit leaders reported increased 
awareness of OSU Extension as a trusted partner and expressed enthusiasm for collaborative program 
development. Although the education series is still in progress, this foundational work established clear 
priorities, deepened community partnerships, and positioned OSU Extension to meaningfully support 
stronger, more resilient nonprofit organizations—advancing engaged Ohioans and more vibrant communities 
moving forward.  
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Jeanne Ann Myers – Vinton County  
OSUE Community Development/4H Program Assistant 
 

Strengthening Local Food Access and Youth Engagement Through School 
Garden Development 

Relevance:  

In 2025, Vinton County residents worked diligently to establish a local farmers market to strengthen food 
access and support community health. Despite this commitment, the market struggled to offer locally grown 
produce, with most items purchased wholesale from outside the county. At the same time, educators at 
Vinton County Middle School identified a need for more meaningful outdoor learning experiences, especially 
for students who are often disengaged and not involved in extracurricular activities. These students benefit 
significantly from hands-on projects that build confidence, responsibility, and connection to their 
community. A school garden presented a unique opportunity to address both challenges by increasing access 
to fresh, locally grown foods while also supporting youth development. 

Response:  

Recognizing these needs, we collaborated with Vinton County Middle School to begin planning a sustainable 
school garden initiative. Through discussions with school staff, we explored the social, educational, and 
emotional benefits that outdoor learning provides, particularly for students who may otherwise feel 
overlooked. The project focuses on building long-lasting garden infrastructure that requires only periodic 
maintenance, ensuring the garden can serve students and the broader community for years to come. By 
linking the school garden to the farmers market, fresh produce grown by students can be shared directly with 
residents, creating a powerful connection between youth, food, and community health. 

Results:  

This initiative has sparked renewed enthusiasm among educators and students alike. The garden project will 
supply locally grown produce to the farmers market, address gaps in fresh food availability, and give students 
meaningful opportunities to contribute to their community. Once implemented, the project will strengthen 
the local food system, support healthier eating, and offer long-term educational benefits for Vinton County 
youth. 
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Amanda Osborne – Cuyahoga County   
Community Development Educator 
 

Improving Food Access and Strengthening Local Economies Through 
Farmers Market Nutrition Incentives 

Relevance:  

Food insecurity remains a persistent challenge in Cuyahoga County, where many families struggle to afford 
fresh fruits and vegetables essential for preventing diet-related chronic disease. At the same time, small- and 
mid-sized Ohio farms depend on reliable local markets to remain viable. Nutrition incentive programs 
operating through farmers markets help bridge these gaps by increasing healthy food access while supporting 
the agricultural economy. Such programs are a critical tool in strengthening both community health and the 
regional food system. 

Response:  

In 2025, the Cuyahoga County Community Development Program partnered with farmers markets to 
implement nutrition incentive initiatives that allowed income-eligible families to stretch their food dollars 
when purchasing fresh produce. These programs provided matching funds that encouraged families to 
choose locally grown fruits and vegetables, while also directing revenue to Ohio growers. Through market 
partnerships, community outreach, and consistent program coordination, Extension helped ensure that 
residents could easily use incentives at multiple market locations across the county. 

Results:  

These efforts produced measurable benefits for both families and farmers. In 2025, the program served more 
than 5,000 food-insecure households, enabling access to over $110,000 in fresh fruits and vegetables, the 
equivalent of 126,000 servings of nutritious food. This purchasing activity generated $254,000 in economic 
impact, providing meaningful income to small- and mid-sized family farms across Ohio. The dual impact of 
improving healthy food access and strengthening local agricultural markets demonstrates the powerful role 
nutrition incentive programs play in creating healthier, more resilient communities. 
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Dawn Schultheis – Noble County  
OSUE Community Development Program Coordinator 
 

Advancing Inclusive Community Spaces Through Accessible Recreation 
Improvements 

Relevance:  

Accessible and inclusive public spaces are essential to ensuring all residents—regardless of ability—can 
participate fully in community life. In Noble County, community members identified significant gaps in 
ADA-compliant recreation areas, adaptive seating, and sensory-friendly play spaces. These gaps limited 
opportunities for children with sensory needs, individuals with mobility challenges, and families seeking 
safe, accessible public environments. Without intentional investment, these individuals’ risk being excluded 
from foundational social, developmental, and recreational experiences that strengthen community 
well-being. 

Response:  

To address these needs, I collaborated with local leaders, park representatives, and county partners to 
identify priorities and secure support for inclusive, ADA-compliant recreation improvements. This work 
resulted in three major initiatives: 

• Development of a new inclusive-sensory playground at Belle Valley Park designed to support children 
with diverse sensory and developmental needs. 

• Installation of ADA-compliant metal tables at the Noble County pool, improving accessibility for 
individuals using mobility devices. 

• Planning and approval of a comprehensive playground and ADA platform installation at the Noble 
County Fairgrounds, a high-use community gathering space. 

Throughout this process, the CD Program Assistant supported planning, community engagement, and 
coordination to ensure each project aligned with accessibility standards and long-term community goals. 
Construction is scheduled to begin in May 2026. 

Results:  

These improvements significantly expand recreational access for residents of all abilities and demonstrate 
Noble County’s commitment to inclusive community development. By prioritizing accessible infrastructure, 
the county is fostering healthier, more welcoming public spaces and creating long-term benefits for families, 
children, and visitors across the region. 

  



23 
 Community Development 

comdev.osu.edu 

Alyssa Stephens – Monroe County  

OSUE Community Development Program Coordinator 
 

Advancing Community Connectivity and Accessibility Through the 
Beallsville Sidewalk Revitalization Project 

Relevance:  

Safe, accessible infrastructure is essential for healthy, vibrant, and connected communities. In the Village of 
Beallsville, the absence of continuous sidewalks limited mobility for residents, particularly older adults, 
families with young children, and individuals with disabilities. Without safe routes for walking, biking, or 
accessing essential services, community members faced barriers in reaching local businesses, the post office, 
financial institutions, and one another. As Beallsville pursued a Neighborhood Revitalization Grant, 
addressing these gaps became a critical priority to support safety, inclusivity, and long-term community 
development. 

Response:  

To meet these needs, the Village of Beallsville advanced a comprehensive sidewalk improvement initiative as 
part of the Neighborhood Revitalization Grant process. The project emphasized the development of safe, 
ADA-compliant pedestrian pathways and public seating, ensuring that all residents—regardless of mobility—
can navigate shared spaces with confidence. Through collaborative planning with county leaders and 
community stakeholders, the project incorporated new sidewalk installations, inclusive-sensory play areas, 
and ADA-compliant seating enhancements. These improvements are designed to strengthen interconnectivity 
within the village, support recreation, and encourage active transportation. Construction is scheduled to 
begin in May 2026, marking an important milestone for community investment. 

Results:  

The sidewalk revitalization project will significantly enhance safety, mobility, and community engagement in 
Beallsville. Residents will benefit from improved access to businesses and public services, safer walking and 
biking routes, and more inclusive spaces for families. By prioritizing accessibility and neighborhood 
connectivity, the project supports long-term community vitality and demonstrates Beallsville’s commitment 
to creating a healthier, more welcoming place for all residents. 
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Gwynn Stewart – Noble County  
OSUE Community Development Educator 
 

Advancing Downtown Revitalization and Community Visioning in Caldwell 

Relevance:  

Vibrant downtowns are essential to the economic, social, and cultural health of Appalachian communities. In 
the Village of Caldwell, aging infrastructure, limited pedestrian connectivity, and the need for modern public 
gathering spaces had become barriers to attracting visitors, supporting local businesses, and enhancing 
residents’ quality of life. As communities across the region pursue Appalachian Community Grant 
opportunities, high-quality planning and clear visioning are critical to securing investment and ensuring that 
revitalization efforts reflect local priorities. 

Response:  

In 2025, the Community Development educator played a central role in supporting the Village of Caldwell’s 
downtown revitalization planning process. Through structured facilitation, visioning sessions, and 
collaborative design discussions, the planning team developed a comprehensive strategy focused on 
improvements of walkability, new community gathering spaces, enhanced event infrastructure, and 
wayfinding signage to strengthen tourism. This plan served as the foundation for Caldwell’s Appalachian 
Community Grant application—an effort that required strong coordination among village leadership, 
partners, civic organizations, and engaged residents. Extension Community Development also partnered with 
Caldwell in the SMALL NATION exchange with Bellefontaine, Ohio, providing exposure to successful models 
for placemaking, entrepreneurship, and small-town revitalization. 

Results:  

The finalized plan directly supported Caldwell in securing more than $4 million in Appalachian Community 
Grant funding for construction beginning in 2025. These investments will transform the downtown core by 
improving accessibility, creating dynamic public spaces for events and concerts, and supporting 
tourism-driven economic growth. The project demonstrates the power of strategic planning and 
community-university partnerships in shaping stronger, more vibrant Appalachian communities. 
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Meghan Thoreau – Pickaway County   
OSUE Community Development Educator 
 

Building Future Workforce Readiness Through STEM and Career 
Exploration 

Relevance:  

Many youths in Pickaway County have limited exposure to local career options or the STEM-aligned skills 
increasingly required across industries such as healthcare, advanced manufacturing, and technology. 
Without early opportunities to explore career pathways or build confidence in postsecondary steps, students 
can face barriers to employment readiness and long-term economic mobility. Strengthening youth awareness 
of regional workforce needs—while connecting them to hands-on, engaging learning experiences—is 
essential to developing a strong local talent pipeline and supporting community vitality. 

Response:  

To address this gap, the CD educator delivered workforce-focused STEM and healthcare career programming 
across schools, clubs, camps, and community partnerships. The programming emphasized hands-on 
learning, real-world problem-solving, and exposure to industry-aligned credentials. Throughout 2025, the CD 
educator facilitated 170 educational and outreach events, each designed to connect youth with meaningful 
learning experiences tied to regional workforce opportunities. Employer partners played an active role in 
providing demonstrations, career insights, and mentorship, strengthening bridges between education and 
industry. Programs maintained a 98% attendance rate, demonstrating strong engagement and value to 
participants. 

Results:  

In total, 3,161 youth and community members participated in STEM, workforce, and career-readiness 
activities. Participants consistently reported increased awareness of STEM and healthcare careers, improved 
confidence in pursuing postsecondary options, and greater interest in employment opportunities within 
Pickaway County. Educators and partners noted stronger student engagement and clearer understanding of 
local career pathways. By expanding access to high-quality, career-focused STEM learning, this work has 
strengthened early workforce pipelines and laid a durable foundation for long-term career readiness and 
community prosperity. 
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Julie Wayman – Ashtabula County  
OSUE Community Development Educator  
 

Advancing Sustainable Food Systems Through Countywide Collaboration 

Relevance:  

Ashtabula County’s agricultural landscape is central to its economic vitality and community identity. Yet local 
leaders and residents are increasingly concerned about the long-term sustainability of food systems, land use, 
water resources, and environmental resilience. Emerging questions around the economic sustainability of the 
grape and wine industry, soil health on local farms, and the broader future of farming highlight the need for 
research-informed, community-driven dialogue. To support these needs, efforts under the Sustainable Food 
Systems priority area sought to strengthen local food networks, elevate producer concerns, and build shared 
understanding of the county’s environmental challenges and opportunities. 

Response:  

To address these issues, Extension Community Development led and supported several key initiatives: 
publishing the Local Food Guide and map; organizing a wine and grape industry economic sustainability 
survey; and contributing to a soil-health study for a local food producer. Central to this work was planning 
and cohosting the first-ever Ashtabula County Sustainability Summit. Extension Community Development 
organized a featured panel on local food systems and the future of farming and helped shape sessions on 
energy, land use, water, and food. The summit intentionally convened community leaders, producers, 
students, and experts for a day of shared learning and strategy building. 

Results:  

The summit drew more than 200 participants, an exceptional turnout for a first-year event—and generated 
significant dialogue, cross-sector connections, and actionable ideas. Participant feedback is now guiding 
efforts to establish a standing countywide Sustainability Commission, and a second summit is planned for 
2027. This inaugural convening laid the foundation for ongoing collaboration, stronger food systems 
planning, and a more sustainability-focused future for Ashtabula County. 
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Kate Wells – Fayette County  
OSUE Community Development Educator  
 

Fayette County Strategic Growth and Community Alignment 

Relevance:  

Fayette County is undergoing rapid growth driven by major investments in data centers, battery 
manufacturing, and emerging alternative energy projects. This surge in development has created new 
pressures on housing, workforce capacity, childcare availability, and communication systems. With only 
limited local economic development staffing, no dedicated professional had previously been positioned to 
coordinate countywide strategy, cross-jurisdictional planning, or resident engagement. As timelines 
accelerated and expectations for transparency increased, the need for structured, neutral facilitation and 
long-range planning became essential to maintain community cohesion and ensure that growth benefits all 
residents. 

Response:  

Extension Community Development in Fayette County led intentional planning, workforce alignment, and 
collaborative problem-solving and facilitated a comprehensive countywide strategic planning process that 
generated 13 priority action items; with five already implemented, including capacity evaluation, wayfinding 
development, land-use coordination, strengthened collaboration, and workforce alignment. Additional 
efforts included leading a childcare needs assessment, supporting mega site-related infrastructure 
discussions, engaging early with AWS, L-H Battery, and alternative energy projects, convening a new 
post-secondary collaborative, and helping to add 125 technical customer service jobs. The county CD educator 
also supported the hiring of a shared Workforce Development Coordinator, led ODOT truck-parking and 
industrial-traffic discussions, and conducted 19 Business Retention & Expansion visits to reinforce employer 
relationships. 

Results:  

These efforts strengthened transparency, built trust, and improved cross-sector communication. Fayette 
County now benefits from more coordinated planning, deeper workforce alignment, and clearer channels for 
collaboration positioning the community for sustained vibrancy, competitiveness, and shared long-term 
success. 
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Sea Grant Impacts 

Jill Bartolotta – Lake County 
OSUE Sea Grant Education Specialist  
 

Advancing Great Lakes Literacy and Inspiring Ohio’s Future Water 
Workforce 

Relevance:  

Ohio’s Lake Erie shoreline plays a critical role in the state’s environmental health, economic vitality, and 
cultural identity. Yet many youth, educators, and coastal stakeholders have limited opportunities to deepen 
their understanding of Great Lakes systems and the environmental challenges affecting coastal communities. 
Building environmental literacy is essential for informed decision-making, sustainable land and water 
management, and cultivating the next generation of leaders in Ohio’s growing water economy. Communities 
expressed the need for hands-on, relevant programming that connects students, educators, residents, and 
businesses directly to coastal issues and career pathways. 

Response:  

OSU Extension CD and Ohio Sea Grant addressed this need by delivering education and outreach focused on 
Great Lakes literacy, environmental stewardship, and the economic and cultural significance of Ohio’s coastal 
region. Programming integrated topics such as restoration, habitat health, energy, recycling, and marine 
debris, while embedding water-economy career exploration throughout the experience. In 2025, these 
initiatives reached 5,014 youth and engaged 140 educators statewide. Programs were intentionally designed to 
build knowledge, spark curiosity, and connect participants to the science, history, and economic 
opportunities of Lake Erie. A willingness-to-pay analysis from the NOAA Office of National Marine 
Sanctuaries—adjusted for Ohio’s cost-of-living metrics—was applied to quantify program value. 

Results:  

Using NOAA’s valuation of $31.08 per student, Ohio Sea Grant’s youth programming generated $155,835 in 
educational value in 2025. Beyond measurable economic impact, students reported increased awareness of 
Lake Erie, enhanced environmental understanding, and a greater interest in water-based careers and 
educational pathways through The Ohio State University. These outcomes demonstrate meaningful progress 
toward building an environmentally literate society and strengthening Ohio’s future coastal workforce. 
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Abigail Comar – Lake County 
OSUE Sea Grant Community Outreach Specialist 
 

Expanding Workforce Pathways Through Hands-On Environmental 
Technology Education 

Relevance:  

Underserved and underrepresented youth in the Cleveland Metropolitan School District (CMSD) face 
persistent barriers to graduation, career exploration, and access to relevant, engaging learning experiences. 
With district graduation rates consistently below national averages, programs that connect students to 
meaningful, applied learning are vital for long-term success. At the same time, Lake Erie communities 
continue to grapple with marine debris and environmental degradation, creating a need for innovative 
solutions and a workforce skilled in environmental technology and stewardship. The BOTtttle project directly 
addresses both challenges by linking youth to real-world environmental issues and emerging career 
pathways. 

Response:  

The Beach and On-Water Trash Trapping Tech Team for Lake Erie (BOTtttle) project provides CMSD high 
school students—particularly those enrolled in the Cuyahoga Community College Youth Technology 
Academy—with hands-on experience using advanced trash-trapping technologies, including the BeBot and 
Pixie Drone. These robots assist with shoreline and on-water debris cleanup, offering students paid work 
experience while also building technical competencies in robotics, electronics, and mechanical 
troubleshooting. Beyond technology skills, the program integrates environmental education and outdoor 
experiential learning that students rarely encounter in traditional classroom settings. In 2025, participants 
engaged in four unique environmental learning experiences through partner organizations and supported 
two large-scale beach cleanups, mentoring 290 middle-school volunteers. 

Results:  

The BOTtttle project strengthens environmental literacy while expanding access to workforce development 
opportunities in robotics, environmental science, and conservation. Students reported increased confidence, 
improved technical problem-solving skills, and a deeper connection to Lake Erie. Combining paid 
experience, mentorship, and hands-on environmental engagement, the project prepares youth to explore 
future careers and contributes to a cleaner, healthier Lake Erie community. 
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Maria D’Amcio – Cuyahoga County 

OSUE Sea Grant Clean Marinas Lake Erie Basin Specialist 
 

Advancing Clean Water and Economic Vitality Through the Ohio Clean 
Marinas Program 

Relevance:  

Marinas play a vital role in Ohio’s recreation economy, yet their proximity to the shoreline makes them a 
critical point of intervention for reducing nonpoint source pollution. Fueling, boat maintenance, stormwater 
runoff, and waste disposal can all introduce contaminants into Ohio’s lakes and rivers if not properly 
managed. Because marinas serve as the final barrier before pollutants reach Lake Erie, voluntary adoption of 
environmentally responsible practices is essential to protecting water quality, enhancing coastal resilience, 
and supporting tourism-dependent economies. 

Response:  

To address these needs, Ohio Sea Grant partnered in 2005 with the Lake Erie Marine Trades Association and 
the Ohio Department of Natural Resources to establish the Ohio Clean Marinas Program, promoting 
Environmental Protection Agency–approved best management practices. In 2018, the program introduced 
Gold and Platinum certification tiers to encourage ongoing improvement and reward marinas that adopt 
advanced pollution-prevention strategies. In 2025, the program delivered six educational workshops engaging 
65 marina operators, organizations, and partners, and conducted 113 site visits to evaluate and guide 
implementation of environmentally sound practices. These efforts supported marinas in improving 
operations, reducing pollution risks, and meeting or exceeding certification standards. 

Results:  

In 2025, the program certified 3 new Clean Marinas, 5 Gold Tier, and 2 Platinum Tier facilities—collectively 
implementing 378 best management practices across the Lake Erie watershed. Research shows that 30% of 
Clean Marina operators nationwide report increased dock sales due to their enhanced environmental 
reputation, demonstrating both ecological and economic benefits. Ohio Sea Grant now supports 88 certified 
and 43 pledged marinas, strengthening water quality, community trust, and the long-term sustainability of 
Ohio’s boating industry. 
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Tory Gabriel – Ottawa County 
OSUE Sea Grant Fisheries Extension Specialist and Program Manager 
 

Supporting Lake Erie’s Charter Industry Through Training, Stewardship, 
and Business Development 

Relevance:  

Ohio maintains the largest charter fishing fleet on the Great Lakes, with more than 900 licensed guides 
supporting the economic vitality of coastal communities. In 2020 alone, charter captains generated an 
estimated $14.6 million in revenue, bringing thousands of visitors to Lake Erie’s harbor towns. Sustaining 
these businesses is critical not only for local economies but also for fostering stewardship of Lake Erie’s 
natural resources. Charter operators face ongoing challenges—changing regulations, shifting environmental 
conditions, and competitive business pressures—making targeted professional development essential for 
long-term viability. 

Response:  

To strengthen this vital sector, Ohio Sea Grant organizes the annual Ohio Charter Captains Conference, now 
in its 44th year. The conference helps captains remain informed, competitive, and committed to responsible 
lake use. Training topics are selected based on direct input from attendees and include environmental 
updates, business management strategies, marketing approaches, and reviews of current marine laws and 
regulations. In 2025, the program delivered high-quality, research-based instruction to 81 in-person 
participants, providing guidance that helps charter professionals enhance both on-water practices and 
business operations. 

Results:  

Conference evaluations demonstrate significant impact: 100% of participants reported improving their 
operation, 90% modified a practice, and 55% increased profitability based on information learned at a 
previous conference. The conference not only equips captains with tools to strengthen their businesses but 
also reinforces best practices that protect Lake Erie’s ecosystem. With 88 certified and 43 pledged Clean 
Marinas and hundreds of engaged captains, Ohio Sea Grant’s continued leadership directly supports stronger 
coastal economies, safer boating experiences, and enhanced stewardship of Ohio’s greatest natural resource, 
Lake Erie. 
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Sarah Guiher – Lucas County 
OSUE Sea Grant Harmful Algal Blooms and Water Quality Educator 
 

Bringing Harmful Algal Bloom Science to Ohio Communities Through 
Targeted Outreach and Education 

Relevance:  

Ohio contains more Lake Erie shoreline than any other Great Lakes U.S. state, placing its residents, 
ecosystems, and local economies at the front line of harmful algal bloom (HAB) impacts. Annual HAB events 
threaten drinking water safety, limit recreation, affect tourism, and create complex management challenges 
for natural resource professionals and public officials. With science rapidly evolving, communities require 
timely, research-grounded information to understand risks, interpret monitoring data, and make informed 
decisions that protect human health and water quality. Strengthening public understanding and cross-sector 
communication is essential to sustaining Lake Erie and the communities that depend on it. 

Response:  

To meet this need, Ohio Sea Grant led and supported extensive HAB outreach efforts in partnership with the 
Great Lakes Center for Fresh Waters and Human Health. Programming connected cutting-edge research with 
the audiences who need it most—local leaders, health departments, educators, agricultural producers, and 
the general public. Information was delivered through a blend of presentations, workshops, community 
events, school programs, and Stone Laboratory visits, each tailored to the knowledge level, concerns, and 
decision-making roles of participants. Collaboration with state and local health departments, natural resource 
agencies, and researchers ensured that content was scientifically accurate, relevant, and action-oriented. An 
external advisory committee of six representatives from county agencies, community groups, and research 
institutions was also formed to strengthen guidance and expand public reach. 

Results:  

These outreach efforts engaged over 2,000 Ohioans, sharing the most current understanding of HABs and 
building community capacity to interpret and respond to bloom conditions. More than 1,000 students 
benefited from classroom and field-based learning, while over 200 farmers participated in discussions linking 
nutrient management to water quality protection. The advisory committee strengthened program direction 
and expanded outreach networks. Collectively, this work increased scientific literacy, improved cross-sector 
communication, and advanced community preparedness for HAB-related challenges across Lake Erie’s 
watershed. 
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Dr. Scott Hardy – Cuyahoga County 

OSUE Sea Grant Coastal Resilience Specialist 
 

Advancing Restoration and Community Engagement in the Cuyahoga River 
Area of Concern 

Relevance:  

The Cuyahoga River is one of 43 designated Great Lakes Areas of Concern (AOCs) identified for severe 
environmental degradation and failure to meet the standards of the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement. 
These impairments limit the river’s ability to support aquatic life, recreation, and other beneficial uses. Each 
AOC must identify its Beneficial Use Impairments (BUIs), establish measurable restoration criteria, 
implement remediation actions, and verify that improvements have been achieved before delisting can occur. 
Given the Cuyahoga River’s historic ecological challenges and its symbolic importance to the Great Lakes 
region, coordinated leadership and public engagement are essential to achieving full restoration. 

Response:  

Ohio Sea Grant has played a key leadership role in these efforts by serving on the Cuyahoga River AOC 
Advisory Committee since January 2016. The committee develops strategic priorities for removing the four 
remaining BUIs and works closely with Ohio EPA to guide implementation. Ohio Sea Grant also directs the 
Public Engagement Subcommittee, ensuring that community voices inform restoration strategies and that 
scientific information is effectively communicated to residents, partners, and local leaders. In 2025, this work 
included six education and outreach activities reaching approximately 300 people, along with organizing a 
“Champion of the River” celebration recognizing community members in Cuyahoga Falls for their 
contributions to restoration progress. 

Results:  

Ohio Sea Grant’s leadership has strengthened public awareness, advanced strategic restoration priorities, and 
elevated community participation in the AOC process. Through education, engagement, and collaborative 
problem-solving, Sea Grant continues to contribute meaningfully to progress toward delisting the Cuyahoga 
River and restoring its ecological, recreational, and community value. 
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Sarah Orlando – Lorain County 
OSUE Sea Grant Clean Marinas Program Manager 
 

Advancing Plastic Waste Reduction Through the Ohio Shrink-Wrap 
Recycling Program 

Relevance:  

Each winter, thousands of boats in Ohio and neighboring states are protected with heavy-duty plastic shrink 
wrap that is removed and discarded every spring. Without responsible disposal options, this plastic enters 
landfills, where it can take centuries to decompose. Since boat storage facilities are concentrated along Ohio’s 
lakes and rivers, shrink-wrap waste represents a significant environmental challenge—and a strategic 
opportunity. Recycling this material prevents long-term pollution, reduces landfill burden, and supports the 
creation of durable repurposed products such as highway guardrail blocks. Ensuring statewide access to 
shrink-wrap recycling requires broad coordination among marinas, recycling companies, public agencies, 
and community partners. 

Response:  

Ohio Sea Grant has led this effort since 2006 by coordinating the Ohio Shrink-Wrap Recycling Program, 
bringing together recycling partners across Ohio and the Midwest to make responsible disposal accessible 
and affordable. In 2025, Ohio Sea Grant facilitated the Shrink Wrap Recycling Working Group, involving over 
40 marinas and 15 partner organizations, including nonprofit groups, solid waste districts, Ohio EPA, and 
engaged citizens. Collaborative outreach, education, and grant-leveraged resources expanded recycling 
capacity statewide. This year also marked a milestone partnership—Ohio Sea Grant supported Pennsylvania 
in hosting its first boat shrink-wrap recycling event, extending regional impact beyond state borders. 

Results:  

In 2025 alone, the program recycled more than 75,000 pounds of shrink wrap from Ohio marinas and secured 
$79,715 in leveraged funding for equipment and outreach. Since 2006, the program has recycled over 2.6 
million pounds of plastic, resulting in 377,000 guardrail spacer blocks—enough to protect 470+ miles of 
roadway. These efforts demonstrate the power of multi-state collaboration to reduce plastic waste, protect 
freshwater resources, and strengthen sustainable practices across Great Lakes communities. 
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Mark Warman – Cuyahoga County 
OSUE Sea Grant Community Outreach Consultant for Emerging Contaminants 
 

Strengthening Community Understanding and Decision-Making Around 
PFAS Contamination 

Relevance:  

Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) pose an emerging threat to Ohio’s drinking water systems, aquatic 
ecosystems, and public health. Communities, water utilities, and local leaders face rapidly evolving science, 
shifting federal and state standards, and increasing public concern about exposure pathways and long-term 
impacts. Without clear, research-based information, decision-makers may struggle to evaluate risks, 
communicate effectively with residents, or plan for necessary monitoring and remediation. Accessible 
Extension education on PFAS is therefore essential to support informed policy, coordinated response 
strategies, and community confidence. 

Response:  

To address these needs, the educator designed and delivered targeted educational programming focused on 
PFAS science, regulatory developments, and implications for human and environmental health. This 
included Extension-hosted webinars, in-person presentations, and customized briefings for local leaders, 
utilities, and science communicators. This work emphasized translating complex research into clear, 
actionable guidance tailored to community needs. The educator collaborated closely with the Ohio 
Environmental Protection Agency, the Toledo-Lucas County Board of Health, and County Commissioners to 
review emerging studies, synthesize findings, and provide timely status updates. Recognizing the need for 
regional coordination, the educator also partnered with colleagues from four Great Lakes Sea Grant programs 
to submit a NOAA research proposal focused on PFAS impacts and community engagement. 

Results:  

These efforts strengthened local capacity to understand and respond to PFAS contamination. Leaders 
reported improved clarity on health risks, testing protocols, and regulatory expectations. Communities 
received accessible, science-based information to support decision-making and public communication. The 
multi-state NOAA proposal positioned Ohio Sea Grant to expand PFAS research and outreach, enhancing 
preparedness across the Great Lakes region. Together, these initiatives advance safer water systems and more 
informed, resilient Ohio communities. 
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Nicole Wright – Cuyahoga County 
OSUE Sea Grant Aquaculture and LEARN Educator 
 

Strengthening Aquaculture Business Skills Through Multi-State Training 
and Financial Education 

Relevance:  

Financial management is a critical component of farm viability, yet many aquaculture producers lack the 
training needed to interpret financial records, analyze business performance, and make informed planning 
decisions. As the aquaculture sector continues to expand across the Midwest, producers must navigate 
fluctuating markets, rising input costs, and evolving consumer demands. Without practical training in 
budgeting, marketing, and recordkeeping, producers risk weakened financial stability and reduced 
competitiveness. Building strong business foundations is essential to sustaining growth and ensuring 
long-term resilience within the aquaculture industry. 

Response:  

To address this need, Ohio Sea Grant and Illinois-Indiana Sea Grant at Purdue University jointly planned and 
delivered the Aquaculture Business Short Course, hosted in both Indiana and Ohio in 2025. This multi-state 
initiative brought together experts from University of Maryland Extension, Mississippi State University, 
Purdue University, and OSU Extension to provide comprehensive instruction on marketing strategies, 
business planning, financial decision-making, and accurate recordkeeping. The course emphasized hands-on 
tools and real-world examples to help producers apply concepts directly to their operations. A total of 13 
participants received training through this collaborative effort, representing new and experienced producers 
seeking to strengthen their business acumen. 

Results:  

Evaluation results showed exceptional impact: 100% of respondents reported being “very satisfied” with the 
workshop and indicated they were “very likely” to implement new financial methods because of the training. 
Participants left with increased confidence in managing business records, evaluating profitability, and using 
financial information to guide operational decisions. This program has enhanced business readiness for 
aquaculture producers and strengthened the overall resilience and professional capacity of the region’s 
aquaculture industry. 
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OSU South Centers Impacts 

Hannah Scott, J.D. – OSU South Centers at Piketon 
Program Director, CFAES Center for Cooperatives 
 

Strengthening Early-Stage Business Success Through the Fayette Business 
Bootcamp 

Relevance:  

Pre-venture and early-stage entrepreneurs are essential to local economic vitality, yet many lack foundational 
knowledge in financial management, marketing, and business planning. This gap contributes to high failure 
rates among new businesses and limits long-term economic resilience in rural communities. In Fayette 
County, partners identified a growing need for coordinated, accessible education to help aspiring 
entrepreneurs avoid common pitfalls and build the skills required for sustainable business ownership. 
Without targeted support, many new ventures struggle to secure capital, establish operational systems, or 
confidently navigate early business decisions. 

Response:  

To address this need, the Ohio Small Business Development Center (SBDC) at the OSU South Centers 
collaborated with the Fayette County Community Development Educator and regional partners to create a 
focused training initiative for pre-venture and early-stage business owners. This work culminated in the 
launch of the Fayette Business Bootcamp, beginning with a fall 2025 kickoff event that engaged 22 
participants. The Bootcamp curriculum provides practical, research-based instruction on financials, 
marketing, business structures, customer discovery, and risk management, equipping participants with the 
tools to make informed decisions as they move from business idea to implementation. Personalized support 
and resource connections supplement the workshop sessions. 

Results:  

The strong interest generated by the kickoff event led to 30 individuals registering for the full six-session 
Bootcamp scheduled for early 2026. This enthusiastic response demonstrates both unmet community need 
and trust in the SBDC-Extension partnership. By building entrepreneurial knowledge and confidence, the 
program is helping new business owners lay a stronger foundation for long-term success, contributing to a 
more vibrant and resilient local economy. 
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OSU South Centers at Piketon Business Development Team 

(COMBINED IMPACT STATEMENTS) 

Brad Bapst – Small Business Development Center Director 

Melissa Carter - Business Development Specialist 

Dawn Coleman - Corporate Business Development Specialist 

Kimberly Cox - Office Services Coordinator

Ann Luther – Program Coordinator, CFAES Center for Cooperatives 

Ryan Mapes – Endeavor Center Manager and Program Leader 

Hannah Scott – Program Director, CFAES Center for Cooperatives 

Melanie Sherman – Business Development Specialist 

Christie Welch - Program Specialist, Direct Agricultural Marketing

Mick Whitt - Program Manager, Manufacturing Extension Partnership

Melissa Whitt – Program Specialist, CFAES Center for Cooperatives 

Ashley Wilburn - Business Development Specialist 
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OSU South Centers Combined 
 

Expanding Legal Access for Rural Entrepreneurs Through the Ask a Lawyer 
Program 
 

Relevance:  

Entrepreneurs launching or growing a business routinely face legal questions about contracts, business entity 
selection, liability, and intellectual property. For rural Ohioans, however, accessing timely and affordable 
legal guidance is especially difficult. The Ohio Bar Association estimates that only six of Ohio’s 88 counties 
meet the threshold of one practicing attorney per 700 residents—leaving most rural counties significantly 
underserved. Limited access to legal expertise increases risk for small businesses and can create barriers to 
long-term sustainability, innovation, and economic mobility. Supporting rural entrepreneurs with accurate, 
practical legal information is essential to strengthening local economies. 

Response:  

To address this gap, the OSU South Centers Business Development Team partnered with The Ohio State 
University Moritz College of Law’s Entrepreneurial Business Law Clinic (EBLC) to deliver the Ask a Lawyer 
2025 program at Ohio University Chillicothe. This initiative combined classroom-style instruction led by 
third-year law students with personalized, one-on-one consultations from volunteer attorneys. Participants 
received guidance on foundational legal topics—including business entities, intellectual property, and 
common small-business legal issues—through an accessible, hands-on learning format designed specifically 
for rural entrepreneurs. The program also strengthened regional legal support networks by engaging both 
law students and practicing attorneys in service to the community. 

Results:  

Seven entrepreneurs received direct legal education and individualized support from seven law students and 
volunteer attorneys. Participant feedback highlighted the program’s value, with one attendee noting that the 
best part was the “opportunity for questions with a great variety of resources in the room for answers.” The 
overwhelmingly positive response affirms the program’s effectiveness in expanding legal access and 
improving business readiness in underserved regions. Building on this success, partners aim to grow the 
program to serve even more rural entrepreneurs in the future. 
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Advancing Regional Competitiveness Through the Ohio Manufacturing 
Leadership Summit 

Relevance:  

Manufacturing remains one of southern Ohio’s most important economic engines, yet employers across the 
region continue to face pressing challenges related to workforce shortages, rapid technological change, and 
increasing demand for sustainable production practices. As industry evolves, manufacturers require strong 
partnerships with educators, economic development organizations, and community leaders to ensure a 
skilled talent pipeline, support innovation, and maintain regional competitiveness. Creating spaces where 
these stakeholders can connect, strategize, and learn from one another is essential to driving long-term 
economic vitality. 

Response:  

To address these needs, the OSU South Centers hosted the 2025 Ohio Manufacturing Leadership Summit at 
the Endeavor Center. The Summit brought together industry leaders, educators, workforce partners, and 
business support organizations for an engaged, solutions-focused conversation on the future of 
manufacturing in southern Ohio. Sessions highlighted emerging workforce strategies, pathways for 
integrating innovation and technology, and approaches to strengthening sustainable growth. By convening 
cross-sector leaders in a shared space, the event fostered meaningful dialogue, expanded collaboration, and 
showcased the power of public–private partnerships in addressing regional challenges. 

Results:  

The Ohio Manufacturing Leadership Summit strengthened relationships across industry and education, 
increased awareness of regional workforce needs, and reinforced shared commitments to accelerating 
innovation within the manufacturing sector. Participants left with new connections, actionable ideas, and a 
clearer understanding of how collaborative leadership can fuel economic growth. By hosting this event, OSU 
South Centers played a key role in positioning the region’s manufacturing community for continued 
progress—promoting stronger workforce pipelines, supporting industry resilience, and advancing a more 
vibrant and sustainable regional economy. 
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Celebrating and Strengthening Ohio’s Local Food Economy Through 
National Farmers Market Week 

Relevance:  

Farmers markets play a vital role in Ohio’s local food system, providing residents with access to fresh, 
nutritious foods while creating essential marketplace opportunities for small-scale growers and food 
producers. These markets also foster community connection, support entrepreneurship, and help keep food 
dollars circulating within local economies. Many Ohioans remain unaware of the broader economic and 
social benefits farmers markets bring to their communities. Highlighting these contributions is essential to 
strengthening public support, advancing food access, and uplifting the state’s diverse network of local 
producers. 

Response:  

In 2025, the OSU Direct Food and Agricultural Marketing Program at OSU South Centers partnered with the 
Ohio Farmers Market Network and the Farmers Market Coalition to coordinate Ohio’s celebration of National 
Farmers Market Week. This collaborative initiative amplified statewide recognition of farmers markets and 
the producers who anchor them. Through coordinated messaging, outreach, and educational materials, the 
team showcased how Ohio farmers markets increase access to fresh foods, strengthen relationships between 
producers and consumers, and provide critical sales outlets for local farmers. The celebration also elevated 
market success stories and promoted the value of local food purchasing in supporting community health and 
economic resilience. 

Results:  

The 2025 National Farmers Market Week celebration increased public awareness of the economic, 
nutritional, and community benefits of farmers markets across Ohio. Markets reported stronger engagement, 
producers experienced greater visibility, and community partners reaffirmed their commitment to 
supporting local food systems. By spotlighting the vital role of farmers markets, this collaborative effort 
strengthened consumer trust, reinforced market vibrancy, and advanced long-term support for Ohio’s 
agricultural producers and local food economy. 
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Expanding Rural Workforce Pathways Through the Youth Cooperative 
Leadership Experience Co-op Career Fair 

Relevance:  

Many rural students have limited exposure to high-demand career opportunities within agriculture, food 
systems, and cooperative enterprises. Without direct interaction with industry professionals or awareness of 
the diverse roles available, youth may overlook high-quality local career pathways that offer strong wages, 
advancement opportunities, and long-term economic stability. Strengthening rural workforce readiness 
requires intentional programming that connects students with real-world experiences and broadens their 
understanding of modern agricultural and cooperative sectors. 

Response:  

To address this need, the OSU South Centers hosted the 2025 Youth Cooperative Leadership Experience 
(YCLE), featuring a hands-on co-op career fair designed specifically for high school learners. Students from 
Notre Dame High School engaged directly with representatives from Dairy Farmers of America and other 
rural and agricultural cooperatives, gaining firsthand insight into the variety of careers available in finance, 
technology, production, marketing, supply chains, and management. The event provided structured 
opportunities for students to explore cooperative business models, learn about essential workforce skills, and 
ask questions in an interactive, youth-centered environment. By connecting education partners and 
cooperative employers, the program strengthened community-industry alignment and reinforced youth 
awareness of local career possibilities. 

Results:  

The 2025 YCLE Co-op Career Fair expanded students’ understanding of the breadth of opportunities within 
Ohio’s cooperative sector. Participants expressed increased confidence in exploring future career pathways, 
with one student remarking, “I have learned from my experience at YCLE that there are a lot of things and jobs out 
there that you can do.” The event successfully broadened students’ perceptions of agriculture-related careers 
and strengthened the early workforce pipeline, supporting long-term economic vitality in rural communities. 
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Celebrating Two Decades of Small-Business Growth at the Endeavor 
Center 

Relevance:  

Small businesses are the backbone of southern Ohio’s economy, yet many entrepreneurs face barriers related 
to access to space, technical assistance, mentorship, and professional networks. Business incubators play a 
critical role in addressing these challenges by creating supportive environments where new and growing 
companies can develop the skills, confidence, and capacity needed for long-term success. After twenty years 
of operation, the Endeavor Center at OSU South Centers has become a premier regional hub for 
entrepreneurial development, helping businesses grow, innovate, and anchor new economic activity across 
the region. 

Response:  

In 2025, partners, alumni businesses, community leaders, and supporters gathered to celebrate the 20th 
Anniversary of the Endeavor Center, honoring its longstanding role in strengthening the region’s 
small-business ecosystem. The celebration highlighted the incubator’s history of collaboration and its unique 
model of pairing high-quality facilities with wrap-around business development services. In preparation for 
the event, early partner businesses were invited to reflect on their journeys and the impact of the Center’s 
support. One such reflection came from Steve Barbarits, Vice President of InSolves, who shared: “The 
Endeavor Center has provided the runway that has allowed us to reach the point where we are right now. We are a 
success story, and our success comes from that relationship.” 

Results:  

The anniversary celebration reaffirmed the Endeavor Center’s critical role in fostering entrepreneurship, 
innovation, and regional economic growth. Testimonials underscored how the Center has helped launch and 
scale businesses, create jobs, and build lasting partnerships. By commemorating two decades of impact, the 
event strengthened community connections, increased awareness of available resources, and reinforced the 
Center’s position as a cornerstone for small-business success in southern Ohio. 
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