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Ward in place to help
N.J. grape industry to
take next steps forward
New RAREC director arrives at Rutgers after
stops in California, Indiana, Illinois, Ohio
By RICHARD SKELLY
AFP Correspondent

While he’s hesitant to call himself a wine expert, the top shelves of the bookcases in
Dr. Daniel Ward’s office at the Rutgers Agricultural Research and Extension Center
in Bridgeton are adorned with various empty wine bottles, many from Garden State
wineries.
Photos by Richard Skelly

BRIDGETON, N.J. — Although his
parents were amateur winemakers, it
was not wine that led Dr. Daniel Ward
to the study of grapes. He was trained
as a pomologist, studying apples and
peaches, and got his undergrad education at Ohio State University.
Later, he worked toward his master’s’ at Southern Illinois University
studying peaches.
Finally, he received his doctorate. at

Virginia Tech, studying apples.
Ward brings a wide range of experience and living in different places
to his role as director at the Rutgers
Agricultural Research and Extension
Center here, known as RAREC, a
sprawling facility of several hundred
acres straddling two counties with
dozens of research experiments at any
given time. Most all of the land is surrounded by deer fencing.
See WARD
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Researchers find new threat to American chestnut trees
Tree now designated as
‘functionally extinct’

ERIE, Pa. — For lumber companies,
the American chestnut was a nearly
perfect tree — tall, straight, rot-resistant and easy to split. It also was
prolific, sending up new shoots that
grew quickly.
In the early 1900s, the species made
up a substantial portion of eastern hardwood forests.
There were nearly 4 billion American chestnut trees in the United States,
each growing up to 100 feet, with
trunks 4 to 7 feet thick. Healthy trees
lived for 400 to 600 years, producing
several bushels of nuts every year.
Today, however, it can be difficult
to find a healthy American chestnut.
A fungal pathogen on trees imported
from Japan and China wiped the species out in less than 40 years.
That loss is considered to be the
greatest ecological disaster to ever
strike the world’s forests.
“The pathogen is native to Chinese
and Japanese chestnuts, so the two coevolved,” said Emily Dobry, a Penn
State Behrend graduate now in Penn
State’s plant sciences horticulture master’s degree program.
She is doing research work at the
University’s Lake Erie Regional Grape
Research and Extension Center in
North East.
“The American chestnut had never
See TREES
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Emily Dobry, a graduate student conducting research at the Lake Erie Regional Grape Research and Extension Center, has identified a new fungal threat to the American chestnut tree.
Photo courtesy Penn State
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Keris’s potatoes hit stage for superior French fries
By RICHARD SKELLY

‘Mr. Potato Head’ a
friend to so many in
Mercer County,
Tri-County Co-op

AFP Correspondent

ROBBINSVILLE, N.J. — After the
pandemic of March 2020 put a damper
on live performances in nightclubs
and festivals and the livelihoods of
many touring musicians like potato
farmer Andrew Keris and his punk
rock band, Doc Rotten, something
dawned on him.
The band has performed around
Japan and most countries in Europe,
where obsession with various forms of
American music — punk rock, jazz,
blues — remains high.
“I said, ‘you know what?’ They
make better French fries overseas than
we do here. So we started our own
French fry operation and now we’re
growing our own and making our own
with two big fryers.”
Starting Keris Potato Farm and Fry
Company, Andrew and his partners
sold their unique French fries and
German-style potato salad at events
including the Mercer County Beer
Festival in Mercer County Park on
Oct. 9 and the Hamilton Township Oktoberfest on Oct. 16 at Veterans’ Park.
He added he’s investigating the
possibility of opening a stand on the
Seaside Heights boardwalk for the
summer of 2022.
He’s said he’s learned from the

By RICHARD SKELLY
AFP Correspondent

From left, Andrew Keris and his partners, Kirt Davis and Mark Sprague, are growing
30 acres of potatoes with plans to grow more next year to service their French fry
and potato salad sales at festivals and special events.
Photo by Richard Skelly

experiences of his father Paul, his
grandfather, and other relatives who
were involved at one time raising 400
acres of potatoes off Conover Road
in what is now Mercer County Park
in West Windsor.

Gypsum Products
Gypsum Supplies Plant Available Nutrients!

• Soluble calcium flocculates tight clay soils
• Sulfur in the sulfate form ready for plants to use

Great for plants needing
calcium with neutral to
low pH such as Tomatoes
- Potato - Cucumber Melons - Fruit Christmas Trees

www.usagypsum.com Denver, PA 717-335-0379

“Then all of a sudden, the potato
market went south in the late 1950s,”
Andrew said. “So the family switched
See KERIS
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ROBBINSVILLE, N.J. — Paul
Keris is known affectionately at the
Tri-County Cooperative in Hightstown as “Mr.
Potatohead.”
“ It b eg a n
about f ive
y e a r s a g o ,”
Keris said. “I
was bringing
lots of potatoes
to Tri-County
Co-op, so they
began joking
Paul Keris
arou nd with
me, calling me Mr. Potato Head.”
Keris was partners for 31 years
with his cousin, Wayne Kalinowski,
at Windsor Farms on Windsor Road
in Windsor, in between Old Trenton
Road and Route 130.
See FRIEND
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Plant breeding AI schooled
in new student competition
RALEIGH, N.C. — Phenotyping is
time-consuming and labor-intensive
for researchers. North Carolina State
and the USDA-ARS jointly developed
a low-cost, open-source solution for
non-destructive high-throughput phenotyping in greenhouses, affectionately
called the BenchBot.
The team recently won third place
regionally in the OpenCV Spatial AI
Competition with the BenchBot and
decided to host a similar competition
for students.
The university and USDA-Agricultural Research Service created its first
Agricultural Technology Hackathon to
accelerate agricultural research using
computer vision, machine learning,
and robotics.
Chris Reberg-Horton, an NC State
Department of Crop and Soil Sciences
professor and the Resilient Agricultural
System Platform Director in the university’s Plant Sciences Initiative, helped
conceptualize the student competition
event.
“The idea of a hackathon is to drive
innovation,” Reberg-Horton said. “But
innovation is not just about creating
new things; it’s about connecting functions, techniques or technologies to
solve a real problem. When we think
of computer science and engineering
applied to agriculture, we need more
enthusiasts who are motivated to participate in the big challenges in the
field: detecting pests and other plant

stressors, interpreting data from smart
farm equipment and sensor networks
and increasing the autonomy of farm
equipment. These solutions necessitate
new thinking, which is why students
are an excellent complement to this
technological development.”
Hackathon participants competed in
three categories, all using the BenchBot
to sense and interpret greenhouse plant
growth.
• Hardware: Specifically designed
for electrical and computer engineers,
this category required participants
to pair a single board computer (like
Raspberry Pi) with an artificial intelligence camera (RGB+depth) to create
a novel, scalable solution for digital
agriculture. (Hardware category winners: Dewang Tara, Caleb Wheeler
and Cassidy Petrykowski; NC State
Department of Electrical & Computer
Engineering)
• Deep Learning: Budding data scientists applied their machine learning
and computer vision skills to real use
cases in agriculture. Participants were
given a large annotated agricultural image dataset to achieve accurate prediction models. (Deep Learning category
winners: Anjali Garg, NC State Department of Computer Science; David
Peery, UNC Department of Computer
Science; and Chinmay Savadikar, NC
See COMPETITION
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Music festivals has Nivison drawing crowds to farm
By RICHARD SKELLY
AFP Correspondent

TOMS RIVER, N.J. — A lot of
smaller farmers can learn from Tom
Nivison about holding musical events
at their farms. Nivison, owner of Silverton Farms, has been holding small
music festivals at his 10-acre farm
here off Silverton Road since 1989.
Partly because he’s passionate
about music — jazz, blues, rock, folk
and bluegrass — and is himself a
skilled banjo player, Nivison decided

SAF awarded
$250,000 for
education,
marketing

ALEXANDRIA, Va. — Herman
Meinders, AAF, founder of American
Floral Services, one of the largest international wire services, has donted
$250,000 to The Society of American
Florists.
At Meinders’ request the funds
will be used to encourage careers in
the floral and horticultural industries,
educate florists and help the industry
promote the awareness and sale of
cut flowers, plants and floral-related products. Nearly 51 years ago
Meinders was three weeks into selling
subscriptions for his new wire service,
American Floral Services, and was
ready to give up.
“I thought ‘You know, I think I
made a mistake. I don’t think I should
do this,’” Meinders says, then he decided to check his mail.
In the mailbox was a letter from
the Society of American Florists’
Executive Vice President, John H.
Walker, congratulating Meinders on
his new business and sending his encouragement.
“I read that letter and I had tears
in my eyes,” Meinders says. “And I
thought, ‘Maybe I will give it a shot.”
Meinders started American Floral
Services from a garage apartment in
1970 with 137 florist subscribers in his
first directory.
Within 15 years, the service had
grown to more than 17,000 subscribers.
He sold the business in 1994, and
in 2000 it merged with Telef lora,
where Meinders, 85, is now chairman
emeritus.
He is the 2000 recipient of the
Paul Ecke Jr. Award, and in 2012 was
inducted into SAF’s Floriculture Hall
of Fame.
“The floral industry was very good
to me,” Meinders says. “It’s important
to take care of those that take care of
you. That’s why I give to the floral industry.” Meinders credits SAF for supporting not just him and his business,
but also the industry, which prompted
him to make this donation.

early on in his time as a farmer that
he wanted to hold events to thank
customers for their patronage.
“If someone from the community
here comes up with a cause or a need,
we supply the venue and the food vendors and drink vendors and hold it all
right here,” Nivison said.
He plays banjo in a bluegrass band,
White Oak, which has many paying
gigs at coffee houses, festivals and
bars, but also does many more unpaid
gigs at nursing homes and other longterm care facilities.

“Hey, we love what we do, and
we’re passionate about the music,” he
said of White Oak’s charity work.
He is a first-generation farmer
who purchased the former Hopkinson
Turkey Farm from his grandmother’s
good friend in the late 1980s. He said
the “soils here were good from the
get-go from all those turkeys.”
Back then, when he was exploring
farming, “I talked to a farm real estate
agent and he said, ‘You’re better off
with 10 good acres of ground then you
are with 50 bad acres, because you end

up working your whole life to build
up that 50 acres of soil when you can
start making money right away with
10 good acres.’”
Nivison and his small crew raise
vegetables on his eight working acres
at Silverton Farms, following organic
practices, including all kinds of tomatoes and peppers, many different
lettuces, potatoes, sweet potatoes,
string beans, bok choy, Swiss chard
See MUSIC
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Ward ...

Continued from Front Page

He lived in California, Indiana,
Illinois and Ohio before coming to
New Jersey.
“I’ve worked in horticulture since
I was 12 years old, and I’ve worked
in greenhouses, orchards, and now in
vineyards for many years,” Ward said,
seated in his office.
“When I moved here to southern
New Jersey, I knew I’d be working
with fruits because I was hired as an
Extension specialist in pomology, the
study of fruit and nut culture.”
“After I arrived here at Rutgers, I
became aware of the need for people
with expertise in grapes. The grape
industry here was a young, growing
industry, whereas the peach industry
here was already a mature industry.
The administration encouraged me to
support the grape industry, so I said
‘OK, I’m here to serve and take great
pleasure in serving.’ Since then, I’ve
done research and Extension work for
the wine grape industry in general.”
For several years, Ward has been a
featured speaker at “Grape Expectations,” Dr. Gary Pavlis’ annual gathering of Garden State wineries, wine
enthusiasts, and vineyard owners. The
conference is usually held the first Saturday in March each year at Forsgate
Country Club in Monroe Township,
Middlesex County.
Still, he dismisses the notion that he
is a wine expert.
“Dr. Gary Pavlis is a wine expert.
One of the most important things about
his experience is that he goes to a lot
of industry tastings. He ends up tasting
over 2,000 new wines each year,” Ward
explained of the Atlantic County Ag
Extension Agent, who specializes in
blueberries and grapes.
“Gary and I recently visited Blue
Cork Winery in Gloucester County
here, some very fine people at a really
fine winery. We were consulting with
them about some issues in the vineyards but then we also tasted some of
their wines. Gary is just such an expert
taster and he has such a sophisticated
palate, that I always learn something
when I’m out with Gary Pavlis.”
While the pair were at Blue Cork
Winery, Ward said Pavlis demonstrated

Along with other research purposes, the Concord grape test plots at the Rutgers
Agricultural Research and Extension Center in Bridgeton have been used to study
controls for spotted lanternflies, which are known to be like grape vines.
Photo by Richard Skelly

some blending techniques to the winemaker, “so Gary is truly a wine expert,
whereas my work is more focused on
grapes, but as they apply to serving the
wine industry. It’s more than just the
field cultivation of grapes, but also the
economics of it too, and the education
of growers.”
While he’s hesitant to call himself
a wine expert, the top shelves of the
book cases in Ward’s corner office
at RAREC are adorned with various
empty wine bottles, many from Garden
State wineries.
There are 55-60 wineries in New

Missed Open
Enrollment?
Not a problem!
FarmBureauHealthCare.com enables
members to ﬁnd healthcare coverage with
WOW customer service and REAL savings,
365 days a year!

Open the camera on your phone and
point it at the QR Code to the left. Then,
tap the corresponding link to visit our
website and schedule a call!

An exclusive member beneﬁt provided
by Maryland Farm Bureau
Visit HTTPS://FARMBUREAUHEALTHCARE.COM today!

Jersey and in recent years, some farmers have converted chunks of their land
to growing grapes in a quest for better
profits.
In front of the RAREC building and
adjoining greenhouses, Ward has plots
of Concord grapes, which are native
to North America. Here they are used
as table grapes and occasional grapes
for winemaking. While this plot was
not surrounded by any deer fencing,
other plots that Ward oversees at the
sprawling RAREC facility are. Last
year, it was used as an experiment for
spotted lanternflies, which are known
to be attracted to grape vines and the
tree of heaven.
Regarding the recent invasion of the
invasive spotted lanternfly, first noticed
in 2014 in Berks County, Pa., Ward said
it’s going to take time to see what kind
of damage these bugs can do. Because
it feeds by piercing the stems of softer
woods like grape vines and tree of
heaven and sucking out the liquids, he
added, it’s not immediately obvious
what kind of damage they’re doing.
“We don’t know so far exactly how
big an impact they’re going to have on
the industry. The fact is they can kill
and have killed grapevines in large
numbers, and they’ve killed entire
vineyards in Pennsylvania.” Some in
Pennsylvania successfully killed off
spotted lanternfly populations using
pesticides, “but they were not able to
reduce the impact of them enough to

save the vines.
“If they’re moving into your vineyard on a daily basis it’s going to be
really hard to protect your vines from
these pests and your vines could suffer
some serious damage. But we don’t
know if we’re going to see continuing
high populations, if this epidemic will
have waves and ups and downs, and we
don’t know how nature will respond
to it. Let’s face it, lanternflies in these
numbers are a big food source for those
things that might prey upon it or parasitize it,” he said.
Nature will react, he argued, perhaps in the form of a bird like the gray
wren or in the form of some kind of
wasp or hornet that eats them, “but it
takes time for the checks and balances
of nature to work themselves out.”
The tree of heaven, a weedy pest
species that grows very quickly toward
the sky along the edges of roadways,
ponds and streams and other areas
that afford a lot of sunlight, is itself an
invasive species.
“I don’t think people are going to
feel too badly about reducing the tree
of heaven population to help reduce the
population of spotted lanternfly. The
bigger problem is the spotted lanternfly
feeds on many species so it’s going to
be able to prosper here for the time
being.”
Out in his unfenced test plot of Concord grapes, he said viticulture takes
its name from the genus “vitis,” which
includes old world grapes like chardonnay, Riesling, Cabernet Sauvignon and
other grapes that have been growing in
European countries for centuries.
“Within North America we have
many other species of grapes which
are important, like Concord grapes,”
Ward said.
“In recent years, some people have
done a very good job with breeding
grapes that are interspecific crosses,
or hybrids, so that they have more than
one species going in,” he said. “And
many of these are produced as wine
grapes in this country.”
In his years working with wineries
all over the state, Ward has witnessed
the progress so many grape growers
have made, and he agrees with the prediction Pavlis made about the quality of
Garden State wines.
At a recent “Grape Expectations”
conference several winters ago, Pavlis — who always throws humor into
his presentations — was dead serious
when he argued that in another 30 or
40 years, some wines from the Garden
State will rank right up there with the
best wines made in France, where there
is a similar climate and where they’ve
been making wine for 500 years.
“We’ve tried making wine here in
New Jersey in the past, in our long
history, but this current run is by far
the most successful we’ve ever had
because we have the tools to grow
vitis vinifera and we have many more
interspecific hybrid grapes that are
really good quality wine grapes. We
also have better tools and better understanding and more knowledgeable
people,” Ward said.
“We have a cadre of wineries around
the Garden State that are producing
wines that can compete with any of
the best wines, not 50 years from now,
but right now.”
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New $17 million hydroponic greenhouse officially opens
GOOCHLAND, Va. — After planning and developing for several years,
Greenswell Growers’ $17 million,
77,000 square feet greenhouse opened
on Oct. 29.
The greenhouse will be producing
baby leaf greens hydroponically to
supply retailers in Virginia and the
Mid-Atlantic region and support food
banks.
By producing more locally, supply
chains are shortened and environmental impact is reduced, which is one
of the aims of the new greenhouse,
the company said. Furthermore, the
greenhouse is outfitted with high-tech
systems, such as climate-control and
automated water recycling, ensuring
the conditions for growing the leafy
greens are as optimal as they can be.
“The produce-growing industry
in the (United States), which is a
very traditional, commodity-based,
transactional industry, is undergoing
a transformation that started, roughly,
5-plus years ago,” said Chuck Metzgar,
Greenswell Growers chairman of
the board. With that transformation,
Metzgar said Greenswell Growers
realized it needed to transform as well.
Thus, the new greenhouse was
slowly born.
On Aug. 11, 2020, the new commercial hydroponic greenhouse with
an expected produce of nearly 3.7
million pounds of leafy greens was

The new commercial hydroponic greenhouse of Greenswell Growers is expected to produce nearly 3.7 million pounds of leafy
greens.
Photo courtesy Greenswell Growers

announced, and now, a little over a year
later, the first crops have been planted
and the greenhouse is producing.
“We want to be part of that transformation because we saw where the
industry was headed,” Metzgar said.

“So, we are growing at a commercial
scale for retailers and consumers, on
the basis of two or three key components: one is that we want to grow the
best plant possible for consumers, and
we’re doing that sustainably, with the

highest degree of safety, and increasing
shelf-life of the produce that ends up in
the consumer’s refrigerator.
“This product, from the seed to your
and my refrigerator, will never touch
human hands.”

REGISTER ONLINE NOW AT MNLGA.ORG
MNLGA and UMD Extension presents

Biological Control Conference
December 16, 2021

A

Maritime Institute – Linthicum Heights, MD

A conference dedicated to encouraging
the adoption of practical and effective
biological control for nurseries, greenhouses,
arboretums, and landscapes.

MARYLAND

N URSERY, L ANDSCAPE
AND G REENHOUSE
A S S O C I AT I O N , I N C .

Register online at mnlga.org
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Wearing many hats: The cost of juggling all roles

In general, the smaller a company
is, the more hats you will wear —
down to the solopreneur or momand-pop operation where almost all
the roles are fulfilled by one or two
employees.
Then there is the reality that
many green businesses, especially
start-ups, are run by someone who
also has a fulltime job elsewhere.
If you are lucky enough to have
employees helping your business,
you may still need to step in occasionally to fill their roles when they

GREEN
MARKETING
By KATHY JENTZ
are out sick or on leave — or when
they quit or retire.

If you were to order new business
cards today what titles would you
put on it?
If you are like many of us, it
might be a series that looks like this:
Owner/Salesperson/Communications/PR/Social Media Manager/
HR Department/Accountant/IT and
Maintenance Tech/Janitor, etc.
More and more these days, we are
expected to be a “jack (or jill)-of-alltrades” to our businesses.
We are stretching ourselves thin
trying to do all the things demanded

of us, whether they are in our skillset
or training or not.
I’m a big believer in DIY (do it
yourself) where you can, but that is
not always the most wise approach.
We need to ask ourselves if it even
makes sense to become “experts”
in a task by consulting Google or
YouTube tutorials for hours.
Is that time better spent doing
things that actual bring in income to

by slugs, who consider pansies as a
smorgasbord treat.
Slug feeding damage results in
the flowers exhibiting irregular,
misshapen holes, as well as ragged
edges.
Slugs also feed on foliage (with
the same symptoms). Typically
they first feed on dead/dying lower
leaves, but when conditions remain
moist, slugs will attack live plant
parts.
Slugs are nocturnal pests that
need moisture to survive. A way to
determine if slugs are the culprits
would be to look for their slime trail
that is left behind after their nocturnal feeding frenzy.
Alternatively, you might see them
hiding under nearby leaf litter or
mulch during the day. Squash them
if you see them, and remove excess
mulch to dry out the site and discourage them.
Consider sprinkling diatomaceous earth around the plants, which
is a powder made from silica deposits of fossilized algae.
The sharp ‘edges’ of diatomaceous earth scratches through the
protective mucus of the slug “skin”
and kills them via desiccation and
dehydration. (Note: DE must be
reapplied after rain or irrigation).
Another option is to use slug bait.
Labeled products contain either metaldehyde (3 percent) or iron phosphate. Iron phosphate stops feeding
by the snails and slugs rapidly and
is much less harmful to pets, birds,
and non-target animals than metaldehyde.
On top of this, any extra iron
phosphate bait adds iron and phosphorus nutrients to the soil. Read
labels carefully, especially for rate
information and precautions.
Another guess as per the culprit is
caterpillars.
A couple of caterpillars attack
pansies and eat holes in the foliage
and flowers (or consume leaves
completely):
• Pansyworms, which are very
small spiny caterpillars that also feed
on violas and Johnny jump-ups as
well as plantain (the weed). They are
about 1” long, dark orange in color,
with black stripes along their sides.
They are the larvae of the common
variegated fritillary butterfly. Look

for their dark fecal droppings stuck
on the leaves or the stems. They are
easy to control with many labeled
insecticides; however many small
larvae can do considerable damage
before being noticed.
• Tobacco budworms, which are
tiny green caterpillars that feed on
both the buds, flower petals, and the
leaves.
Damaged buds will open to “ratty” looking or disfigured flowers, IF
they open (and are not destroyed).
Similar to pansyworms, look for evidence of their fecal droppings, which
appear like tiny black seeds.
The easiest control of tobacco budworms is to hand pick and
destroy the caterpillars. Most of the
caterpillars hide around the base of
the plants during the day and climb
onto plants during dusk and early
evening.
Using a flashlight to survey your
crop at twilight should reveal the
locations of many of the caterpillars.
B.t can also be used on small caterpillars as well as many labeled foliar
insecticides. Again, read all labels
carefully.
Tobacco budworm is also a
common pest of other flower crops,
especially geranium. It readily feeds
as well on ageratum, chrysanthemum, gardenia, geranium, petunia,
marigold, Nicotiana, petunia, rose,
snapdragon, strawflower, verbena,
and zinnia.
They overwinter underground as
a pupa; but here they are generally
are killed if exposed to temperatures
below 20 degrees F.
However, if temperatures inside
overwintering houses are above this
threshold, there may be some possibility of both survival of pupae in
the soil, with the result of early and
multiple generations the following
season.
Ditto for overwintering potted
plants (like geraniums) in protected
areas.
If potted perennial host plants
are kept between seasons, repot the
plants before overwintering and
remove the soil to eliminate pupae.
• Others: Cutworms also can
attack pansies, but typically either

See JENTZ
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Slugs, caterpillars likely targeting pansies

(Editor’s note: Deborah Smith
Fiola operates Landscape IPM Enterprises in Frederick, Md.)
Q: I had a regular customer ask
me why the pansies that he had
purchased from me and planted at a
business site had holes in the flowers
(and in some leaves). He said they
looked fine earlier in the fall, but
were pretty ratty looking now, just in
that one site. He didn’t see any pests
when he saw them. I guessed maybe it was hail. Anything else you’d
consider? (H.D., Central Md.)
A. Without seeing the plants, I

HORTICULTURAL
Q&A
By DEBORAH SMITH FIOLA
can only guess a few. A few pests
attack pansies that can cause similar
symptoms.
My first guess is slugs. If the pansies were planted in a wet/moist soil
site, they could very well be targeted

SAVE TIME AND LABOR

ProVeyor Harvesting Aid

:Trailer or wagon style option
:30 ft aluminum conveyor with paddles
12in apart
:Conveyor can be moved from front to
back with track system
:Conveyor can be lifted above bins for
transporting

Give us a call on how you can purchase your Rohand or
visit our website for more information
25 Old Leacock Rd - Ronks Pa 17572

717-768-7619
www.harvestpromfg.com

See FIOLA
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The two-day Hackathon challenged teams to create novel machine learning approaches using the BenchBot. Teams competed in three digital agricultural technology
ategories during the event.
Photo courtesy North Carolina State University

Competition ...
Continued from Page 2

State Department of Electrical and
Computer Engineering)
• Roboflow: Organizers created this
category for biology and agriculture
students without a background in computer science or electrical engineering. Participants were introduced to
Roboflow’s drag-and-drop system for
machine learning and were then challenged to load the trained algorithm
into a web application.
Roboflow category winners: Susmita Gaire and Greta Rockstad; NC State
Department of Crop and Soil Sciences
Greta Rockstad is an NC State turfgrass master’s student. After some trial
and error, she and her turfgrass teammate Susmita Gaire hit their stride using research data from a fellow student.
“We ended up using images of a
large patch trial in zoysiagrass collected by another graduate student in our
lab, Kirtus Houting. While not collected with the intention to be used in
a machine learning model, his dataset
was ideal because his disease ratings
were distinct classes, and classification
was a model that Roboflow could fit,”
Rockstad said.
The team recognized that their
model’s accuracy was too low for immediate practical use but realized that
the experience was their true prize.
“I think in our presentation we
demonstrated that we had several
challenges and had to change our strategy to overcome them, and that was
a compelling narrative for the judges
because considering that our objective,
if any, was to learn, we most definitely
did that.”
A total of eight teams competed in
the two-day event for cash prizes and

bragging rights.
Teams participated virtually via
gather.town and in-person at N.C.
State’s Fox Laboratories. Organizers constructed three in-greenhouse
BenchBots on which participants could
create and test their deployments. The
event format’s flexibility allowed hackers to listen to the event virtually yet
work locally with their team.
“In the Hackathon, we were looking
for participants to join a technology
marathon with different challenges,”
said Paula Ramos-Giraldo, BenchBot
creator and former crop and soil science researcher. “We wanted to simultaneously expedite current research
questions and allow students to learn,
build and share their creations during
two days of competition.”
The event was sponsored by
OpenCV, Luxonis, Microsoft, and SAS
of Cary, which provided funds for the
competition awards.  
Steven Mirsky, a research scientist
with USDA-ARS’s Sustainable Agricultural Systems Laboratory, co-hosted
the event with NC State.
“Bringing together engineers with
applied scientists to innovate on real-world solutions is critical to building
productive, efficient, and resilient food
systems. It’s really exciting to see NC
State and USDA leverage their respective strengths in fostering this culture
of innovation with the next generation
of scientists.”
BenchBot is a plant phenotyping
platform consisting of two main components: an RGB+depth camera and a
processing unit to control the platform
and camera movement.
Researchers have successfully used
the BenchBot’s greenhouse-acquired
images to train machine learning algorithms under controlled conditions
and are now refining the algorithms to
detect and identify plants, detect leaves
and determine leaf area, and estimate

total plant biomass for field use.
Three BenchBot robots will be
housed in the new Plant Sciences
Building, a new $160 million project
at N.C. State that will foster interdisci-

plinary research on agriculture’s grand
challenges.
One BenchBot also resides at the
USDA-ARS Beltsville, Maryland
facility.
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Grant to help improve worker knowledge, on food change
COLLEGE PARK, Md. — While
once optional and voluntary, best practices for how farm workers are trained
under the Food Safety Modernization
Act’s Produce Safety Rule are now
required, establishing science-based
minimum standards for the safe growing, harvesting, packing, and holding of
fruits and vegetables grown for human
consumption.
Included in the compliance requirements is worker training and health and
hygiene, an area in which University of
Maryland Extension faculty Dr. Shauna Henley and Dr. Angela Ferelli have
noticed a gap between intention and
reality as some farm managers aren’t
implementing produce safety rules
for their workers past basic health and
hygiene training.
In partnership with New Mexico

State University, and University of
Maryland Eastern Shore, Henley and
Ferelli have been awarded funds by USDA-NIFA to provide small and medium
sized farms that grow, harvest, pack
and hold covered produce with training and tools to enhance and sustain
an operational culture that champions
food safety.
The project includes advancing a
new Maryland food safety network focused on supporting food safety needs
of producers, creating a mixed-media
toolkit for worker supervisors, and a
subsequent “Train-the-Trainer” workshop that is designed to best utilize the
toolkit.
The toolkit will be piloted on farms
over the course of a season, and ultimately evaluated for its effectiveness
to change worker behavior.

Henley and Ferelli also tout the
importance of delivering resources
that train to specific farm activities as
opposed to general guidelines.
“What we have seen through some
of our observations is that producers get
to the first level, the basics like handwashing, but haven’t progressed further
into the deeper training required in the
FSMA Produce Safety Rule,” Henley
said. “There is a regulation in the produce safety rule that workers should be
trained on specific duties. For example,
if you have workers who are packing
food, they should receive training specific to packing so they can understand
and conduct risk assessments on the fly.
If they see something, they should say
something.”
Henley and Ferelli have identified
additional specifics for how to best

mitigate risk on the farm.
They have identified three main
barriers to delivery of produce safety
rules as time, length of training, and
web independence.
“You can’t pack 30 people into a
business office room to watch a video
because there is a lack of broadband
in some rural areas across the state,”
Ferelli said.
For farm managers and workers, the
Food Safety Modernization Act can
be confusing — and this team aims to
reverse that perception through clear
and concise educational materials such
as visual presentations, posters, and
gaming modules to name a few.
“As we embark on this project, our
goal is to further enhance the local,
regional, and national food safety culture,” said Ferelli.

Trees ...

torical range in the eastern half of the
United States, along the Appalachian
mountain ridge and throughout New
England.
A few can be found at LERGREC,
where researchers have been conducting a trial since 2013 with 15 chestnut
trees — five each of the American,
Chinese and American-Chinese hybrid
species developed by scientists, all
planted in one long row.
“The idea was to plant American
and Chinese chestnuts side by side

with some of the hybrids that have
been developed, and to allow them to
be challenged with chestnut blight over
the years,” said Bryan Hed, a plant
pathologist at LERGREC.
“Most of the trees have suffered
dieback from disease, insects or weather and have had to be cut back and
renewed,” he said. “The hybrid trees
are notable exceptions: Three of them
are currently 17 to 21 feet in height.”
Trees are renewed using sucker
growth from the original rootstock.

“The American chestnut is now
designated as ‘functionally extinct,’
which means that although the species
still technically survives, it cannot
reproduce,” Dobry said. “The shoots
rarely grow large enough to produce
nuts and, therefore, future generations.”
The most promising hope for the
American chestnut now is probably
transgenic — the development of a
genetically modified tree.
Scientists are trying to engineer a
tree that is as close to an American
chestnut as possible, with just enough
genetic material from the Chinese
chestnut to resist the blight.
“Researchers have developed partially blight-resistant transgenic American chestnuts that are capable of surviving infection from the pathogen that
causes blight,” Dobry said. “It doesn’t
kill the pathogen; it’s still present, but
it doesn’t destroy the tree.”
The current balance of species in
U.S. forests could pose another problem as scientists try to reintroduce the
American chestnut: The oak tree has
risen to fill its place.
“It will be a challenge for the American chestnut to establish itself into the
forest ecosystem again, “Dobry said.
The American chestnut could bring
other problems to the forest. In 2018,
while working as an undergraduate
researcher at LERGREC,
Dobry discovered a fungus that was
atypical for the American chestnut
species.
“Initially, we assumed this was an
unusual presentation of chestnut blight
infection,” she said, “but after taking
samples and doing research, we did not
find blight, but a pathogen commonly
known as chestnut brown rot.
“At the time, there had been no
published report of this fungus in our
hemisphere.”
Dobry continues to study the domestically isolated strain, examining
whether it may be harmful to species
of trees closely related to the chestnut,
such as oaks.
“If this fungus proves pathogenic to
oak, it could be another blow to forest
dynamics,” she said. “That’s why the
chestnut project and others like it are
so important to protect the diversity
and future of our forests.”

Continued from Front Page

been exposed to it before, however, so
it had little natural resistance. Think of
it as smallpox for trees.”
Today, there are fewer than 1,000
American chestnut trees, largely in
isolated areas outside of the tree’s his-
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Music ...
Continued from Page 3

and many kinds of eggplant.
“When I was a kid, this road was all
chicken farms,” Nivison recalled after
his festival was over and most patrons
had gone home.
On Saturday Oct. 9, Nivison, his
wife Dawn, and a small crew of volunteers held a “Harvest Festival” at
Silverton Farms.
While the weather was less than
perfect, he still drew a good crowd to
his farm that stayed there and patronized food and drink vendors until late
into the afternoon.
The event was a fundraiser for St.
Jude’s Children’s Hospital in Memphis. Nivison tries to hold a fundraiser
at Silverton Farms each spring and
fall.
The Oct. 9 Harvest Festival was
originally slated for the last Saturday
in August, but had to be postponed due
to high winds and heavy rain.
His band played earlier in the day,
but the main afternoon showcase band
was the ethnic-rock ensemble Gypsy
Funk Squad with members from all
over New Jersey.
They play an unusual assortment
of instruments but also include conventional instruments like guitar,
drums and bass and are led by sound
engineer-guitarist Jack Lowry.

Keris ...
Continued from Page 2

over to growing tomatoes for Campbell’s Soup. Really, there’s a giant gap
in the family history of us not growing
potatoes, for a long time.
About a dozen years ago my father
planted about a quarter-acre in his
front yard on Robbinsville-Edinburg
Road and he taught me how to do it
there.
“That’s kind of how it started, first
year a quarter-acre, next year half an
acre and next year another acre. So he
taught me all about how to build them
up and make sure the soils and water
are right.”
At his house and farm on Pond
Road, not far from his father’s house,
“we kept adding acres and last year we
did over 40 acres, but this year we’re at
about 30 acres. I got off the road last
year right before COVID happened so
it was early March, 2020.
“I knew I needed a break from the
road.”
“We got back from Los Angeles
and we weren’t that freaked out but
we were all sick. When we came home
we were supposed to go to Europe two
weeks later in March but a couple days
prior to us going over there, they shut
everything down in Europe.”
By mid-March, all of the seed

Tom Nivison stands with a poster from one of his early benefit music festivals. The
Silverton Farms owner aims to have fundraisers in the spring and fall.
Photo by Richard Skelly

Nivison said he recruits volunteers
to help with things like parking, access, helping the food vendors and just
making sure the patrons are happy.
potatoes came in, so Andrew busied
himself by working with his father and
Kirt Davis, a veteran potato grower.
He invested in a two-row planter, a
two-row harvester and a potato truck.
“We got all the equipment used
from South Jersey where they’re still
growing thousands of acres of potatoes, fortunately,” Keris said.
Keris and his partners, Davis and
Mark Sprague, are growing 30 acres
currently, they’ve already made plans
to grow more next year.
“If we get the boardwalk permit
and spot in Seaside Heights for a
French fries operation, we’ll definitely
bump it up next year, maybe 40 acres
of potatoes, because our French fries
are the only thing making money right
now,” he said.
Keris and his partners have been
supplying the Skunkstown Distillery
in Flemington with potatoes for their
vodka making operation.
“They won the International Finger
Lakes Wine and Spirits Competition for best vodka. Because of all
that good publicity, they’re trying to
expand their operations,” he said of
Skunkstown. Keris added he also sells
potatoes to Oliver Gubenko at Harvest
Drop in the Windsor-based business
of supplying farm fresh produce to
Garden State restaurants.
“For now we make fries at local
farmers’ markets and festivals. We’ll
be looking to do more events next
year.”

Be sure to ‘like’
The Delmarva Farmer on Facebook!

“Each time out, it’s a benefit show,
it can be for an individual or family
from this area, a local charity or national charity, in this case, St. Jude’s

Childrens’ Hospital in Memphis. We
also have to thank Ray Hlubik from
Hlubik Family Farms in Chesterfield,
he donated all the sweet corn for today’s event.”
“You’ve got to have a small group
of staff or volunteers, you’ve got to
have adequate parking or make arrangements for parking, and you want
to line up some good food trucks or
people who want to bring some food,
either to sell it or give away,” Nivison
said. “Also, you need to realize you
can never start planning soon enough.
You have to plan months in advance.
“It’s kind of like planning a wedding.”
Vendors at the fall harvest festival
included Tammy Sue’s Kitchen, an
empanada vendor, the local Boy Scout
Troop No. 59, a funnel cake vendor,
Fat Dogs, a specialty sauce vendor
from nearby Manchester, along with
his retail farm stand open for business
all day.
Nivison has a good setup to accommodate musicians and a small crowd.
His house sits on-site, and he has
other structures with bathrooms that
can shelter people in the event of rain,
including even some hoop houses that
are easily accessible.
“You need to make provisions for
inclement weather, tents with some
indoor seating, and have a rain date.
In this case, the rain date saved us,
because we had heavy rains in late
August so we postponed the festival
until today,” he said.
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Friend ...
Now a spry, sharp-tongued 70 with
a wonderful gift to make strangers
laugh, the 6-foot, 7-inch-tall Keris said
he has no regrets about being born into
the farming lifestyle.
“I started when I was six years
old. My family’s farm was in West
Windsor,” he said, noting the land
is now part of Mercer County Park
in West Windsor. Keris’ father and

mother and others in his family grew
400 acres of potatoes and 100 acres of
tomatoes off of Conover Road, mostly
for wholesale.
“By the time I was seven, I was
driving an Army truck up and down
the rows of potatoes,” he recalled. “We
had a group of people that worked for
us every year.
“They would pick the potatoes, put
them in burlap bags and my father had
me driving down the row, with one
guy on each side of the truck.
“My old man put blocks of wood on
the clutch and the brakes and the gas
so I could drive; once you put it in first
gear and all six wheels were turning

it crawled,” he said, joking, “I wasn’t
born this tall, you know.”
Some of the old wagons around
his house and smaller farm on Edinburgh-Robbinsville Road and still in
storage at Windsor Farm were used
with horses by his grandfather Michael Keris.
Paul makes the fifth generation of
the family to farm.
These days, Keris and his son
Andrew are among the very last of
what used to be dozens of large potato
growing operations in central New
Jersey, as development pressures from
greater Princeton have pushed out in
concentric waves from Nassau Street.

In the 196’s,’70s and into the 1980s,
parts of Cranbury and Monroe townships in Middlesex County and Robbinsville, East and West Windsor
townships in Mercer County were
home to many large potato growing
operations.
Now, most of these operations are
in southern New Jersey.
He said he is proud of his son’s
efforts making and selling French
fries and German-styled potato salad
at festivals and other large gatherings.
“When Andrew was seven or eight,
I let him plow the ground with tractors, and from there, he’s always been
interested,” Paul said.

Fiola ...

tually they’ve looked like this for a
few weeks now). Any reason why this
suddenly happened at this time of
year? (C.A., Southern Md.)

there is honeydew, and the honeydew is a sign that there are (or were)
active insects feeding.
Mild sooty mold is no big deal,
but heavy sooty mold can block
needle/leaf photosynthesis and over
time cause dieback.
Therefore to prevent sooty mold,
you need to manage any sap feeding
insects (that are secreting honeydew).
This time of year, the most common insect feeding upon white pine
is the white pine aphid. This is one
of the largest aphids in the Northeast, about a quarter-inch long. It is
black in color with white spots on
the abdomen.
Their overwintering eggs are also
black (laid in a neat row on the needles, like a row of black beads).
The black color helps to absorb
heat, which is why these aphids do
well in the fall and early winter (as
well as very early spring).
Yes, they survive below freezing
temperatures, thriving in cold weather when few predators are present.
White pine aphids on feed on
eastern white pine twigs, branches,
and trunks, often on the upper whorl
of branches.
They are often found on trees
along wooded field edges, feeding in
groups from a few dozen to hundreds, on random branches.
These aphids are typically found
lower on the trunk and on the tips
(terminals) of lower branches, where
they are less visible.
As they feed, they secrete any excess honeydew so that it drips down
upon needles/branches beneath (and
even on cars parked beneath, depending upon how far away this row
is from your parking lot). B
esides the black sooty mold and
sticky, clear honeydew, you also
may notice symptoms on pines of
stunted yellowish needles, flagging
and death of twigs, a buildup of
white waxy residues on needles or
trunks, and/or stunting of the growth
of branches (due to aphid feeding
disrupting food movement within the
needle).
You may also notice other insects,
such as ants, wasps and yellow jackets, that are attracted to the honeydew excreted by the aphids and
consequently can direct you to where
the aphids’ location on the tree.
Control white pine aphids by
either blasting them with a strong
stream of water, or spraying with

horticultural oil.
Direct contact is necessary.
Read the label carefully.
Pay special attention to marketable trees, because using oils late in
the growing season can remove the
waxy bloom from the needles that
gives white pines their bluish green
color.
Also note that direct contact is
necessary; and since white pine
aphids are often found back in the
canopy of tree, so good coverage is
very important.
Using a high-pressure sprayer
often ensures adequate coverage
more so than an airblast mistblower
if trees are large and dense.
Eggs on needles are also destroyed with dormant oils.
(Disclaimer: The information
presented in this column serve as
guidelines only, and may contain
cultural and pesticide recommendations that are subject to change at
any time. Any pesticides mentioned
are recommended only if they are
registered with the Environmental
Protection Agency and the state
Department of Agriculture. It is the
pesticide applicator’s responsibility
by law to read and follow all label
directions for the specific product
being used. Due to constantly changing labels and product registrations,
if any information herein disagrees
with the label, the recommendations
must be disregarded. If a registration is changed or cancelled, any
products mentioned are no longer
recommended. Before you apply any
pesticide, fungicide, or herbicide,
check with your state or county
Extension agent for the latest information. The USER is responsible for
using products that are registered
for use on specific crops in their own
state, and for using products according to label directions. If any information presented in this column is
inconsistent with the product label,
follow the label instructions. Always
consult the product label for rates
and crops listed. The use of brand
names and any mention or listing of
commercial products or services in
this column does not imply endorsement by Landscape IPM Enterprises,
and absence of a labeled product
does not imply ineffectiveness nor
discrimination again0st similar
products or services not mentioned.
Landscape IPM Enterprises assumes
no liability from the use of these
recommendations.)

Continued from Page 2

Continued from Page 6

cut the plant off at the base (so you’d
see dead plants) or consume entire
leaves.
The common wooly bear caterpillar will also feed on pansy as
it wanders by. Pansies can also be
eaten by mice, rabbits, chipmunks,
squirrels, and deer (although usually
the leaves and flowers are completely consumed).
Q. I’ve got a white pine block
near our parking lot with needles
turning black. Mostly the bottom
branches are doing this. (and ac-

White pine needles commonly
turn black if they are covered with
sooty mold.
Sooty mold, a superficial black
fungal layer (that can be wiped off
with your fingers) grows on a needle/leaf surface whenever honeydew
is present. So the question is really
‘where does the honeydew come
from?’
Honeydew is a clear, sticky substance secreted by sucking insects
such as aphids and scale insects.
The more honeydew there is, the
heavier (thicker) the sooty mold.
So the sooty mold is a sign that
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Jentz ...
Continued from Page 6

the business?
Often, we think that hiring someone to take care of a specific task
will take longer than just doing it
ourselves.
This might be true for things that
can be “good enough” like filing
paperwork, but for the tasks that are
part of your branding and seen by
the public, you will want to present
the best possible work.
Sure you can design your own
logo with a basic graphics program,
but a professional graphic artist is
going to give you a logo that is versatile, well-though-out, and polished.
You may be too swamped with
multiple tasks to see which ones are
important and which can be delegated or hired out.
Your first step is to take stock of
the business vision and where you
want it to go.
Create a strategic objective and
goals, then work backwards from
there.
For example, you want to double
the amount of visitors coming to
your pick your own apple orchard.
List the steps you’ll need to do
to achieve that goal, from adding
orchard capacity to expanding marketing.
Next, every week pick a few of
these steps to work on.
Then figure out what other tasks
in your daily roles are priorities can
be hired out or simply discontinued.
You cannot take on new tasks,
without making space for them.
If you do, what is usually sacrificed is your sleep, personal life, and
health.
Without doing that, you may just
be treading water.
Sure, you are working incredibly
hard, but you are not making any
forward momentum.
It is all too easy to get caught
up in the daily grind — addressing
problems as they pop up — and then
years go by without a change or
relief.
Nellie Akalp of Small Business
Trends, an online publication, advises small business owners to “Make
time to work on your business (not
just in your business) ... think about
potential opportunities and do some
long-term positioning. Stay disciplined: You’d never put off a meeting with an important client, so don’t
flake on this critical strategizing
time, either.”
(Editor’s note: Kathy Jentz is
the editor/publisher of Washington
Gardener Magazine, the publication
for Mid-Atlantic home gardeners.
She can be reached at KathyJentz@
gmail.com.)
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