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A NOTE FROM THE DIRECTOR
This past fiscal year has been an incredible one.  The retirement of Gary Higgins saw the 
close of 36 years of dedicated service to the landowners and citizens of Buncombe County.  
Gary left quite a legacy and very big shoes to fill.  I am grateful and excited to begin the 
journey.

Since joining the Buncombe County Soil and Water District (BCSWCD) in March, I have 
been amazed by the incredibly resilient and committed staff.  The COVID-19 pandemic 
has changed the way we have approached our work, however it has not deterred us from 
continuing to serve the citizens of Buncombe County through providing conservation 
technical assistance and conservation planning; cost sharing on soil and water conservation 
practice installation; environmental education; and farmland preservation.

While it certainly hasn’t been business as usual the usual business is getting done.  We 
continue to strive to improve ad maintain the quality of the county’s water and soil resources 
and protect and enhance the economic and scenic benefits of local farms and farmlands.  
Keep reading to learn more about the great projects and services Anthony, Ariel, Jessica and 
Taira have completed in FY20 which began July 1, 2019 and ended June 30, 2020.  Some of 
the highlights are: Anthony provided technical assistance to nearly 350 county residents, 
Ariel’s hard work was recognized when the Farm Heritage Trail won a national award, Jessica 
has increased our social media and outreach efforts to better share the stories of our work 
and our partners and finally Taira reached over 7,000 local students with our environmental 
education programs.  And that is just the start!  

Finally I want to recognize and thank the BCSWCD Board of Supervisors and all of our 
partners without which we would not be able to provide such excellent service: the N. C. 
Division of Soil and Water Conservation; the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service; 
the N. C Foundation for Soil and Water Conservation; the N. C. Association of Soil and Water 
Conservation Districts; and the Mountain Valleys Resource Conservation and Development 
Council.  Additionally we recognize and appreciate the support we receive from Buncombe 
County government and the County Commissioners.  Together they all make our work 
possible.  I am humbled to join this incredible organization and look forward to the many new 
challenges, rewards and triumphs I am sure are waiting for us along the road ahead.  
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BOARD OF SUPERVISORS 
Gary Higgins, Chairman

William Hamilton, Vice Chair
David Snelson, Secretary
Louise Scruggs, Treasurer

Aaron Sarver, Member

Thank you Jeff Foster who served as our Board Chairman until Spring 2020. We wish you 
and your family the best of wishes on your new journey. If you knew Jeff Foster and his 

family you are blessed. 

BCSWCD STAFF

Please welcome Jennifer Harrison as our new Ag & Land Resource Director. Harrison 
comes to Buncombe County from Ohio State University, where she received a Ph.D. in 
Environmental Science and researched sustainability metrics in Ohio’s organic dairies. 

Her extensive work with a variety agricultural-based projects gives her a unique 
and well-informed perspective on sustainability best practices. 

Jessica Hughes

Administrative 

Assistant

Thank you Gail Saye and Margaret Ruff for joining 

the Soil & Water staff as temporary staff.

Taira Lance

Environmental

Educator 

Ariel Zijp

Farmland Preservation 

Coordinator

Anthony Dowdle

Soil Conservationist

Jennifer Harrison

District Director 
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SOIL & WATER 
BY THE NUMBERS 

40 Erosion Control 
Plans Reviewed

34 Stormwater
plans completed

$132k
in NCACSP
P r o -grams

10k in planned 
AgWRAP Contracts

$47M
in leveraged funds for 

easements  

220
acres conserved 

301
Farms enrolled

in VAD & EVAD

$5.6k
Seedling Sale 

Profits

25k
Reached trough

Marketing

2.3k
Kids reached Through 

Educational Field Days 

24k
Reached through

WNC State Fair

1k Acres Added
to EVAD

132k
in NCSCSP
Programs
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TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

In addition to providing County landowners access to cost-share programs and BMP 

implementation, the BCSWCD provides citizens with technical assistance to address general 

resource concerns. Technical assistance varies greatly depending on the issue and can be anything 

from a telephone consultation to a site visit. Most landowners find this brief interaction to provide 

them with the necessary information they need to move forward with implementing a solution.   

In the 2020 fiscal year, the BCSWCD responded to approximately 350 inquiries for technical 

assistance.

The BCSWCD also provides advisory reviews for all Erosion Control and Storm Water Plans 
for the Buncombe County Planning Department. In the past year we reviewed and provided 
feedback on 40 Erosion Control Plans and 34 Stormwater Plans.

ANNUAL SPOT CHECKS
All cost-share projects installed through the BCSWCD are state mandated to be reviewed/

inspected annually while the project is in its maintenance period.  Maintenance periods vary with 

the program, but generally are 10 years . Each year 5% of the active contracts are selected at 

random for review. 

Spot checks serve to insure that the best management practices (BMPs) installed are achieving 

their conservation purpose and provide an opportunity to gain feedback on the design and 

installation integrity.  Spot checks not only provide the opportunity for review of the practices, they 

also provide the BCSWCD Board of Supervisors the opportunity to interact with the projects they 

have been instrumental in instituting.  Due to the COVID-19 crisis, board participation was limited to 

only the Board Chair, Gary Higgins, and the Soil Conservationist, Anthony Dowdle.  The 2020 spot 

checks were conducted on April 28, 2020 and all practices were functioning as designed.  Thank 

you to all of the landowners who made their projects available for inspection despite the ongoing 

pandemic.  Keep up the great work!
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AGWRAP 
The Agricultural Water Resource Assistance Program (AgWRAP) was established to assist 

landowners with water use efficiency, availability and storage.  The program provides cost-share 

assistance to implement BMPs on agricultural lands.  This past year we initiated a $10,867 contract 

to design and implement a base flow interceptor with storage.  This project is on track to be 

completed in fall 2022.  

COMMUNITY CONSERVATION 
ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (CCAP)
This past year the BCSWCD was awarded $9,631 in grant funds from the Community Conservation 

Assistance Program (CCAP) to address erosion and storm water runoff at our offices at 49 Mount 

Carmel Road.  Through a partnership with the FFA students at Erwin High School, Buncombe 

County Maintenance Department and the NC Division of Soil and Water we were able to install a 

storm water wetland and establish plants to protect the critical erosion areas.  To find out more 

about this project see the Environmental Education report below.  We are eager to use our new 

wetland as a teaching opportunity so please feel free to stop by the office and check out this new 

installation. 

COST SHARE PROGRAMS 
The North Carolina Agricultural Cost Share Program (NCACSP) is a program designed to help 

landowners install water quality improving best management practices (BMP’s) on farmlands. The 

program provides cost-share assistance at 75% to 90% of the average cost to install the practices. 

Contracts remain active for up to three years. This year 4 Stream Protection Systems, 1 Culverted 

Stream Crossing with Stream Protection, and 1 Grassed Waterway were installed totaling $52,417. 

There was also 1 heavy use area protection repair, 4 Stream Protection Systems, and 1 Stream bank 

Stabilization were planned totaling $80,924.



EQUIPMENT RENTAL  
In addition to providing technical assistance to local farmers, the BCSWCD has three piec-
es of agricultural equipment that are available to rent.  Currently we have a Truax Flex II 
seed drill, a GrassWorks weed wiper and Shaver post driver.  This equipment is made avail-
able due to the generous support from the N. C. Foundation for Soil and Water and WNC 
Communities through a grant from the TVA Agriculture and Forestry Funds.

Due to the impacts of COVID-19 and some down time due to equipment repair, we saw a 
decrease in the rental requests for the equipment.  During FY20 the seed drill was used on 
15 occasions to seed approximately 65 acres. The weed wiper was rented 6 times.  Syca-
more Valley Farms was paid $1,576 for the storage of equipment and repairs. A big thank 
you is in order for the support from the BCSWCD Board of Supervisors for covering the 
shortfall this year.  The equipment has been repaired and we are looking forward to a fan-
tastic year for our agricultural producers.  

FEDERAL PROGRAMS

The USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service Field Office in Buncombe County 
processed 51 applications for their programs, Environmental Quality Incentives Program 
(EQIP), Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) and Conservation Stewardship 
Program (CSP), in FY20 totaling $1,627,221. NRCS staff wrote a total of 33 contracts 
totaling $1,372,470 out of the 51 applications. This is a major improvement over the 
numbers from previous years that will benefit many landowners and agricultural producers 
in Buncombe County.
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EQIP RCPP CSP
$465,376 IN OBLIGATED 
CONTRACTS

$853,226 IN OBLGATED 
CONTRACTS

$53,270 IN OBLIGATED 
CONTRACTS

6 HIGH TUNNEL 
SYSTEM CONTRACTS

STREAMBANK & 
SHORELINE 
PROTECTION

3 AG LAND 
CONTRACTS

10 FORESTRY 
CONTRACTS

CHANNEL BED 
STABILIZATION 

1 FOREST CONTRACT

3 PASTURE 
CONTRACTS

STREAM HABITAT 
IMPROVEMENT AND 
MANAGEMENT

2 HELLBENDER
INITIATIVE 
CONTRACTS

TREE AND SHRUB 
ESTABLISHMENT 

1 CROPLAND 
CONVERSION 
CONTRACT

CRITICAL AREA 
PLANTING AND SOIL 
SPREADING

CONSERVATION ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Below is a listing of the conservation accomplishments for the Natural Resources Conservation 
Service in Buncombe County based on acreage reports. These acreage numbers come from 
technical assistance practices that have been reported as completed, program contracted 
practices being completed, and some Soil and Water Conservation District program practices 
being completed:

983.5
acres in 

conservation 
planning

411
acres to 

improve water 
quality

75 Acres in Cropland 
Conversion

226
Acres added to 

grazing land

26
Acres to manage 
wildlife habitat

328
Acres Applied
for Sustainable
Forage

119
Acres to improve 

vegetation

NRCS STAFF
John Ottinger, NRCS Supervisory Soil Conservationist

John George, NRCS Soil Conservationist

Emily Pohlman, NRCS Soil Conservationist

Austin Street, NRCS Soil Conservationist



FARMLAND PRESERVATION

The BCSWCD is committed to protecting and preserving farmland throughout Buncombe 
County.  With guidance from both the BCSWCD Board of Supervisors and the Agriculture 
Advisory Board, the Farmland Preservation Program was created to assist landowners 
with establishing conservation easements on their property.  Funding for the easements 
is provided in part by the N.C. Department of Agricultural and Consumer Services’ 
Agricultural Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund (NCDA ADFP) and from 
the generous support of Buncombe County and interested landowners. 

In addition to assisting with the development of conservation easements, the 
program administers the Voluntary Agricultural District (VAD) and Enhanced 
Voluntary Agricultural District (EVAD) programs, the Farm Heritage Trail and 
led the development of the Farmland Protection Plan. This past year has been 
a very busy one.  Keep reading for highlights from this exciting year.  

FUNDED PROJECTS
Our Farmland Preservation Program continues to grow through offering conservation 

easements to County farmland owners.  At the end of FY20, there were 16 farms and 3 streams 

totaling 1,548.46 acres preserved in conservation easements.  This year we added 2 farms and 

220 acres to this total!

Easement Type Number of 
Projects

Acres 

Farmland 
Easement

16 Farms 1,548.46

Stream Easement 3 streams 
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Easement 
Projects

Carole Currie Bill Hart

Acres 38 58
NCDA ADFP 
Funding 
(Confirmed) 

$81,770 $176,014

USDA ACEP 
Funding 
(Unconfirmed) 

$59,670 $53,171

Location/
Community 

South Turkey 
Creek 

South Turkey 
Creek

Total Expected 
Funding

$141,440 $228,185

These projects are expected to preserve 96 acres by 2021 and bring $369,959 in easement 
funding to Buncombe County

CLOSED PROJECTS
Congratulations to the Aubrey and Rieta Wells Farm and the Margaret Brown LE Farm for 
closing on their conservation easements in October.  Together these easements contributed 
220 conserved acres and brought $458,450 of NCDA ADFP easement purchase funding to 
Buncombe County.

NEW PROJECTS
Transaction costs for 3 donation projects totaling $84,000 were funded by County 
Commissioners in FY20 for full donation conservation easements on the Mark and Donna 
Diaz Farm, the Ed and Suzy Rankin Farm, and the Charles and Sandra Fortune Farm adding 
138.6 acres to our conserved lands this year.

PROJECT WAITLIST
Currently 6 easement projects are in the works and 25 Farms, totaling in 2,199.96 acres 
of farmland waiting to be conserved with BCSWCD. The limitations include staff time, 
transaction cost funding and easement purchase funding, the farmland preservation 
program is limited to 2 projects a year.



CONSERVATION EASEMENT FUNDING LEVERAGED 
WITH BUNCOMBE COUNTY FUNDS 2005-2018
As part of the farmland protection plan, Buncombe Soil and Water collected numbers of all the 
funding that has been leveraged between land trust and the county conservation 
easements since the commissioners started funding these projects in 2005.

The Farmland Protection Plan is scheduled to go before the 
County Commissioners for adoption in August 2020.  
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FARMLAND PROTECTION PLAN UPDATE 
In 2019, the Soil & Water Conservation Board commissioned an updated Farmland Protection 
Plan for Buncombe County. This new work updates a 2007 plan and documents programs in 
place to protect open farmland, along with specific actions recommended for consideration 
by the county. Local governments with current plans in place enjoy reduced match 
requirements for state funds used to purchase conservation easements, implement projects 
that reduce loss of farmland, and support projects that increase economic viability of farming. 

Buncombe County is a state leader in implementing proactive policies to keep farmland 
viable, and is well positioned to maintain and enhance support for farmland preservation. 
Despite this, we should assume that development pressures on farmland in Buncombe 
County will remain strong for at least the next 10 years. 



VOLUNTARY AGRICULTURE DISTRICT & ENHANCED 
VOLUNTARY AGRICULTURE DISTRICT
The BCSWCD partners with the Buncombe County Planning Department to administer the 
Voluntary Agricultural District (VAD) and Enhanced Voluntary Agricultural District (EVAD) 
programs.  The Agriculture Advisory Board is also instrumental in the programs’ success.  
The VAD program provides benefits to farmers who sign a voluntary, non-binding, ten-year 
agreement to keep their land in agriculture and not develop it. 
Some of the VAD benefits include: 

• Recognition and public education about agriculture 

• Increased protection from nuisance suits 

• Waiver of water and sewer assessments

• Public hearings required for proposed condemnation 

• Increased Eligibility for Funding 

• Protecting Quality of Life in Rural Communities 

• County-wide economic benefit

The EVAD program provides even greater benefits to farmers who sign a binding, ten-year 
agreement to keep their land in agriculture and not develop it.  This program provides all 
the benefits of the VAD, as well as a 90% cost share rate on any state operated cost-sharing 
program related to agriculture.
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This past year the Planning Department reviewed all parcels in the programs and 
determined at the end of FY20, there were 287 farms totaling 20,895.35 acres enrolled 
in the VAD program and another 14 farms totaling 1,867.69 acres enrolled in the EVAD 
program.

Agriculture

Forestry

Horticulture

Other

We continue to focus on the development of resources for both farmers and community 
members. Currently public information on agricultural operations are kept on hand at 
several County offices including BCSWCD, Planning, Register of Deeds and Tax.  In order to 
maintain compliance with the NC Farm Act of 2018 (Senate Bill 711/Session Law 2018-113), 
we will be releasing an interactive web-based tool that will allow potential property buyers 
to search our database to gain valuable information on what agricultural operations are in 
the area. Community members can research the title of a particular tract and be notified if 
the tract is located within one-half mile of a VAD, EVAD or poultry, swine, or dairy farm. In 
partnership with County Legal, Register of Deeds, Planning Department, Tax Department 
and GIS Department, the departmental websites will house a link that will be placed on all 
main webpages. 

The purpose of this resource is to alert potential buyers to the realities of agricultural 
production, such as flies, odors and dust.  Our goal is to transparently represent the 
agricultural realities to potential property buyers in an effort to both educate and to 
lessen the potential for nuisance lawsuits with our local producers.   

The website is expected to launch in July FY21. 
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The Farm Heritage Trail recognizes the importance of protecting farmland, 
honoring agricultural heritage and supporting the future of agricultural 

operations within Buncombe County. Through agritourism, the trail informs 
citizens and tourists about the importance of our local food system, and that in 
order to protect our view sheds, we must protect our farmland. The outcome of 
this project is a stronger agritourism community within the county, a network of 
farmers for the public to connect to, and increased awareness of the experiences 

offered on farms in Buncombe County. 

“This award shows how Buncombe County’s farmland preservation efforts 
stand out nationally and that the Farm Heritage Trail is a prime example of the 
innovativeness and resourcefulness of the county,” states Ariel Zijp, Buncombe 

County Soil and Water Conservation District Farmland Preservation Coordinator. 
“The Farm Heritage Trail was launched in 2016 in the Northwest of the county 
and continues to grow with future plans to expand to a county-wide trail. This 

is a model that can be replicated nation-wide to encourage agritourism and the 
protection of farmland.”

“I am beyond pleased to see this hard work recognized and rewarded! The idea 
for the creation of a Farm Heritage Trail has been a dream of many for some 
time. When Ariel Zijp joined Buncombe County Soil and Water Conservation 
District’s staff in 2015 that dream began to take shape. In less than a year she 

found support to fund the initial startup. Now just four years later we are being 
nationally recognized for our innovative work to bring agritourism and farmland 
preservation awareness to our community and beyond. I couldn’t be prouder of 
our commitment to preserving the agricultural heritage of Buncombe County 

and to our pioneering approach to sharing and promoting our history for 
generations to come. The NACo Achievement Award does not mark the end 
of our journey but provides fuel to power the expansion of the trail to further 
highlight Buncombe County’s commitment to our community’s farmers and 
ranchers as well as preserving the beautiful landscape that makes visiting 

Buncombe County a must for travelers far and wide. We thank NACo for their 
recognition of our efforts!” 

– Jennifer Harrison, Buncombe County Ag and Land Resources Director

FARM HERITAGE TRAIL 
WINS NATIONAL 

ACHIEVEMENT AWARD
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ENVIROMENTAL EDUCATION

Education is the key to engaging people of all ages in conservation and 
preservation.   The BCSWCD Board continues to make environmental education 
a priority in our community.  And it is working!  In FY20 over 7,000 middle 
school and high school students participated in our environmental education 
programs. Keep reading for highlights of this exciting past year. 

ENVIROMENTAL EDUCATION FIELD DAYS 
During FY20 seven Environmental Education Field Days were hosted outdoors at the Big 
Ivy Community Center, Hominy Valley Elementary and Deep Creek Campground. Each class 
rotated between 8 different stations: aquatics, wildlife, soils, forestry, reptile ecology, team 
building, recycling and current environmental issues. Field days offer students hands-on 
learning experiences in their natural environment.  A total of 2,380 students and teachers
participated in our Environmental Education Field Days this year.

BUNCOMBE COUNTY ENVIROTHON 
Buncombe County Soil & Water Conservation District hosted its Buncombe County 
Envirothon on March 11, 2020, at the Pisgah Center for Wildlife Education.  Envirothon Teams 
from Erwin, Nesbitt Discovery Academy, North Buncombe, and TC Roberson high schools 
competed in the event to prepare for the Area Envirothon. Students started in September 
practicing weekly, maximizing their chances of a State Championship. Teams had a successful 
day of hands-on learning in our natural environment. First place was awarded to Chub Tub, 
Nesbitt Discovery Academy. Second place was awarded to Solar Powered Potato Squad, 
Erwin High School.
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STATE AND NATIONAL ENVIROTHON 
Due to COVID-19, the 2020 Area and State Envirothons were cancelled. The cancellation 
was devastating to the staff and students who worked so hard throughout the year. 
Unfortunately finding an alternative approach to hosting these events was not possible due 
to a lack of lead time to prepare virtual events.  Additionally, many of our rural area students 
did not have access to the internet.  We are already working to develop programs in the 
event that COVID-19 continues to interrupt our ability to offer Envirothon competitions.   
Although Buncombe Teams were unable to compete this year, 2019 was a successful year. 
Buncombe held five of the top seven slots at the Area competition qualifying for State 
Envirothon where we achieved top ten placing. 

The National Conservation Foundation Envirothon is North America’s largest environmental 
education program and competition.  It impacts more than 50,000 high school students 
across the U.S., Canada, and China annually.  North Carolina was very fortunate to have 
been selected as the host state for the national competition.  Soil and Water Conservation 
Districts from all over the state were asked to step up and support this huge event with 
volunteers or monetary donations.  Not only did the BCSWCD Board of Supervisors 
contribute $1,500 to the National Envirothon they also approved staff to travel to NC State 

University the week of July 29th – August 4th and volunteer as Team Advisors.  

CAMP WILD 
In 2019 the BCSWCD hosted two one-week sessions of Camp WILD on July 22nd-26th 
and August 5th-9th. Camp WILD is designed to guide students on a week-long odyssey to 
explore our natural world.  The aim is for students to come away with a new appreciation 
of the great outdoors that will translate into a lifetime of conservation-minded decision 
making.  Last year 28 middle and high school students attended the camp and had the 
opportunity to explore our Pisgah National Forest, the Biltmore Estate, Natural Tunnels State 
Park and MORE!

A special thank you to Gregory Tucker and Buncombe County EMS 
for joining in on the fun as chaperones!
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ERWIN HIGH STUDENTS HELP 
BUILD A STORMWATER 

WETLAND
The forecast called for excited students with a mix of experiential learning. Recently, 

Buncombe County Soil & Water Conservation teamed up with students from Erwin 

High School and Agriculture teacher, Michael Holt, for a project that helped the 

community and provided a hands-on science lesson. The students assisted with 

mitigating stormwater runoff by creating a wetland. “This project will treat runoff from 

grassed areas, a parking lot, and a portion of the roof. Typically, parking lots contain 

more pollutants such as heavy metals and petroleum products,” explains former 

Buncombe County Soil & Water Director Gary Higgins. Ultimately, the wetland captures 

runoff and holds the pollutants until they are broken down by plants and the organic 

layer in the wetland.

The students helped construct the wetland while also learning about pollutants, water 

quality, and how stormwater runoff affects ecology. “It was fun getting to plant the 

wetland project. It was a blessing to do something that will help our community and 

wildlife for years to come,” exclaims Jason Gills, a freshman at Erwin High and Future 

Farmers of America (FFA) member. “The project was educational because I learned 

about new plants and animals that live in wetland habitats.”

The wetland project is part of North Carolina Soil & Water’s Community Conservation 

Assistance Program (CCAP), a statewide initiative aimed at improving water quality 

in urbanized areas. The program offers landowners a 75 percent cost share on 14 

conservation practices commonly used to control pollutants entering the state’s 

waters. It’s also a great way to get students involved in their neighborhood while 

providing experiential learning opportunities. “I love getting students involved… 

they can see firsthand how and why we should protect our natural resources,” 

notes Soil & Water Environmental Educator Taira Lance. “It gives them a great sense 

of accomplishment to see the stormwater wetland completed and functioning. 

It empowers them to become environmental stewards and share their learning 

experiences with other students.” And sometimes students just dig not being in the 

classroom. “I really enjoyed doing the wetland project. I think it's a great idea for 

people to take a break from technology and do something outside,” adds Kamryn 

Ingle, Erwin High freshman and FFA member.



BCSWCD has robust marketing and outreach programs that benefit all 
community members. The BCSWCD staff work together to support the 
District's mission to education and inform community members of natural 
resources and enviromental education. Through attending events such as the 
WNC Mountain State Fair and hosting events such as the Seedling Sale and the 
Friends of Agriculture Breakfast, we have increased awareness of BCSWCD while 
promoting our mission. 

WNC MOUNTAIN STATE FAIR
The WNC Mountain State Fair was held September 6th-13th. The BCSWCD Staff took on the 

task of set-up on the 5th and clean up on the 16th. The fair booth won Best in Show. Thank 

you Area 1 for funding the booth and providing environmental education to the public. The 

booth reached over 25,000 community members.

SEEDLING SALE 
The BCSWCD held our annual seedling/plant sale March 5 and 6, 2020.  The District ordered 

11,450 plants of which they sold 11,175, the remaining 275 trees were donated to Asheville 

School for a reforestation project on campus.  Even with COVID-19 on the horizon, Buncombe 

County residents stepped up and supported environmental education.  The District made a 

net profit of $5,642.24 during the two-day event. We greatly appreciate our Assistant County 

Manager, Sybil Tate along with Permits and Inspections Director, Matt Stone and BCSWCD 

Board Chairman, Gary Higgins. They rolled up their sleeves and spent the day painting, 

transporting and organizing seedlings for the sale.  Thanks to everyone that purchased plants 

and seedlings!  We look forward to seeing you again next year.
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ORGANIC GROWER'S SCHOOL SPRING 
CONFERENCE  SCHOLARSHIP 
The Organic Growers School Spring Conference is a one-of-a-kind event that offers 

regionally specific workshops on organic growing and sustainable living. Due to COVID-19, 

the spring conference transitioned to a virtual conference.  The BCSWCD has been a 

partner in years past in providing scholarships for farmers and students. In FY20 the 

BCSWCD Board donated $1,000 for scholarships to the conference. Ten community 

members were able to attend the conference due to our contribution. 

STORMWATER PROJECT AT 
LEICESTER COMMUNITY CENTER 
The BCSWCD worked with Leicester Community Center President, Marie Whitener, and 

Vice-President, Fred Myers, on several aspects of stormwater drainage in the summer and 

fall of 2019.   Runoff from building gutters and the parking lot had caused the mulch in 

the playground to rot, which created a large muddy area around some of the playground 

equipment.  The community center closed the playground for three months because of the 

damage.  BCSWCD worked with engineer, Layne Owen, and soil scientist, Dalton Buchanan, 

to design a grassed swale and a concrete curb to divert stormwater runoff away from the 

playground.  The community center also worked with Environmental Program Specialist, 

Rich Holder, with Buncombe County Environmental Health to design and install a new 

septic system.  The old system had failed at the same time the runoff problems occurred.  

A private contractor also installed a new downspout on the gutter system to divert water 

away from the slope above the playground as well. BCSWCD leveraged $15,000 for the 

project to be completed. The playground is now safe for children to use after rain events, 

and open again to the community with a fresh layer of play-safe mulch.

Special thanks to County Commissioners Robert Pressley and Joe Belcher 
who offered discretionary funds to help with the extensive and costly repairs 
and stormwater conveyance structures.
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The Buncombe County is honored and excited to celebrate the retirement of Buncombe 

County Soil & Water Conservation Director, Gary Higgins. He left us after 36 years 

of service. In 1983, Gary joined the County as a Soil Conservationist. Prior to that, he 

worked for the Soil & Water Conservation District helping repair damage from the 1977 

flood as a Construction Inspector and Soil Conservation Technician.

After nearly four decades, Gary made a significant impact on helping landowners 

preserve their natural resources and undoubtedly has made Buncombe County a better 

place with his conservation expertise and relentless work ethic. He said that it’s hard 

to single out a favorite memory, rather he appreciates reflecting on all the completed 

conservation projects that have improved the County’s environment. “I have always 

taken a great deal of pride in seeing projects put on the ground, and we have had many 

over the years that I have worked here,” noted Gary.

Moving forward, Gary said he will miss helping landowners solve their natural resource 

issues. “However, I will miss working with the team here at Soil and Water Conservation 

the most. We have been very fortunate to have had a lot of great people work at the 

District, and we have a fantastic team working here now,” he says. “And of course, I will 

miss working with our Board of Supervisors and all the great County employees.”

However, Gary said retirement will offer the chance to pursue hobbies and other 

interests. “I look forward to having more time for travel, hobbies, and getting caught up 

on all the projects I have been putting off,” he says.

Of course, his coworkers said he’ll be sorely missed and the BCSWCD team offered this 

statement on their outgoing leader: “Gary has exceptional dedication and commitment 

to the District, working dawn until dusk to promote conservation in Buncombe County. 

With the strongest work ethic we know, he has guided the District by creating the state 

cost share program and the County farmland preservation and environmental education 

programs. Gary is one of the hardest working people we know, and the kindest, most 

considerate boss that we could ever ask for. It has been an honor to work for him over 

the years, we have learned so much and will miss him greatly! We are so excited for him 

in this next chapter in his life — for him to take time for himself, after dedicating so much 

to serving the landowners of Buncombe County. In Gary’s future, we see lots of road 

trips, hiking, and barn hunting with his loyal Blue Heeler, Annie.”
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FRIENDS OF AGRICULTURE BREAKFAST 
The BCSWCD, in cooperation with the Buncombe County Cooperative Extension Service, 

hosted 3 Friends of Agriculture Breakfasts during FY20. Local citizens were treated 

to a country breakfast and heard presentations on Southern Appalachian Highlands 

Conservancy Community Farm; Buncombe County Farmland Protection Plan Update and 

Present Use Value Tax Program in Buncombe County. 

CONSERVATION CONVERSATIONS NEWSLETTER
In FY20 BCSWCD's quarterly newsletter underwent a huge facelift. With assistance from 

the Buncombe County Information Technology department we were able to move our 

newsletter to a online platform that would expand our reach. In FY20 our subscribers list 

grew to 1,200! Our click-rate increased to 25% and opens increased by 40%! Not only 
did this increase our communication through the newsletter, but it has also allowed the 
District staff to send annoucements and information regularly. 

BUNCOMBE COUNTY WEBSITE
In FY20 Buncombe County redesigned their website allowing BCSWCD to redesgin as well. 

The new website allows community members to find news articles regarding the Distrct 

with ease. Furthermore, the website is designed to gain traction through search engines. 

The new website also allows for articles to be directly linked to our newsletter and email 

lists. In June 2020 traffic to our website increased by 135%!

BCSWCD PROMOTIONAL HATS
The BCSWCD staff researched and sought out funding from the Board to purchase hats 

with the BCSWCD logo on the front to gain awareness. This is not a new idea, hats have 

been the go-to promotional item for BCSWCD for over 30 years. This year with the help 

of Buncombe County Communications we were able to design a new logo that can be 

displayed proudly on our new hats. The BCSWCD Board approved to purchase 

100 hats for $750. 
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In a snapshot FY20 was a great year. FY20 may have thrown some curveballs but the 

BCSWCD staff navigated the global pandemic with ease. Not only did the BCSWCD 

staff continue to provide normal programming and assistance but they also stepped 

up to fight the coronavirus head on. The District staff worked countless hours in the 

EOC, Communications, and the I&Q Center to ensure community safety. We all know 

the BCSWCD staff is amazing but they amazed us once again with their dedication and 

commitment to Buncombe County during the pandemic. 

BCSWCD leveraged $47 million in funds for agriculture easements and conserved nearly 

220 acres in Buncombe County. Despite the global pandemic enviromental education 

programs were able to adapt and continue. High school students were able to gain 

hands on experience by planting a rain garden at the BCSWCD office. Our technical 

assistance programs continued and brought in over $130,000 in leveraged funds for 

stream stabalization and grassed waterways. This is only a small portion of the success for 

BCSWCD. 

Thank you to all our partners and Buncombe County Government for your continued 

support in our programs. Without our partnerships, FY20 would not have been as 

successful as it was!

For more information regardng BCSWCD programs please visit:
www.buncombecounty.org/soil

REPORT SUMMARY


