
R ensselaer County 4-H teens proved in 2016 that 4-H does “Grow True 
Leaders.” Our teens spent the 2016 4-H year taking part in a number of 

county and state 4-H events including State Leadership Conferences, 
Cornell Education Day at the State Capitol, 4-H Capital Days, State and 
National Agricultural related conferences, and much more. Our members 
not only participated in these events, but stepped up and let their 
“leadership skills” shine through. 

Starting in Fall of 2015, we had two teens begin work on the State Teen 
Action Representative Retreat Planning Team, preparing for the STARR 
event that took place this past April. The 
teens planned for educational and social 
activities for more than 150 youth who 
attend the event; designing workshops, 
securing volunteer instructors, and 
providing ideas and guidance in general 
decisions for the event, such as, venues and 
meals. The planning team members also 
led “roundtable” groups of around 25 
youth each, engaging youth in leadership 
activities, encouraging reflections, and 
facilitating discussion between members. 
Rensselaer County also sent 12 teens to the 
STARR conference as county representatives. These teens participated in a 
variety of workshops where they learned activities and skills that they can 
offer to their 4-H clubs as well as our county program. 

In January,  four teens represented the state 4-H program, as they 
demonstrated 4-H STEM programming at Cornell Education Day at the New 
York State Capitol. They met with New York State legislators and staff to 
discuss 4-H STEM program opportunities and gave them the opportunity to 
operate a drone. Legislators appreciated the opportunity to meet and 
engage with 4-H youth and learn how the emerging technology is becoming 
imperative in agriculture and other industries.  

Rensselaer County sent 32 teens to Cornell Career Explorations this past 
June, two of which were Focus Assistants. As focus assistants, these 
members worked with other 4-H teens, volunteers, and staff from across 
the state to plan Career Explorations, an annual event held at Cornell. They 
worked to organize the program for the more than 350 youth; securing 
focus groups, designing opening and closing ceremonies, and coordinating 
social activities. During the event, the focus assistants worked with Cornell 
faculty to help lead the 18 focus areas, helping youth discover different 
career paths ranging from Natural Resources to Food Sciences.  

Four of our teens attended the National 4-H Dairy Conference in Madison, 
Wisconsin. On this trip our youth were presented with many outstanding 
opportunities to view the dairy industry in Wisconsin. While many took 
feverish notes about the farms we toured or plenty of photos to remember 
the differences between the dairy industry in New York versus Wisconsin, 
our youth stepped up on this conference; always at the front of the group 
asking questions related to their farm or business.  The networking 
opportunity provided by the National 4-H Dairy Conference allowed our 4-
H members to learn more about the dairy industry, make new connections 
and grow.  

The themes and life skills that our teens learn through 4-H programming 
will help guide them as they begin 
to make education and career 
decisions.  Within 4-H we are 
always encouraging youth to strive 
to reach their goals in life. With 
that, we help to guide them, 
present them with opportunities to 
succeed, as well as grow.  

In the 2015-16 4-H year we 
reached 4,580 youth through our 
clubs, afterschool, school enrichment, and special interest programs; 
focusing on STEM, Citizenship, and Healthy Living.  We had 424 4-H club 
members, 503 afterschool club members, and 169 volunteers to help 
ensure our youth had a positive adult mentor to help guide them through 
their experiences.  

In 2016 Landowners throughout the area received inquiries from solar 
companies regarding placing a solar farm on their property.  In response 
to requests received from landowners, CAAHP staff held a multi-county 
meeting for rural landowners.   The meeting had representatives from 
NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets and State.  A representative 
from NYS Energy Research and 
Development Authority was on hand 
as well.  A local attorney was present 
to offer suggestions on how to review 
the legal documents landowners 
received.  The meetings were well 
attended over the region.  Resources 
from the meeting were posted on the 
CAAHP website and have been frequently accessed.  

In 2016, CCE Rensselaer partnered with Rensselaer County and Spiral 
Design Studio to build a mobile-friendly website aimed at helping area 
consumers connect with local specialty crops producers. The website, 
scheduled to launch soon, allows users to search by location or by crop, 
and is part of a wider effort to bring more farms online and into social 
media. The project included four social media workshops, offered in 
March, to help producers jump start or optimize their social media 
marketing efforts. 30 producers were in attendance. The success of the 
program has been an effective springboard into additional efforts,  
including expanded social media workshops, and the launch of a 3-year, 
USDA-funded project to use web and social media outreach and education 
to increase access to local ag products. 

A  full slate of Summer Programs was held at the Demonstration 
Garden at the Robert C. Parker School in North Greenbush.  The 

series kicked off with “Create A Hummingbird Garden” on June 22 with 35 
people in attendance. On July 
21, “English Garden Troughs” 
drew 25 participants. On July 
27, 35 participants attended 
“Using Herbs Throughout the 
Seasons.” “Integrated Gardens: 
Creating A Beautiful, Low 
Maintenance Garden 
Ecosystem” was presented to 
40 people. Many thanks to our talented Master Gardener presenters! 

The Horticulture Program helped numerous county residents and local 
governments with plant problems and pest issues in 2016.  Emerald ash 
borer, an imported pest which destroys native ash trees, was documented 
by CCE in Wynantskill and subsequently found to be active in Troy, East 
Greenbush, Schodack, and other local communities. In response, new 
information was posted on our website, and site visits were made to 
uncover new infestations and help landowners decide on a course of 
action. In March, unseasonably warm temperatures followed by a period 
of extreme cold in April lead to severe damage on evergreens in 
landscapes and nurseries, which generated questions and conversations 
well into the summer months. Other notable pests which we identified 
include western flower thrips, cowpea seed beetles, hickory bark beetles, 
armillaria root rot and two-banded Japanese weevil.  

Master Gardeners provide a 
tremendous service to the 
community through their 
volunteer efforts. Sixty-seven 
Master Gardener volunteers gave a 
total of 3,758 volunteer hours to 
CCE in 2015, worth an estimated 
$86,697.06. Highlights include 296 
hours volunteered for 
presentations to community groups, 680 hours answering gardening 
questions and 1,316 hours dedicated to community horticulture projects. 
The total time volunteered (which consists of volunteer time plus 
meetings and education) came to 5,430 hours for the year. 

W e continue to partner with the Rensselaer County Office for Aging to 
help guide healthy and safe food for the county’s senior citizens 

who participate in home delivered meals and participate in any one of the 
five county Senior Centers: Hoosick Falls, Grafton, Troy, Rensselaer and 
Schodack.  CCE oversees the production of the monthly menus, and 
conducts quarterly educational visits to the sites to work with Senior site 
staff involved in meal preparation to help ensure the food is being 

prepared and served properly.  In 
addition, we provide a free monthly 
nutrition newsletter to seniors and 
nutrition classes related to the 
newsletter topic at each of the senior 
sites.   Those residents receiving home 
delivered meals also receive the 
newsletter.  Monthly we distribute 
500 newsletters and have on average 
94 seniors participate in our nutrition 
classes.   

The Capital Region Eat Smart New 
York Program offers free nutrition 

workshops to agencies that provide services to low-income adults and 
youth. This program is also offered to schools that provide at least 60% 
free or reduced lunch to their students. This past year, 172 nutrition 
classes were taught in Rensselaer and Albany County elementary schools 
reaching approximately 600 students. Class topics included consuming 
more fruits and vegetables, drinking fewer sweetened beverages, the 
importance of calcium and drinking more low-fat milk, consuming 
healthier snacks, increasing physical activity, and learning why breakfast 
is the most important meal of the day. The following are quotes from 
students at the end of one of the nutrition lessons: “I went to a birthday 
party and the waitress poured everybody soda to go with our pizza. I told 
her that soda has too much sugar in it and asked her if I could have some 
milk instead,” second grade student. “My mother always packs me cookies 
for my snack.  I told her they weren’t good for me and I wanted fruit 
instead.  Now I eat an apple or orange every day for snack,” first grade 
student.  

The Capital Region Eat Smart New York Program launched a social media 
“Nourish Your Neighbors” Healthy Food Drive campaign across the Capital 

District.  Agencies, schools, churches, and other 
groups were given the opportunity to promote 
healthier food donations within their 
communities via food drives.  Participating 
organizations received a complete kit to market 
and implement this effort.  The goal is to 
encourage members of the community to donate 
healthier food items within each food group to 
aid in providing healthier food options for 
patrons, thereby reducing the incidence of 
chronic disease and improving their overall 
health and well-being.  This past year over 2,000 
Healthy Food Drive Bags were collected and 
donated to local food pantries. Of the bags 
collected, approximately 90% of all food items 
collected were healthy.   

At the root of our nutrition education is the Expanded Food and Nutrition 
Education Program (EFNEP).  This is an income based program for 
families with children.  Helping families better understand and implement 
food selections that embrace the USDA My Plate guidance, increase 
physical activity, adopt safe food handling and food budgeting practices all 
help build a stronger family.  This will contribute to decreasing nutrition 
related health conditions.   There were 120 adult participants and 92 
youth participants in this program resulting in impacting 402 family 
members.    A major focus of youth education in EFNEP is snacking 
smarter, food safety, overall nutrition and impacts on health.  Classes and 
sessions are delivered in a variety of modes from in-home, to afterschool 
and group classes, always with a strong hands-on approach. 

Our newest program is Healthy Neighborhoods.  The objective of 
Healthy Neighborhoods is to ensure that members of the community 
have access to education on health and safety topics pertaining to their 
home environment. The program is zip-code based; meaning that 

anyone residing in the target zip codes 
of 12180, 12182, and 12144, are 
automatically qualified to participate. 
The program provides in-home 
assessments and interventions for 
asthma, tobacco cessation, indoor air 
quality, lead, fire safety and other 
environmental health hazards. All 
participants receive free safety and 
cleaning supplies that aid in keeping the 

home environment a clean and safe place to live. Supplies such as 
smoke and carbon monoxide detectors, fire extinguishers, child safety 
items, pest control items, asthma prevention items, and cleaning 
supplies are given out; depending on each individuals’ specific needs.  
To date we have reached 259 households.   

Since March, 2010, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County 
has conducted “lead paint” inspections in hundreds of 
dwellings throughout Troy, Lansingburgh, and the 
City of Rensselaer. The program is administered by 
the Rensselaer County Department of Health, and is 
one of only three “Primary” lead paint inspection 
programs in the Capital Region. Since the start of the 
current grant cycle (April 2016), CCE has completed 
80 home inspections. The goal of the inspections is to 
identify hazardous lead paint, a known toxin to 
children and adults. The inspections become the basis 
of specific home owner/renter education to develop a 
plan to remove and or manage lead paint hazards.  

Ultimately, this program aids in  participants increasing the safety of 
their home as it relates to lead exposure.  

I n order to help the agricultural community in Rensselaer County to 
become more sustainable, we hit the pavement running. Our 

Agriculture Educators have been traveling throughout the community 
to get to meet and know the producers to better understand their 
needs from Cooperative Extension. While meeting with producers we 
were able to have great conversations to help guide us in our program 
making decisions. This year a focus was to help bring the community 

together and 
introduce producers 
to each other and get 
to know each other 
better. With this goal 
a video called Farm 
Neighborhoods was 
created to help show 
case some of the 495 

farms that cover 88,763 acres within Rensselaer County. This video is 
still in progress and we would love to have more producers participate 
in the filming. Contact us if you are interested in participating. 

Members of the Capital Area Agricultural and Horticulture Program 
(CAAHP) have been busy providing technical assistance and education 
to the farming community in Rensselaer County.   We welcomed two 
new additions to the team in 2016, a Commercial Horticulture Educator 
and a Livestock Educator. 

Several educational activities took place in or near Rensselaer County 
that benefitted producers there, including a farmer discussion group 
and a soil health workshop at a local dairy farm. Team members are 
pleased to answer phone calls and make visits to Rensselaer County 
producers on a wide variety of topics.   
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Greetings Friends and Supporters of Cooperative Extension—  

The year of 2016 has not failed to keep Cornell Cooperative Extension ever 
evolving and adjusting to meet the needs of Rensselaer County.  We saw 
the addition of two program offerings: Healthy Neighborhoods and the 
Capital Area Agriculture and Horticulture Program.  The Healthy 
Neighborhoods program enhances our current efforts in the Primary Lead 
Prevention and Nutrition Programs.  Great synergy has been created with 
cross referrals and increased capacity to serve our families.  Now when we 
enter homes of residents, we can educate beyond lead prevention and 
nutrition, to include multiple components of indoor environments and 
home safety.   

Commercial Agriculture and Horticulture offerings ventured into new 
waters.  The data collected from the 2015 comprehensive agriculture 
survey that we administered was thoughtfully reviewed to determine 
program needs.  With leadership from our Agriculture Program 
Development Committee and Board of Directors, we joined the Capital 
Area Agriculture and Horticulture Program.  Our office is now home to this 
team’s Livestock Specialist and we have more than tripled our capacity to 
address agriculture and horticulture demands as these two industries 
trend toward more advanced technology and complex economies of scale.   
Unique to our county remains our strong Consumer Horticulture Program.  
Our Master Gardeners are an invaluable energizer and multiplier to our 
staff capacity.  There was a bountiful offering of well attended workshops 
including Spring Garden Day and community events to engage avid 
gardeners.     

Our 4-H Youth Development Program from community clubs and 
afterschool programs to school enrichment continued to be high quality 
and impactful.  S.T.E.M. (Science, Technology, Engineering and Math), 
Healthy Lifestyles and Community Service efforts continue to dominate 
programming, meeting the needs of all youth from dairy cattle and equine 
to gardening and robotics.  The success of 4-H is very reliant on an army of 
very dedicated and hardworking volunteers to expand our outreach to 
youth.  Digital Literacy is one program area that cuts across audiences 
from youth to seniors.  Making connections through the Upper Hudson 
Library System, Rensselaer County office of Economic Development and 
working with our Eastern New York Commercial Horticulture Program are 
just a couple of snippets of the vast audiences that have benefited from 
Digital Literacy Education.   

It is estimated that collectively our programs reached 5,666 households, 
farmers, producers or residents.  Please know you are all invited to reach 
out to me should you have any needs or ideas that Cornell Cooperative 
Extension may be able to serve.  I thank Rensselaer County for providing 
our base funding which allows us to leverage other funding and projects to 
enhance our community.  Finally, I thank you all, from staff to volunteers 
and program participants for getting involved and supporting our 
Association.  I look forward to 2017 and celebrating Cornell Cooperative 
Extension of Rensselaer County’s Centennial.  The strong roots that have 
grown since the seed of CCE was planted a hundred years ago is tribute to 
the role we continue to play in our community.     

 Sincerely, Bernadine “Bernie” Wiesen, Executive Director 
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