
Virginia Economic Development Association 
2015 Awards Program 

 
The Shenandoah Valley Partnership (SVP) would like to nominate the Fields of Gold 
Agritourism Program for the VEDA Community Economic Development Award in recognition of 
the program’s innovative approach to assisting the region’s agricultural community through 
leveraging resources and capitalizing on the region’s agricultural assets. Fields of Gold is a 
collaborative regional project that promotes agritourism in eight 
counties and five cities in the Shenandoah Valley: Counties of 
Augusta, Bath, Botetourt, Highland, Rockbridge, Rockingham, 
Page, Shenandoah and the Cities of Buena Vista, Harrisonburg, 
Lexington, Staunton, and Waynesboro.  

Home to over 6,900 farms and four of the five top agricultural producing counties in Virginia, 
the Fields of Gold region has a rich agricultural history which remains a significant portion of its 
economy. A third of Virginia’s agricultural revenue comes from the eight counties included in 
the Fields of Gold region. Due to the rich history and scenic beauty, these eight counties in the 
Shenandoah Valley generated $1.2 billion in travel and tourism expenditures in 2013. The 
program’s activities, led by a steering committee representing all 13 localities and staffed by the 
Central Shenandoah Planning District Commission (CSPDC), encourage the region’s rural and 
urban communities to prosper, protect, and enhance agriculture as a unique cultural heritage. 
Fields of Gold is an economic development initiative with a mission to create and retain jobs 
on the farm, expand tourism jobs off the farm, nurture an environment for entrepreneurism, 
and market the Shenandoah Valley as an agritourism destination. 

A Process of Collaboration 
In early 2011, local leaders in the Shenandoah Valley met to look at ways to take advantage of 
this high interest in agriculture, tourism and the local foods movement and to develop a 
program from which all would benefit.  Local officials understood that they would benefit from 
the economies of scale a regional program could offer, as opposed to each locality individually 
operating its own program.  These discussions laid the foundation for Fields of Gold as a 
partnership between local governments, economic development and tourism entities, 
agribusiness, and the farming community to promote regional agritourism.  Support was 
received from elected officials and a number of public and private organizations.  The region’s 
economic development organization, the Shenandoah Valley Partnership (SVP), was involved 
from the onset.  State agencies were also consulted including Virginia Department of 
Agriculture and Consumer Services, Virginia Department of Housing and Community 
Development, and Virginia Tourism Corporation.    



Local government officials agreed that for Fields of Gold to become an effective regional 
agritourism program, a number of steps would have to be taken.  These steps included 
surveying all the different agritourism businesses in the region, mapping these businesses, 
hosting educational workshops, conducting an economic impact analysis, participating in 
outreach efforts, building partnerships with organizations and farmers, and developing a 
marketing and business plan.  All of these processes were guided by committees, staffed by the 
CSPDC, comprised of local government officials, the private sector, and stakeholders from the 
participating localities.  Over 100 stakeholders (public and private) were involved in establishing 
the program. 

Planting the Seeds for a Regional Agritourism Program  
In 2011, the Fields of Gold program received funding through a CDBG Regional Planning Grant 
to initiate a number of activities to explore opportunities to develop an agritourism program in 
the Shenandoah Valley and begin to develop how that program would operate.  This included 
forming partnerships, establishing a steering committee, inventorying and mapping the region’s 
agritourism destinations, developing a marketing plan, beginning a strategic plan, and 
completing an economic impact analysis. 

From there the program has been successful in securing other state and federal grant funds to 
move the program forward.  These grant funds, matched with local contributions and private 
investments, have enabled the Fields of Gold program to establish the most 
comprehensive guide to agritourism in the Shenandoah Valley and Virginia!  

Accomplishments (in just three short years) 
Economic Impact Analysis:  One of the first steps taken was an Economic Impact Analysis 
conducted in 2012. The study, conducted by Chmura Economics & Analytics, estimated that 
the agritourism industry in the Fields of Gold region generated $22.4 million in sales in 2011.  
The total economic impact of the industry, including multiplier effects, was estimated to have 
been $34.8 million that supported 811 jobs in the region in 2011.  Furthermore, the study 
showed significant market growth potential in the number of agritourism visitors and total 
agritourism sales.  It estimates that the number of visitors to agritourism destinations can grow 
9.4 percent per year and total agritourism sales can increase by 12.5 percent per year over the 
next ten years.  The growth potential for agritourism in the entire Fields of Gold region is also 
boosted by a $1 billion and growing annual tourism industry.   

 

 



Inventory and Asset Mapping:  Early activities of the Fields of Gold program included surveying 
and mapping the region’s agritourism destinations (currently numbered at 180).  These include 
farmers markets, wineries, breweries, pick-your-own farms, farm tours, farm-to-table 
restaurants, farm lodging, and more.  Each of these sites have been catalogued, mapped and 
displayed on the Fields of Gold website. 

Marketing:  Once the planning phase was complete, the Fields of Gold program moved into the 
implementation phase, specifically branding and marketing.  A Marketing Plan was developed 
that called for a number of activities to be implemented. 

Branding/Logo Design:  A graphic design firm was procured to develop 
a brand for the Fields of Gold program.  Products created included a 
logo, logo family, tagline, and “memorable look” that can be fully and 
consistently used in every aspect of marketing the Fields of Gold 
program.  The brand features the use of “farm trail” to tell visitors that 
there are multiple activities, attractions, and destinations to explore.  
Trail is a widely recognized term in tourism marketing and a great way to attract visitors to 
multiple venues that are bound by a common theme, in this case, agriculture. 

Website:  At the heart of Fields of Gold program is the Fields of Gold website, 
www.fieldsofgold.org.  This website includes such tools as an interactive map of the region’s 
agritourism destinations, description of member businesses, an events calendar, links to 
local and regional tourism sites, and current stories and noteworthy information.  The 
website was launched in May 2014.  This dynamic and robust website showcases each of 
the 180 Fields of Gold members with an individual profile page about their business and the 
services and products they provide. With an interactive Google-based map, the visitor can 
easily find agritourism sites with directions, contact information and a description of 
services along with other helpful information.   

Promotional Materials:  Promotional materials were designed, produced, and distributed 
to direct visitors to the Fields of Gold website, www.fieldsofgold.org.  These include 
brochures, rack cards, magazine advertisements, posters, tote bags, festival and tradeshow 
banners, etc.  Promotional materials are currently being distributed through Virginia 
Welcome Centers, local visitor centers, Fields of Gold businesses, and other strategic 
outlets.   

Media Campaign:  A social media strategy was launched and continues to be implemented 
with current information on Facebook. Press releases and relative articles are also prepared 
that are provided to primarily local newspapers but also other outlets.  This press coverage 
is in addition to purchased advertising.  

http://www.fieldsofgold.org/
http://www.fieldsofgold.org/


Events:  As a way to promote the Fields of Gold concept and educate and entertain the 
general public, the first agritourism festival known as “Farming in the Valley, was  held in 
Augusta County in October of 2011, and again annually in 2012, 2013 and 2014.  This event 
showcases the region’s agriculture heritage and educates the public about the history 
and importance of agriculture in the Shenandoah Valley.  Fields of Gold also has a 
presence at other ag-festivals including the Highland Maple Festival, Shenandoah Valley 
Wine and Jazz Festival, Harvest Moon, Love at First Bite, and others.  These festivals 
bring in hundreds of visitors from all over the state and country. 

 
Business Support: Not only does the Fields of Gold program collectively market the region’s 
agritourism destinations to visitors, it supports the start-up and growth of the region’s 
agritourism businesses by offering educational workshops, informational webinars, and one-on-
one help-desk style business support  Fields of Gold also provides access to business best 
practices, marketing tools, and resources to small businesses, agribusinesses, and 
entrepreneurs.  A one-stop-shop agritourism business tool kit for Fields of Gold members has 
been developed and is housed on a members-only portal on the Fields of Gold website.  A 
dozen workshops, webinars, and trainings specific to agritourism have been held as part of the 
Fields of Gold program.  In March 2015, the state will hold its first agritourism conference in 
Staunton.  This two-day conference, titled “Agritourism in a Creative Economy,” will provide 
sessions on event planning, marketing, zoning/land conservation, food safety, and experience-
based advice for agritourism business owners.  Fields of Gold will offer member farm tours and 
best practices sessions to conference attendees. 

The Future of Fields of Gold 
With its vision and motivated stakeholders, Fields of Gold has brought together the farming 
community, agritourism owners, localities, state agencies and many, many partners under one 
umbrella to promote the Shenandoah Valley as the #1 agritourism destination in the 
Commonwealth.  Through the efforts of many, Fields of Gold has expanded public-private 
partnerships, offered cost-savings to localities, and provided the tools to assist agritourism 
entrepreneurs to be successful. The Fields of Gold model could easily be replicated in other 
areas so long as local governments work together with agritourism operators, farmers and 
organizations that support the farming community.  The CSPDC receives frequent requests to 
share information on the Fields of Gold program with other areas of Virginia.  The staff makes 
presentations to areas interested in replicating the program.  The list of what has been 
accomplished by the Fields of Gold program over its short time is extraordinary and because of 
these accomplishments, it is a worthy candidate for the VEDA Community Development Award.    



Take home a slice of the Shenandoah 
Valley when you visit a Fields of Gold 
retail store or grocery that specializes 
in local products. Honey, cheese, maple  
syrup, baked goods, jams, jellies, 
pickles, lavender, wool and alpaca fiber, 
and much more. All home-grown and 
made in the Shenandoah Valley! 

Start a family tradition this year! Choose 
and cut your own Christmas tree at one of 
our local Christmas tree farms. Our local 
nurseries offer fresh seasonal plants, flowers, 
wreaths and garlands or learn to make your 
own masterpiece at one of our workshops. 
Isn’t it time you brought the outside in?  

Celebrate the heritage of agriculture 
in the Shenandoah Valley. From the 
Maple Festival in the spring to the 
many Harvest Festivals in the fall, you’re sure to find a festival 
that speaks to you! If you’re looking for a unique setting to have a wedding, 
celebrate a birthday or special occasion, our Ag Venues offer a variety of 
authentic settings for your special occasion. Check out our calendar for a 
list of festivals, county fairs and agricultural events coming up.
 

It doesn’t get any fresher than this! 
Straight from our farms to your table. 
You’ll find dozens of farm stands 
dotting our region. Just follow the 
Fields of Gold Farm Trail to find your 
next roadside attraction!

Get up with the chickens and go 
to bed when the cows come home. 
Whether you’re looking for a real 
farm experience or a relaxing 
getaway, you’ll find a unique 
experience at one of our farm 
B&Bs, country inns, rural retreats 
and farm cottages. Expect a warm 
welcome and hearty home-cooked meal. 
Make your reservations now!

Reap what we sow! Do you know 
where your food comes from? You 
will when you dine at one of our local 
farm-to-table restaurants. Savor the 
freshest ingredients and true local 
cuisine. For a list of farm-to-table 
restaurants and menus, go to our 
website. Bon Appétit!

Catch your imagination at one 
of our fee-to-fish farms. Take 
home a trophy fish or a fish 
fillet for dinner. No license 
required, all ages welcome.   

You don’t need to travel to the Napa 
Valley for great wine; we’ve got award-
winning wines and craft beers right 
here in the Shenandoah Valley. In 
fact, Wine Enthusiast Magazine ranks 
Virginia in the top 10 in the world 
for wine travel destinations. Over 20 
wineries, breweries and cideries are 
in the Fields of Gold region. Learn how 
wine, cider, and craft beers are made, stroll 
through a vineyard, and see a hop farm. Cheers!
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Get fresh with the locals at one 
of our many Farmers Markets in 
the Fields of Gold region. Fresh 
produce in season year-round. 
Herbs, plants, meats, eggs, jams 
and jellies, baked goods and even 
local handmade items. Check 
out our website for a list of the 
Farmers Markets in the area.

Whether you call it Pick-Your-Own, 
PYO, or U-Pick, you’ll find a Fields 
of Gold farm near you. Pumpkins, 
apples, berries, peaches, 
vegetables, flowers and more. 
Mother Nature calls the shots, so 
always call ahead to confirm field 
conditions, dates and times. Start 
Picking Your Own fun now!

Find the inner farmer in you! Get 
lost in a corn maze, hitch a ride 
on a wagon, feed a goat, pet a 
sheep, root for your favorite pig, 
milk a cow and talk with a farmer. 
Fun for all ages and perfect for 
fields trips, too. Don’t forget your 
camera to capture that special 
family moment! 
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www.fieldsofgold.org

Your JourneY Begins Here on tHe Fields oF gold Farm trail



THE SHENANDOAH VALLEY 
FIELDS OF GOLD

~ where agriculture got its roots ~

www.fieldsofgold.org

THE FIELDS 
OF GOLD STORY

Since the early 1700s, farming 
has been central to the spirit and 
success of the Shenandoah Valley. 
It has sustained the citizens of the 
Valley by providing vital economic, 
agricultural, environmental, 
aesthetic and social benefits. 
Today farming still plays an 

important role in the Shenandoah Valley and now you can 
be part of that story when you travel the Fields of Gold 
Farm Trail. Here you’ll discover natural beauty, history, 
outdoor recreation, cultural attractions and lots and lots 
of agricultural. The Fields of Gold Farm Trail represents 
over 170 open farms, wineries and breweries, roadside 
stands, farm B&Bs, farm-to-table restaurants, farmers 
markets, festivals and so much more that’s agriculture. 
Plan a day, a weekend, or even a longer trip to get your 
hands dirty (or not) as you travel along the Fields of Gold 
Farm Trail. Write your farm story now!

On the Fields of Gold Farm 
Trail, you’ll discover the home-
grown side of Virginia in the 
Shenandoah Valley. After all, it’s 
where agriculture got its roots. 

Pick your own fruit in one of our orchards, stroll through a 
farmers market, savor a wine tasting, tour a working farm, 
celebrate at a farm festival, or feast on a locally-grown 
meal at one of our farm-to-table restaurants. Whether
you are planning a day-trip with your family, a 
week-long excursion with friends or just a spur 
of the moment getaway, adventure awaits 
you on the Fields of Gold Farm Trail.  

www.fieldsofgold.org www.fieldsofgold.org
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