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“Small Groups,
Big Outcomes”
Lisa Foust Prater
Successful Farmin

Small Groups, Big Outcomes

he smell of fresh coffee wafts through a friendly meeting room overlook-
ing o busy street in Rocky Ford, Colorado. A plate of glazed doughnuts
sits on the table. The welcoming space features o large, rectangular takle,
comfortable chairs, plants, notice boards, and dozens of wooden plagues
emblazoned with the brands of several local ranchers.
Some of the men and wormen behind those brands make the drive to town on a
Monday morning. They grak a mug of coffes and o doughnut, greet each other
warmly, laugh, and talk about the things ranchers talk about: the weather, cattle

prices, and what's going on in town,

As the conversation drifts into more sericus topics, such ds loan payments, suc-
cession planning, and the stress caused by forces they can't control, the ranchers
open up, listen, and lean on each other. They talk openly about depression. They
share their feelings. They ask how they can help.

This isn"t just an ordinary coffee shop. It's The Coffee Break Project.

Response to a Tragic Situation
Ill the Llighy Plains arcond Rocky Ford, cattle

outnumber pecple 7-to-1, Ranchers aften live
miles from their nearest neighbors, That isalation
conlributes Lo a suicide rale among American
Larmers and ranchers thae 1s 3.5 wmes higher than
the general population, accarding e the nonprotit
Natiomal Bural Healeh Assowiation.

I 2818, Tour men with ties te Kiowa County,
jost nercheast of Rocky Ford, died by suicide,
Three of the dearhs acenrred within two weeks. A
local joarrnalist asked [LC. Carrica what he planned
ter dder about i Carrica 15 vice president of Valley
Wicle Leolih Systerns, a nonprolil providing
physical and bebavioral health care services o
rural caommunicics across sontheastern Colorada.

Carrica doveloped an ag advisary commitiee 1o
ackdress rural stress in the area. Jenniter Follmiller,
dircetar of public affairs and community catreach
Tor Walley- Wide, is a member, She said the
cormrmities ack nowledged the sugma surrounding
mental health, “We knew we probably weren't
ering ta get farmers and ranchers 1 walk thraugh
the daors af the mental healeh conter.” she said.

The committee decided v nmplement the
Changing Our Mental and Emorienal Trajectorey
{COMET methad, develaped by the High Plains

Kescarch Metwark, a project af the University of
Colorada School of Medicine, 1o teachies peopls
hesw tr reach eur to sormenne having a difficult
time and helpthem shift toward wellness and
away (rom a mental health crsis, COMTITT was
crested with rural commmunities i mnd

In a vwo-hour session, COMET trainees learn
hevw toe aibserve athers and notice carly wehen
something isn't right. It demanstrates how o start,
A conversaticn in A supporiive way, wich a seven-
question guide, and offers resmirces to share i
someane necds additional belp

Promoting Firearm Safety

I Partnering with the Colorade Gun Shop Project
from the state’s department of public health

gave Lhe commitiee another way o help farmers

anel ranchers,

Ln 2021, 36.7% of male and 30.7% of female
suicide deaths in Colerada acowrred by discharge
ol o hrearm, aceording w the siate health
departent. Stll, many goun owners are hesitant
torcall the aurharities it thev're suicidal lecause of
lawss that allow the conrt ta remave fircarms from
thase constidered a danger o thomsalves ar others,

The Gun Shap Projecr purs time and distance
between a suicidal person and their fircarms >
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Southeast Colorado
ranchers find support
over a cup of coffee
and learn how to help
others who may be
struggling with mental
health.

By Lisa Foust Prater
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FAMILY

Ross Chastain drives the No. 1 Busch Light
Chevrolet in the NASCAR Cup Series.

.=
4

Watermelons in the Winner’

By Lisa Foust Prater
Executive Editor,

Family & Rural Issues
lisafoustprater@agriculture.com

s Circle

NASCAR driver Ross Chastain's eighth-generation farm roots have
shaped his racing career. Now, he's using his platform to spotlight farmers.

n May 25,
NASCAR driver
Ross Chastain
started the 2025
Coca-Cola 600 in last place.
But when the checkered flag
waved 400 laps later at the
Charlotte Motor Speedway,
he was the first to cross the
finish line. After taking a
victory lap, Chastain climbed
on top of the No. 1 Chevrolet,
and, as fireworks erupted
behind him and the crowd
roared — he held a water-
melon over his head and
smashed it onto the track.
The watermelon featured
in his signature celebration

was grown on Chastain’s
family’s farm in southern
Florida, representing
generations of hard work
and perseverance.

Long Legacy

(7‘ hastain said his family
_Ahas been farming in

the Southeast since Pierre

Chastain landed in what is

now Richmond, Virginia,

in 1700. Pierre, who was

trained as a doctor in France,

also took up farming after

the move. The family con-

tinued the farming tradition,

with branches moving to

South Carolina and Georgia

over the generations. Their specialty was watermelons.

In the 1950s, Chastain’s great-grandfather moved from
Georgia to southern Florida. “You can grow and harvest
watermelons earlier there, and he had heard about the prices
they were getting, so he went,” the NASCAR driver said.

The family still grows early-season watermelons, which
they harvest in spring and early summer. “Most of the family
still lives there, within 15 miles of each other, and a lot of them
work in the family business,” he said.

Farm to Track

C hastain grew up working on the farm alongside his father,
_Ralph; grandfather, Dick; and brother, Chad. He also
spent a lot of time at a nearby racetrack, watching his dad
drive and eventually getting behind the wheel. He won his
first local race as a young teenager.

Despite plans to go to college and return to the farm, the call
of the track led the 18-year-old to the NASCAR Truck Series
in 2011. A year later, he moved to North Carolina to pursue =
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Phaotography: Courasy of Roes Chastain
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Working with a National
Geographic photographer

opened Jaclyn Wilson's

eyes to the vast diversity of

insects that call her Nebraska

Sandhills ranch home.

By Lisa Foust Prater
Photography by Joel Sartore

May/June 2025 Successful Farming

59




2026 ACN WRITER OF THE YEAR

Congratulations!

Lisa Foust Prater
Successful Farming
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