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I. Plan Overview
1. Executive Summary
Mississippi is a diverse state, with a variety of agricultural systems, a large population (41%) of racial/ethnic minorities,
and families and communities with unique needs. In 2019, Mississippi’s population was 2,976,149 (0.9% of the total U.S.
population), with 51 percent considered rural. Mississippi’s median household income (in 2019 dollars) was $45,081, with
19.6% of persons in poverty. In 2018, 18.7% of the population was food insecure.

Geographically, Mississippi has 10.4 million acres of farmland, nearly 20 million forest acres, 14,000 miles of streams and
640,000 acres of ponds and lakes. Mississippi has one city with a population that exceeds 150,000 (Jackson, the state
capitol); two next two largest cities have populations exceeding 50,000, while all remaining cities have a smaller
population. Only 71.5% of Mississippi residents have a broadband internet subscription, which is the lowest rate in the
U.S.

This institutional profile identifies critical issues in the state of Mississippi and describes the situation surrounding each
issue. The work of Mississippi State University Extension Service (MSU Extension), the Mississippi Agricultural and
Forestry Experiment Station (MAFES), and the Alcorn State University (ASU) School of Agriculture and Applied Sciences
focuses on the following critical issues:  

1. Enhancing the viability and sustainability of Mississippi’s diverse agriculture to ensure food security, safety, and quality;

2. Sustaining Mississippi’s natural resources and environment and promoting sustainable energy;

3. Growing vibrant, successful, and sustainable Mississippi communities and businesses;

4. Improving the lives of youth through positive 4-H youth development to build Mississippi’s future; and

5. Strengthening and sustaining Mississippi families to facilitate healthy outcomes and well-being.

MSU Extension improves the economic, social, and cultural well-being of Mississippians in all 82 counties by providing
research and education in a practical and applicable way in the areas of agriculture and natural resources, 4-H youth
development, family and consumer science education, and community resource and economic development; by using the
latest technology and teaching techniques to serve clients; by developing and using volunteers to help disseminate
programs and information; by cooperating with other groups and agencies; and by maintaining a culturally diverse staff
responsive to the needs of various audiences at all socioeconomic levels.

The mission of MAFES is the creation of knowledge through fundamental and applied research in the fields of science
related to agriculture, food, natural resources, the natural environment, people, and communities with the goals of
providing safe, nutritious, desirable food and fiber products and processes for consumers, and assuring businesses that
comprise Mississippi's agricultural industry have the information required to remain competitive in a global marketplace.
Each year, about 150 MAFES scientists work on more than 585 projects. This effort has led MSU to rank number six
nationally for agricultural research funding. This funding comes from a variety of sources, including taxpayers, producers,
industry, and consumers.

MSU Extension and MAFES have four regional research and Extension (R&E) centers strategically located across the
state (north, Delta, central, coast) that serve as hubs for Extension outreach and MAFES research in each region. Each
R&E center also has satellite stations where scientists conduct research specific to each region, as well as research that
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is part of statewide programs. Additional units include Crosby Arboretum, Center for Research on Human-Wildlife Conflict,
Extension Center for Government and Community Development, extension Center for Technology Outreach, Geosystems
Research Institute, Water Resources Institute, Stennis Institute of Government and Community Development, and
Southern Rural Development Center.

With three locations serving 15, southwest Mississippi counties, Alcorn State University's School of Agriculture and
Applied Sciences (AAS) draws upon the organization's unique strengths and its comprehensive delivery system in
conducting original research and delivering educational programs. Research and education are targeted to limited-
resource audiences, those earning 80% or less of Mississippi's median household income, to provide youth and adults the
opportunity to obtain and apply new knowledge and skills that will empower citizens. ASU research and Extension
professionals facilitate positive change in the Capital River, Delta, and Coastal regions of Mississippi. Many of the
research and education programs are tested and supported by the Model Farm on the ASU campus, two off-campus
demonstration centers located in Mound Bayou and Preston, and the Natchez Farmers Market.

2. FTE Estimates

Year 1862 Extension 1890 Extension 1862 Research 1890 Research

2022 223.7 36.0 220.0 34.0

2023 223.7 36.0 220.0 34.0

2024 223.7 36.0 220.0 34.0

2025 223.7 36.0 220.0 34.0

2026 223.7 36.0 220.0 34.0

II. Merit / Peer Review Process
At MSU, research projects utilize both an internal university panel and an expert peer review as part of the regional
research networks. These reviews cover all aspects of research project proposals, including scientific merit, budgets, and
suitability of the research mission for the unit, experiment station, and regional consortium. Extension programs undergo
an internal university panel review. This review takes into consideration the need for the program (including stakeholder
input), the methods utilized, the audience identified, and the methods for outcome/impact evaluation. The plan of work is
reviewed by a combined internal and external university and external non-university panel. Panels are set up as
appropriate for specific program plans with a focus on a broader review of the needs, resources allocated, and expected
outcomes of the programs.

At ASU, a panel consisting of individuals from within the University, other universities, and external non-university groups
establishes and conducts merit review processes for the Jplan of work. The individuals selected include
Extension program leaders, specialists, and researchers from land-grant universities within and outside of Mississippi. The
non-university panel members include various partnering agencies with complementary research and Extension functions
and priorities in the state. The merit review process focuses on the five planned programs identified above.

ASU's research efforts are reviewed annually to evaluate the relevancy of research priorities, the quality of the research
methodology, project outputs, and measured impacts of research projects. External expert reviewers and peer reviews
from governmental agencies (state and federal), other universities, and local officials are also included in the review of
research conducted during the relevant reporting period.

 

III. Stakeholder Input
1. Actions to Seek
At MSU, multiple methods are used to determine issues to be addressed by Extension and/or research programs.
Extension has an Overall Extension Advisory Council in each county comprised of individuals from business, social, and
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economic entities and those who represent needs of underserved and under-represented clients. Program and/or
commodity advisory groups act as subcommittees of each Overall Council and represent agriculture, family and consumer
sciences, 4-H youth, and community/rural development. All advisory councils meet at least twice per year.

MSU Extension agents obtain information on client needs from key community leaders and representatives of under-
served populations. These  groups meet several times per year in various settings to offer input and react to Extension's
efforts. MSU Extension also implemented a formal statewide needs-assessment survey in 2014 that targeted the general
public, Extension advisory council members in all counties, and Extension faculty and staff.  Formal and informal county-
or state-level needs assessment surveys are also conducted when relevant and appropriate.

MSU has four area Research and Extension Centers jointly administered by Extension and MAFES. Each has an overall
advisory council where stakeholders discuss programming and research efforts and assess needs at a yearly meeting.
Subgroups may meet several times during the year to discuss specific needs.

Throughout the year, MSU Extension and MAFES discuss efforts and results, coordinate activities, and set priorities with
key partners (e.g., MS Farm Bureau; Natural Resources Conservation Service; Delta Council; Rural Development Offices;
MS Forestry Commission; MS Department of Wildlife, Fisheries, and Parks; MS Department of Agriculture and
Commerce; and state and regional commodity groups).

At ASU, local and regional print, broadcast, and interactive media will increase access to limited resource clients.
Extension publications will target traditional and non-traditional stakeholders, elected and government officials, and local
organizations to seek diverse stakeholders. To apply for stakeholders' input and to encourage participation, the Media and
Communications Unit will publicize and market research efforts, educational programs, and events conducted at state
and county levels. One-on-one contact with target audience members will be done through surveys at various annual
events. Data from ASU client surveys will be used to design research projects and educational programs. 

ASU Extension will continue to conduct Environmental Scanning activities to assess needs in local communities to ensure
implementation of timely and meaningful educational programs. These activities will include town hall meetings, focus
group meetings, and local advisory council meetings.

 
2. Methods to Identify
1
3. Methods to Collect
Meetings with traditional stakeholder groups, the general public, and specifically with nontraditional groups are an ongoing
part of the needs assessment process conducted by MSU Extension and MAFES. These were described at the beginning
of this section. As mentioned, MSU Extension conducted a statewide needs-assessment survey in 2014, targeting
all county Extension advisory group members (overall council and programmatic councils), regional and statewide
councils, stakeholder groups, and the general public. As mentioned, a needs assessment was conducted in April 2020
with MSU Extension personnel only to identify emerging issues as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic related to external
client needs and internal Extension needs.

ASU's Environmental Scanning Process is designed to collect data on the needs and strengths of limited-resource
communities. The meetings are planned to facilitate the gathering of pertinent information that assists ASU Extension in
identifying critical needs/issues of limited-resource communities. The goal of these meetings are to listen and
facilitate open, democratic dialogue of expressed needs, issues, and perspectives. After collecting and analyzing group
and individual input, program administrators, specialists, and researchers establish community priorities and identify
resources necessary to implement action steps and focus on pairing educational activities with desired outcomes.

The methods used are based on knowledge of the stakeholder group, immediacy of the need for information, and focus of
the input (i.e., topic). General methods used by MSU and Alcorn include:

-Meeting with traditional stakeholder groups,
-Survey of traditional stakeholder groups,
-Meeting with the general public (open meeting advertised to all),
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-Meeting specifically with nontraditional groups,
-Survey specifically with nontraditional groups,
-Meeting specifically with nontraditional individuals,
-Survey specifically with nontraditional individuals, and
-Meeting with invited selected individuals from the general public.

4. How Considered
The input collected is used in a variety of ways by MSU and ASU:

-In the budgeting process and staff hiring,
-To identify emerging issues that need attention,
-To redirect Extension or research programs, and
-To develop action plans and set priorities.

At MSU, stakeholder input influences most aspects of the plan of work. Issues are identified through the needs
assessment process discussed earlier. The information is used in strategic planning processes at different organizational
levels (e.g., college, department, R&E Center). The information helps Extension Agents and Specialists determine their
individual plans of action, including redirecting programs to meet clientele needs. MAFES scientists use knowledge of
issues to develop cutting edge research that enhances commodity production and conserves the environment.
Administration must provide the resources to accomplish these changes, including setting new priorities or revising
existing priorities, and hiring appropriate staff members as required to address the priorities. 

At ASU, budget allocation, identification of emerging issues, redirection of research and outreach programs, selection of
staff, action plans, and priority setting are directly connected to ASU's mission. A statewide advisory council, program
areas, environmental scan, Town Hall meetings, individual survey findings, research results and merit reviews support our
decision-making process to establish clear budget priorities and action plans to satisfy our educational mission. When
possible, budget changes are made to allocate necessary resources and staff to address program priorities. It is also
critical to conduct internal assessments and monitor organizational talent for capacity to deliver priority programs. In 2018,
a SWOT analysis was distributed to Extension personnel to assess individual and organizational strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats. The results of the analysis were used to examine the relevancy of current program foci and to
determine best practices for fulfilling the needs of limited-resource audiences.

IV. Critical Issues

1 Agriculture viability & sustainability for food security, safety & equality
Description:
Agriculture in MS is diverse; it includes animals (beef, dairy, equine, swine, goats, aquaculture, poultry), row-
crops (cotton, soybeans, corn, rice, wheat, grain sorghum, peanuts), and horticulture. In 2020, MS had 10.4m
farmland acres in 34,700 farms (300-acre average), and 35,100 water acres for catfish; 95% were family farms.
Average age of principal operators is 59.9, with 34% age 65 or older. The ag/forestry industry employs 17.4% of
the population, has a farm-gate value of $7.35b, and contributes another $16.17b in value-added.

In 2020, the seven leading ag commodities were 1) poultry, 2) soybeans, 3) forestry, 4) cotton, 5) corn, 6)
cattle/calves, and 7) catfish. The $1.89b poultry industry produced 763m broilers on 1,237 farms. Soybeans were
harvested on 3,087 farms (2.06m acres), producing 111.24m bushels. Cotton was harvested on 780 farms
totaling 525,000 acres, producing 1.31m bales. Nearly 500,000 acres of corn were harvested, and 88.69m
bushels produced. Beef production (cattle and calves) on 15,980 farms had a value of $261m. The channel
catfish is the most important aquaculture species in the U.S., with 95% of production in 4 states. MS leads
production, a $226m industry, with more acreage than the other states combined. The $106m horticulture
industry includes vegetables and fruit production, turf, floriculture, and ornamental nurseries, and an additional
$97m sweet potato industry.

Many farms are small and generate <$50,000 gross cash farm income. These farms exist independently of the
farm economy because the operators rely heavily on off-farm income. Financial performance varies, but these
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operators farm for reasons other than profit and will remain in business as long as losses are not unduly large.

Term: Long

Science Emphasis Areas
Food Safety
Sustainable Agricultural Production Systems

2 Sustaining natural resources & environment & promoting sustainable energy
Description:
Sustaining MS’s natural resources and environment require consideration of water quality, use, and conservation
in production agriculture; pest management; forestry efforts; wildlife habitat, enterprise development, and human-
wildlife conflicts; and sustainable energy and climate changes.

In 2020, forestry was the third-ranked MS commodity, with 19.7m acres of forestland (62% of MS land area) and
125,000 landowners, for a $1.12b production value and $4.99b value-added. Forest-related activity generated
61,619 jobs and $2.96b in income. MS is also rich in wildlife and fisheries resources, with 14,000 miles of
streams, 345,000 acres of ponds, and 295,000 acres of large lakes and reservoirs. Fishing, hunting, and wildlife
watching had a $2.7b economic impact and 66,171 jobs.

Urbanization, changing lifestyles, and demand for enjoyment of wildlife and fisheries resources have led to
conservation issues, user conflicts, and human-wildlife conflicts. These issues are compounded by increased
awareness and involvement in endangered/threatened species conservation, traditional hunting/fishing activities,
environmental stewardship, and ecosystem/habitat management. Feral hogs have resulted in economic losses,
disease transmission to livestock and humans, competition with native species, and destruction of natural
resources.

As climate change concerns increase and fossil fuel supplies decrease, alternative energy sources are needed.
Renewable plant-based biomass (e.g., woodchips, sunflowers) can be used to produce bioenergy/biofuel for
sustainable environments and energy. Most of MS is privately-owned industrial forest or agricultural land; these
agriculture and forest resources allow for extensive research in this area.

Term: Long

Science Emphasis Areas
Agroclimate Science
Bioeconomy, Bioenergy, and Bioproducts
Environmental Systems

3 Growing vibrant, successful and sustainable communities and businesses
Description:
Most of MS’s 82 counties are socioeconomically depressed; 69 counties have per capita income less than the
MS average of $24,369. The unemployment rate in impoverished counties ranges from 3.7-20.2%. Of 296
municipalities, only 3 cities have a population over 50,000. Small, rural communities have poor access to healthy
foods, inadequate schools, failing infrastructures, and lack of unity among residents. Since 1910, 80% of land
owned by blacks has been lost due to heir property. Growing MS communities and businesses requires attention
in areas such as leadership, economic and small business development, community facilities and services, and
disaster preparedness.

Successful communities nurture a leadership philosophy that welcomes widespread citizen involvement. Within
election cycles, 3,000 local elected officials are given responsibility for public policy. Typically, 1/3 to 1/2 have
never held public office and need education. Services are essential. For example, internet access is important for
businesses, communication, and connecting to information. Yet only 71.5% of MS residents have a broadband
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internet subscription–lowest in the 50 states.

In 2020, MS experienced 10 federal disasters (e.g., tropical storms, hurricanes, flooding, tornadoes). The
destruction affects individuals and communities. However, 50% of adults in the U.S. do not have plans in place,
emergency supply or first aid kits, or copies of personal documents that would be needed in the event of a
disaster. Disasters also impact tourism, a $6.3b industry in MS. Tourism is the fourth largest private sector
employer in MS, with over 124,000 employees. Rural tourism is especially important as a way to diversify and
improve community economic vitality.

Term: Long

Science Emphasis Areas
Education and Multicultural Alliances

4 Improving lives of youth through positive 4-H youth development
Description:
Positive 4-H youth development can improve the lives of youth and build MS’s future. Parents want their children
to grow into healthy, productive, successful adults. 4-H youth development programming helps youth acquire
knowledge to develop life skills (e.g., communication, decision-making, leadership, interpersonal relations,
community awareness) and form attitudes that will enable them to become self-directing, productive, and
contributing members of society.

In 2020, MS ranked 49th overall on four key indicators of child well-being: economic well-being (e.g., poverty, no
parent with full-time employment); education (e.g., math achievement level, reading achievement level, young
children not in school); health (e.g., low birth-weight babies, child and teen death rate, obesity); and family and
community (e.g., children in single-parent families, births to teenagers). MS youth are also at risk for school
failure, abuse, neglect, poor health, crime, and violence. They are also at long-term risk of not becoming
dependable family members, workers, and involved citizens. Youth of limited-resource families experience fewer
opportunities to become leaders and gain skills to enhance their own development to build their self-confidence
within their schools and in communities.

Experiential learning opportunities through 4-H positive youth development programs are designed to help youth
work with others in real-life situations. These experiences encourage family interactions by promoting individual
growth in knowledge, skills, and attitudes. The involvement of parents, volunteer leaders, Extension agents, and
other adults who organize and conduct educational experiences in community, school, and family settings is
essential.

Term: Long

Science Emphasis Areas
Youth Development

5 Strengthening and sustaining families for healthy outcomes & well-being
Description:
MS health and poverty statistics show great need. Residents have significantly higher rates of morbidity and
mortality due to chronic diseases related to human behaviors. Low education levels and high unemployment
contribute to a lack of insurance and possibly a high premature death rate (calculated through years of potential
life lost) which is 49th in the U.S. MS has the highest obesity rate, and approximately 40% of children are
overweight or obese. Obesity-related problems are largely due to poor diets and a perception that being
overweight/obese is normal and healthy. Compounding this is that people living below the poverty line often eat
unhealthy foods and lack access to exercise facilities.

Health issues in MS are often compounded by family resource management and education needs. One-third of
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children live in poverty, with 12% in extreme poverty and 28% in high-poverty areas; 22% of children have
reported two or more adverse experiences (e.g., frequent socioeconomic hardship; parental divorce, separation,
death, incarceration; family or neighborhood violence). In 2019, the child maltreatment rate was 13.4/1,000
children compared to a national average of 8.9. Nearly 40% of children have parents who lack secure
employment. Almost half of children ages 3 and 4 are not in school. Over three-fourths of fourth graders are not
proficient in reading, 85% of eighth graders are not proficient in math, and 25% of high school students do not
graduate on time.

Disparities based on race, ethnicity, gender, age, and socioeconomic status are common. Families need
information on healthy lifestyles, food safety, family resource management, parenting skills, and human
development to enhance overall family health and well-being.

Term: Long

Science Emphasis Areas
Family & Consumer Sciences
Food Safety
Human Nutrition
Youth Development
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