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Introduction  
The Virginia Cooperative Extension Master Gardener Volunteer Policies were 
developed in 1997 (revised in 2001) as a collaboration with Extension agents 
and VCE Master Gardeners and are an effort to establish the baselines for 
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managing the VCE Master Gardener volunteers in Virginia. Local groups are 
welcome to build on these policies so that the needs of the local community 
are met. Local guidelines take precedence as long as these policies are 
maintained as the minimum standard in every unit with VCE Master 
Gardeners in Virginia. 

Return to Table of Contents.  

Who Is a VCE Master Gardener? 
A VCE-MG is an individual who acts on behalf of VCE as a volunteer 
educator within his or her community after receiving specialized training in 
environmental horticulture through cooperative programming with VCE. 
These volunteer educators serve as partners with VCE to promote; inform; and 
work with communities, leaders, industry, and individuals by presenting 
programs on all aspects of horticulture to protect and enhance the environment, 
including turf, landscape, vegetables, trees and shrubs, and pest management 
practices. 
There are five levels of VCE-MG status. Each status category is determined by 
level of training and internship (community education service) experience. The 
levels include: VCE-MG Trainee, VCE-MG Intern, VCE-MG, Advanced 
VCE-MG, and Emeritus VCE-MG. 

VCE Master Gardener Trainee  
One who is currently in classroom training to become a VCE-MG but has not 
yet taken, or satisfactorily passed, the final examination on course material.  

VCE Master Gardener Intern  
One who has completed the VCE-MG classroom training requirement, 
achieved 70 percent or better cumulative average on the final examination, and 
is currently fulfilling the initial internship experience of 50 hours educational 
efforts/work time.  

VCE Master Gardener  
One who has completed the VCE-MG training- classroom and internship - and 
is actively volunteering with VCE and thus, fulfilling the requirements 
necessary to remain active. When a person ceases active volunteering with 
VCE and continued education, he or she also relinquishes the title of VCE-
MG. A temporary "inactive" status, however, is available for a one or two year 
period upon request of the individual and approval of the local coordinator. 
Coordinators may choose to review this status annually and may require 
additional training to reactivate an individual to VCE-MG status.  

Advanced VCE Master Gardener  
One who has received specialized training in any of the advanced-level VCE-
MG training programs and has completed the program requirements. 
Specialized training is available in various areas including educational 
programming, arboriculture (VCE-MG Tree Steward) and water quality (VCE-
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MG Water Steward). Other project specialization areas will include 
composting, integrated pest management, 4-H/youth horticulture and 
horticulture therapy. These advanced training modules provide VCE-MG 
volunteer educators the opportunity to expand the influence of VCE through 
leadership in their communities and enables VCE-MGs to get involved in and 
lead programs concerning a community's greatest assets.  

Emeritus VCE Master Gardener 
A dedicated VCE-MG who "retires" due to health or other reasons after 300 
hours of service or as determined by the coordinator. This is a high honor 
status and should have limited use. This title is specifically for individuals who 
can no longer complete the requirements for remaining active VCE-MGs, but 
who have earned continued affiliation with VCE.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

What Is the Official Title?  
After completion of the requirements to become a VCE-MG volunteer, the 
official title shall be Virginia Cooperative Extension Master Gardener (usually 
shortened to VCE Master Gardener). Use of this title is a privilege, and this 
title is to be used only by individuals trained as a VCE-MG while volunteering 
under the auspices of VCE. This relationship should be clearly stated in 
nametags, signs, etc. The VCE-MG Coordinator (volunteer or paid staff) 
serves as the immediate supervisor for VCE-MGs. The ultimate responsibility 
for VCE-MG volunteers and the ability to approve activites and projects falls 
to the local Extension agent. 

VCE-MGs work under the guidance of VCE to provide unbiased, research-
based, environmentally sound, horticulture information to the public; and any 
implied commercial endorsement resulting from use of the VCE-MG title is 
improper. Therefore, the title may not be used for commercial publicity or 
private business. Participating in a commercial activity, association with 
commercial products, or giving implied VCE endorsements to any product or 
place of business is a violation of VCE-MG policies. VCE-MGs may only 
identify themselves as such while volunteering in conjunction with 
official/approved VCE programs or activities, such as a plant clinic conducted 
at a retail store, NOT for business or personal gain.  

VCE-MG training and experience may be given as qualifications when seeking 
employment; however once employed, credentials may not be displayed by the 
VCE-MG or the employer. Individuals who wish to use their horticulture 
training for distinction in the workplace should pursue Virginia Nursery and 
Landscape Association certification by exam, as the VNLA course work is 
very similar in nature to the VCE-MG training.  

Return to Table of Contents. 
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Recruitment and Screening 
Recruitment of trainees will be based on a local team action plan developed 
from pre-planning and an established need for local VCE-MG volunteer 
activities. Coordinators or the planning committee will develop and implement 
a plan to achieve full representation of the community. Virginia Cooperative 
Extension EO/AA and program compliance policies must be followed. 

Screening 
Screening techniques, such as in-depth applications, in-person interviews, and 
reference checks, should be used to determine if candidates are appropriate for 
the program. Applicants should receive explanation of volunteer opportunities, 
particularly those that the individual will commit to for the internship. If these 
opportunities are not suitable to the candidate (i.e., conflicts with schedule, no 
interest in offered program areas, etc.), then the candidate should be advised to 
reapply again in the future.  

Target for Training Completion 
A minimum of 85 percent of the individuals enrolled in the training should 
complete their classroom instruction successfully, pass the exam, and complete 
their internships to become official VCE-MGs. Significantly lower 
percentages of field experience/internship completion indicates problems that 
need to be addressed (i.e., misinformation to potential VCE-MGs, 
inappropriate target audience for getting new volunteers.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Contracts 
Upon acceptance into the VCE-MG training, each individual must sign a 
contract stating that he/she will fulfill the complete training -- classroom 
instruction and field experience. The contracts are tools to set the tone for 
volunteer involvement and to make sure that, from the outset, participants have 
a clear understanding of VCE's goals. In order for individuals to complete and 
sign the contracts, they must receive proper orientation, including review of 
Extension policies and volunteer opportunities at the local program level. 
Copies of the signed contract will be kept by the local coordinator and the 
trainee. The entire training, including internship, should be completed within 
12 months of initiation. 

Contracts must include an attendance statement, an outline of the volunteer 
commitment, a pledge statement regarding distribution of VCE information 
and referral of appropriate questions, endorsement statement, non-
discriminatory statement, and acknowledgment of understanding liability. The 
final statement of the sample contract communicates to the trainees that the 
volunteering opportunities continue beyond the internship experience.  

Return to Table of Contents. 
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Training 
To be eligible to receive VCE-MG training, all individuals must be able to 
commit a minimum of 100 hours within 12 months; otherwise, the individual 
should not be accepted into the training class. A minimum of 50 hours will be 
spent in classroom instruction, and an additional 50 hours (minimum) hands-
on internship will be spent on field experience in horticulture-based, education 
programs. The field experience hours must be consistent with the number of 
hours spent in classroom instruction and must be completed within 12 months. 

Related Horticulture Volunteer Programs 
In order to avoid unnecessary duplication of efforts, parallel volunteer training 
programs that require much of the same training and skills as the VCE-MG 
training will not be established and conducted by VCE agents or VCE-MG 
Coordinators. Rather, such programs shall build upon the initial training and 
be an advanced level.  

All organized, named, VCE volunteer programs related to 
horticulture/gardening/residential landscape environment will use the 
completion of the VCE-MG training and internship as a prerequisite for 
additional training and volunteering, thus building on the skills and experience 
of VCE-MGs and maintaining an effective organizational and management 
structure. These advanced-level training programs will allow VCE-MGs to 
develop specializations in specific areas, such as Advanced Master Gardener-
Tree Steward.  

However, VCE-MGs who have completed these advanced specialization 
programs may, in turn, organize or train subgroups, such as lawn 
demonstration site volunteers. These subgroups of volunteers are not VCE-
MGs.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Course Topics 
Every VCE-MG training in Virginia will include the following core 
information (minimum 30 hours): botany, soils, pesticide safety, orientation 
(policy, VCE background, volunteerism), pest management (insect, diseases, 
and weeds), nutrient management, and plant culture (pruning, propagation). 

Additional topics may include (minimum 20 hours) turf, vegetables, fruit, 
indoor plants, yard waste management, woody ornamentals, water 
management, herbaceous plants, organics, and landscape design.  

Other pertinent subjects may be offered above the total 50 hour minimum.  

Return to Table of Contents. 
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Course Exams 
Open book exams will be given so that there is comprehensive examination on 
all subject matter in the course. The number and schedule of exams (i.e., a 
midterm and final, 16 weekly exams, 4 quarterly exams, etc.) should be 
determined by the coordinator working with the planning committee. Exams 
will be submitted to the VCE-MG coordinator and designated VCE-MG team 
for grading. Tests with corrected answers should be returned to the individuals 
and a period of class time scheduled to review the exam and the answers. 

Trainees that achieve 70 percent or higher cumulative average at the end of the 
classroom instruction will receive their VCE-MG Intern certificate and will 
continue on to the internship portion of the program.  

A database of suitable exam questions is available from the Office of 
Environmental Horticulture. It includes questions from the former database, as 
well as contributions from local coordinators. Updates will be made 
periodically. Contributions, with answers, are welcome and should be 
submitted to the State VCE-MG Coordinator in the Office of Environmental 
Horticulture.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Absenteeism 
No more than three (3) classes can be missed from the 50 hours of the required 
course topics (core and additional topics). All missed classes from the required 
course work must be made up. Videotapes of most topics for class make-up are 
available from the Office of Environmental Horticulture at Virginia Tech. 
Attendance policy for additional, locally required classwork is determined by 
the local coordinator. 

Class attendance will be determined by a sign-in sheet. When trainees arrive 
for training, they should sign in to get credit for attending the classes. Loan of 
a videotape or other locally provided resources will be considered appropriate 
documentation for making up missed lectures.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

VCE-MG Volunteer Internships 
During the minimum 50-hour internship, at least 40 hours must consist of 
public or community educational efforts (programs or activities) and up to 10 
hours may be administrative activities for the business of VCE-MG volunteer 
management (such as planning and conducting next year's VCE-MG training 
class, being an officer of the local MG association, or editing the local VCE-
MG newsletter). Annual recertification service hours (minimum of 20 per 
year) may consist of educational and/or volunteer management hours. 

Page 6 of 23VCE Master Gardener Volunteer Policies

3/29/2010http://intra.ext.vt.edu/anr/horticulture/environmental/mastergard/policies.html



To properly track all efforts of VCE-MG volunteer educators contributed to 
Virginia Cooperative Extension, information will be recorded in the 
appropriate volunteer contribution areas described below. These records 
should be submitted to the local MG coordinator for entry into the State 
Record Keeping System by a designated VCE-MG volunteer record keeper. If 
an individual's records are not recorded on this system, that individual is 
dropped from active status. This can jeopardize recognition records, 
registration at the annual MG College, and subscription to the Virginia MG 
Leadership Development Newsletter. If an individual does not volunteer, then 
he or she is not a VCE-MG. If he/she does not report volunteer hours then 
he/she can not be recognized as an active VCE-MG.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Volunteer Contribution Areas 
VCE-MG volunteer hours should be recorded in the following areas. Only 
hours recorded in the "Work Time/Educational Programming" section apply 
toward completing the internship and recertification obligations. Hours under 
"Contributed Time" apply toward career service totals only. 

Work Time/Educational Programming  

Educational Efforts 
Activities or programs in which the VCE-MG educates the public. 
This includes presentations at demonstration sites; presentations at 
fairs, booths, etc.; plant clinics; and educational presentations to 
identified audiences, such as garden clubs, school groups, 
homeowner associations, church groups, etc. This also includes 
training of other non VCE-MG volunteers or identified groups of 
volunteers to assist VCE-MGs in delivering a program. Work to 
construct or develop a site used for educational programming, such 
as a water-wise landscape demonstration garden, qualifies as 
educational efforts if the educational program has been designed 
and the work is in preparation for implementation. Educational 
efforts include the time spent planning, implementing, and 
evaluating. To determine if activities are appropriate educational 
programming, ask the questions: "Would an Extension agent do this 
himself or herself?" and "Does this activity contribute to the goals 
and mission of the local Extension program set forth by the ELC?" 

Appropriate volunteer projects are those that educate others to 
enhance horticulture practices on public, community, or private 
lands. This includes educational projects, such as conducting 
workshops about proper tree and shrub plantings; 4-H clubs/youth 
horticulture programs in public schools; and, answering consumer 
horticulture questions. Activities to answer questions may include 
telephone hot lines, plant clinics, and newspaper articles/radio and 
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TV programs.  

Volunteer Management Time 
Time spent on volunteer development, training and other 
management roles. This may include: general VCE-MG business 
meetings; planning and supervising VCE-MG training classes; 
working on the VCE-MG group newsletter; communication efforts, 
such as telephone trees; attending state association meetings; and 
any other activities that maintain and support the effectiveness of 
VCE-MGs. Volunteer Management Time does not include 
management activities associated with planning, implementing or 
reporting on specific public educational programming that is 
reported under education programming time.  

Contributed Time 

Training Time 
Time spent in personal education to increase skills and knowledge; 
for example, advanced training, education conferences, or other 
settings that qualify as recertification training. 

Noneducational Programming 
Noneducational programming includes activities such VCE-MGs' 
involvement in the design, installation, upkeep, and maintenance for 
public or demonstration gardens without the VCE-MGs conducting 
educational activities (such as active demonstrations, hands-on 
workshops, etc.). In order to record as volunteer contributed time, 
the activity must be approved and documented by an Extension 
agent as contributing to the goals and mission of the local Extension 
program set forth by the ELC.  

Noneducational programming also includes travel time and other 
non-work time necessary to do the job of volunteering.  

Return to Table of Contents. 

Maintaining VCE-MG Status 
VCE-MGs who desire to remain active after completing their initial training 
and volunteer internship commitments are required to complete an annual 
recertification process. This process insures that VCE-MGs are trained in 
current, up-to-date information. Recertification consists of 28 hours annually 
spent in training and service, as described in the following paragraphs. 

A minimum of eight (8) hours of recertification training is required annually 
(hours to be spent in further developing and sharpening horticultural and 
educational program delivery skills). This training obligation can be met 
through continuing education programs offered through the Virginia Master 
Gardener Association; lecture-style presentations at local VCE-MG monthly 
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meetings; advanced training credits earned through participation in the annual 
MG College in June at Virginia Tech; completion of advanced-level VCE-MG 
training programs, such as Master Gardener Tree Steward; and similar 
educational opportunities, or college credits. Recertification training activities 
must be approved by the local VCE-MG coordinator. In the case that a VCE-
MG participates in a VCE-MG specialization training program, such as VCE 
Master Gardener Tree Steward, the education hours can be prorated over a 
three-year period.  

Twenty (20) hours of work time/educational programming and/or volunteer 
coordination efforts are required annually to meet the recertification service 
obligation. These activities must be conducted in conjunction with the VCE 
agents' program objectives. They must also be approved by the local VCE-MG 
coordinator and, for liability purposes, appropriate Extension personnel. VCE-
MGs should continue to submit time sheets and keep track of their volunteer 
contributions as they did when they were interns.  

When a person ceases active volunteering with VCE and/or no longer pursues 
continued education, he or she also relinquishes the title of VCE Master 
Gardener. If these requirements have not been met, the VCE-MG may be 
dropped from the roles or may be considered inactive. Inactive status is 
temporary and is available for a one or two year period upon request of the 
individual and approval of the local coordinator. Coordinators may choose to 
review this status annually and may require additional training to reactivate an 
individual to VCE-MG status. The individual is subject to removal from 
mailing lists and is not eligible to attend advanced training programs during 
the inactive period.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Reporting VCE-MG Activities 
Local VCE-MG educational activities and individual volunteer 
accomplishments must be reported through the State Record Keeping System 
for VCE reporting purposes and state-level VCE-MG management. Local units 
are asked to use the State Record Keeping System to keep up with VCE-MG 
hours and to keep records updated on a monthly basis for accurate generation 
of reports. 

Local VCE-MG Accomplishments 
Accomplishments of local VCE-MG volunteers should be reported in a way 
that measures or documents the impact of horticultural education programming 
conducted by VCE-MGs in the areas of quality of life, community 
development, and the environment. For example, if VCE-MGs are working 
with a local correctional facility to conduct horticulture programs for the 
purpose of improving life quality through horticulture for inmates at the 
facility, impacts can be documented in terms of reduced acts of violence since 
being enrolled in the horticulture program or self-reported perceptions before 
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and after program involvement. If VCE-MGs have worked with homeowners 
to educate them on proper lawn fertilization methods to reduce excessive 
nitrogen application, then impacts should be reported in terms of reduced 
nitrogen by comparing nitrogen application after the education programs to 
nitrogen application before the program.  

Individual Volunteer Accomplishments 
Accomplishments of VCE-MG volunteers should be reported on an individual 
basis such that the status of each volunteer can be monitored. VCE-MGs 
should report their internship/volunteer activities in terms of hours in the 
designated volunteer contribution areas to the city/county in which they 
volunteered. In a multi-county training program, it is acceptable to volunteer in 
and report to a city/county other than the one in which the VCE-MG trained. 
Be sure that it is agreed upon by the local VCE-MG coordinator and Extention 
agent which city/county the volunteer contributions will take place and where 
hours will be reported before beginning the training classses. Volunteer 
opportunities in cities/counties without organized VCE-MG trainings should 
be encouraged and fostered to assist with growth of SLM programs.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Attending Additional Training Opportunities 
To attend state or regional VCE-MG recertification training, specialization 
training (such as Advanced Master Gardener Tree Steward), or MG College 
programs, volunteers must have completed their initial training and annual 
field experience or have progressed to the satisfaction of the local VCE-MG 
coordinator. The individual must be an active VCE-MG in good standing with 
his/her unit. 

Return to Table of Contents.  

VCE-MGs and Relocation 
VCE-MGs who have completed their classroom training and internships in 
Virginia and received a positive recommendation from their local coordinator 
prior to moving to another part of the state are eligible to become volunteers in 
the locale of their new residency. This is dependent on the availability of 
volunteer positions in the new location. They may be required to take 
additional course work also required of all local VCE-MGs in the new locality 
and will be subject to the guidelines of the new locale. Additional course work 
is left to the discretion of the local coordinator and Extension Agent. 

VCE-MGs who have not completed their internship prior to moving may be 
required to pass the local exam and complete additional course work prior to 
becoming volunteers in their new localities.  

VCE-MGs moving from out-of-state as well as returning VCE-MGs (i.e., 
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someone who trained in Virginia, moved away, and is returning to Virginia) 
may be required to complete the entire VCE-MG training prior to volunteering 
in Virginia, depending on their demonstrated knowledge and skills in this 
geographic area.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Recognizing VCE-MG Volunteers 
At the completion of the initial internship (minimum of 50 hours of training 
and 50 hours of service), individuals receive the official VCE-MG title, 
certificate, name tag, and become eligible to attend the annual MG College in 
Blacksburg. These recognitions are renewed annually after recertification 
requirements have been met. 

VCE-MG volunteer educators are recognized at the state level for their service 
as VCE-MGs and are given awards for the following volunteer hour 
milestones. All awards from the Office of Environmental Horticulture are 
presented at the annual MG College in June at Virginia Tech. Awards for 
individuals not in attendance are sent to the local coordinator for presentation. 
If local groups wish to recognize VCE-MGs for outstanding service or 
contributions in addition to the state level awards, they are welcome and 
encouraged to do so.  

Accomplishment of 250 hours, receive white on silver lapel pin.  
Accomplishment of 500 hours, receive yellow on silver lapel pin.  
Accomplishment of 1000 hours, receive green on silver lapel pin.  
Accomplishment of 2000 hours, receive silver on silver lapel pin.  
Accomplishment of 3000 hours, receive brown on gold lapel pin.  
Accomplishment of 4000 hours, receive blue on gold lapel pin.  
Accomplishment of 5000 hours, receive gold on gold lapel pin.  
Accomplishment of additional 1000 hours past 5000, receive a pin 
or other designated symbol of recognition. 

Return to Table of Contents. 

Middle-management 
The VCE-MG effort fosters volunteerism and leadership development. A well-
managed volunteer group should be able to function without the coordinator 
being solely responsible for completing all VCE-MG tasks, such as volunteer 
hour collection, reporting, coordinating training, teaching classes, coordinating 
educational programs, etc. 

The coordinator should primarily act as a manager and focus on management 
and delegation of responsibility. For example, the coordinator should delegate 
responsibilities so that other VCE-MGs receive individual responsibility, such 
as collecting hours, coordinating training programs, etc., and report back to the 
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coordinator to communicate actions taken and results accomplished. 
Volunteers benefit by expanding their knowledge, skills, and abilities to have a 
sustained impact on their community. Middle-management is an integral part 
of the volunteering, yielding the capability to temporarily sustain programming 
during unforeseeable events (i.e., loss of the coordinator due to career change).  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Organizational Charts 
All units with VCE-MG volunteers will have organizational charts that outline 
the levels of responsibility within the program, project coordinators and 
volunteer opportunities, and the relationship and responsibilities of the local 
MG association to the organization of the local unit office. This chart will 
show how responsibility is distributed. Organizational charts should be 
explained to and reviewed with VCE-MG trainees and veterans. Posting the 
organizational chart in a highly visible location then provides postive 
reinforcement to those who have taken on responsibilties and encourages 
commitment from new individuals. A sample is provided in Appendix 2 of the 
VCE-MG Coordinator's Manual. 

Return to Table of Contents.  

Public Distribution of Educational Materials 
Developed by VCE-MGs 
Educational materials developed by VCE-MGs for public distribution must be 
approved by the appropriate local and/or state Extension faculty. 

Return to Table of Contents.  

Contributions 
VCE-MGs may become recipients of gifts as a result of time spent giving 
talks, slide presentations, demonstrations, etc. In general, these gifts should be 
received on behalf of the local association (and not the individual) for the 
furtherance of the VCE-MG mission. 

Return to Table of Contents.  

Mentors 
Extension agents, local coordinators and VCE-MGs will be available to assist 
with the establishment of new trainings and the strengthening of existing 
volunteer groups. New groups will be connected with those mentors closest in 
the area that can meet their needs. The Environmental Horticulture Extension 
Specialist and the State VCE-MG Coordinator from Virginia Tech will assist 
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in the establishment of new groups, identifying mentors, and providing support 
materials and appropriate training. 

Return to Table of Contents.  

Dismissing a VCE-MG 
A VCE-MG can be relieved of the title and privileges at any time, at the 
discretion of the local coordinator, Extension agent, Unit Coordinator, and the 
Extension District Director, in the event that the VCE-MG demonstrates 
actions that are in conflict with the mission and goals of VCE. Examples of 
conflict include, but are not limited to, misuse of the VCE-MG title and failure 
to comply with VCE-MG policies. 

Procedure for Due Process 
A VCE-MG accused of violating volunteer policy should meet with the local 
coordinator and/or Extension agent and be given the opportunity to share 
his/her version of the event. If this explanation is satisfactory to the agent, and 
the volunteer has not previously violated policy, the issue can be dismissed. If 
the VCE-MG has recurring incidents, he/she should be issued a written 
warning, and this documentation should be brought to the attention of the Unit 
Coordinator and District Director, in the event that future problems arise. If the 
outcome of this situation is not satisfactory to both parties, the Unit 
Coordinator and District Director should become involved. If the volunteer 
continues to violate policy and ignores suggested solutions that result from 
these negotiations, the District Director should become involved and 
recommendation for firing/dismissing the volunteer should be approved and 
carried out. All parties should receive written notification of this outcome. The 
name tags that are issued by VCE may be requested to be returned at the 
descretion of the local agent.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Support Materials Provided by VCE/VT 
Cities/counties beginning training for the first time and cities/counties with 
existing volunteer groups should contact the Office of Environmental 
Horticulture at Virginia Tech to obtain needed materials, such as those listed 
below. 

Start-up Materials 
Materials that will help in the planning stages (i.e., management guides, 
videotape training series, pertinent newsletter articles, etc.) are available.  

Certificates 
Certificates are available to acknowledge VCE-MG achievements. It is not 
mandatory that these certificates be used; however, if they are not requested, 
locally developed certificates must be provided by the unit office. The VCE-
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MG Intern certificate acknowledges satisfactory completion of the classroom 
instruction and examination and shows the number of field experience hours 
that must be completed as an intern before becoming a VCE-MG (minimum of 
50 hours). The VCE-MG certificate acknowledges completion of all 
requirements to become a VCE-MG, including the classroom instruction, 
examination, and 50 hours minimum internship of educational programming. 
These certificates are ordered by sending written notice to the State MG 
Coordinator in the Office of Environmental Horticulture at Virginia Tech (e-
mail vtmg@vt.edu).  

Name Tags 
During classroom training and internship, temporary name tags can be ordered 
from Extension Distribution (publication #490-127, 
http://intra.ext.vt.edu/educprogspt/marketing/partnametags.html) and placed in 
a plastic badge holder. After successful completion of the training (training 
classes and internship), volunteers that are "expected to be continuous, long-
term contributors to VCE" should be ordered a VCE engraved nametag with 
the title "Master Gardener Volunteer." Name tags must be ordered online 
through the Extension Unit Office and will be produced on a quarterly basis.  

Volunteer Service Awards 
Annually in June, in conjunction with MG College, Virginia Tech presents 
volunteer service awards to VCE-MGs in recognition of their cumulative hours 
contributed. The award levels are 250, 500, 1000, 2000, 3000, 4000, 5000 
hours and each additional 1000 hours. Volunteers who attend Virginia Tech's 
annual MG College receive their awards before all attendees present. Awards 
for those not in attendance are sent to the appropriate Extension office where 
they may organize their own ceremonies.  

Liability Coverage for VCE-MG Activities  
VCE-MGs are covered by VCE under the Commonwealth of Virginia self-
insurance program, as authorized by Section 2.1-526.8 of the Code of Virginia, 
which is based on a comprehensive general liability manuscript policy form. 
This insurance program covers employees and volunteers while participating 
in VCE-MG programs approved by Extension personnel for cases of 
negligence or liability only.  

Coordinators should review with VCE-MGs the specifics of the VCE liability 
coverage to ensure that they understand its significance and purpose. Any 
medical problem arising from volunteer work for VCE/VT is the individual 
VCE-MG's responsibility through their personal health-care coverage.  

Annual team action plan, scrapbooks, attendance sheets, event promotion 
fliers, and other archival information that indicate VCE-MGs are 
representatives of VCE/VT in conjunction with data on the State Record 
Keeping System will be considered appropriate documentation in the event 
that a liability claim is made.  

Return to Table of Contents. 
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EO/AA and Program Compliance 
VCE-MGs will comply with established VCE policy in recruitment, screening, 
and training of VCE-MG volunteers and in implementing educational 
programming. These VCE policies apply to paid and non-paid Extension staff, 
such as VCE-MGs. 

The following sections are from the Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Management Guidelines on the VCE Intranet.  

Equal Opportunity (EO)  
Definition: All personnel activities are conducted in a manner that assures 
equal opportunity for all, based solely on individual merit and fitness of 
applicants and employees, related to specific jobs and without regard to race, 
color, religion, sex, age, national origin, mental and physical disability, 
political affiliation, or other non-merit factors.  

Policy: Extension classified employees are covered by and subject to the 
provisions of the State Personnel Act and all other rules and regulations 
applicable to Virginia Tech. VCE operates in accordance with the provisions 
outlined in the Classified Employee Handbook. The Commonwealth of 
Virginia has established rules of personal conduct and standards of acceptable 
work performance for its employees. Violations of the established rules or 
unacceptable work performance may result in the imposition of disciplinary 
action. Such action is designed, and is to be used, as a corrective measure and 
shall not be based on an employee's race, ethnicity, religion, national origin, 
political affiliation, disability, gender, veteran status, or age. Guidelines on 
Standards of Conduct and Performance are outlined in Virginia's Employee 
Standards of Conduct and Performance Handbook. All Virginia classified 
employees have access to the state grievance procedure. Rules on grievability 
are outlined in the Commonwealth of Virginia Employee Handbook. 
Extension Faculty members are governed by the employment procedures of 
the university of their affiliation. Reference should be made to the Faculty 
Handbook of the respective university for information on grievance procedures 
and other important topics.  

The following EEO Statement, "Virginia Cooperative Extension programs and 
employment are open to all, regardless of race, color, religion, sex, age, 
veteran status, national origin, disability, or political affiliation. An equal 
opportunity/ affirmative action employer" on all documents which are 
distributed publicly. It is also required as part of the approved uniform 
letterhead.  

Affirmative Action (AA)  
Definition: A set of specific and result-oriented procedures designed to correct 
differential treatment of individuals or groups of people. Progressive steps 
taken to achieve compliance with Civil Rights, Equal Employment 
Opportunity rules, laws, and regulations. 
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Policy: VCE is an affirmative action organization and actively recruits 
minorities and women in employment and programs. It is the responsibility of 
each employee to participate in the VCE affirmative action plan by assisting in 
recruitment and by helping to create an open, multicultural environment. 
Supervisory employees will follow affirmative action guidelines in selecting 
and supervising staff and will be evaluated on results achieved.  

Sexual Harassment 
Definition: Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other 
verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature consistute sexual harassment 
when: submission to such conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly a term 
or condition of an individual's employment, submission to or rejection of such 
conduct by an individual is used as the basis for employment decisions 
affecting such individual, or such conduct has the purpose or effect of 
unreasonably interfering with an individual's work performance or creating an 
intimidating, hostile or offensive work environment.  

Policy: Sexual harassment is a form of gender discrimination involving 
unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature which interferes with the education or 
work of others. Sexual harassment violates university policy as well as state 
and federal laws and can result in disciplinary action for employee offenders as 
severe as dismissal. In addition to university sanction, persons who engage in 
sexual harassment may be subject to civil or criminal action.  

Program Compliance 
Definition: Virginia Cooperative Extension programs are planned and 
conducted in response to issues affecting the social, economic, and cultural 
well-being of the people of the Commonwealth. Programs are conducted in 
accordance with the respective resources and staff competencies of the two 
institutions. Virginia Cooperative Extension is committed to the intent of Title 
VI and VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX of the 1972 Education 
Amendments, the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, and other related 
acts.  

Policy: All VCE personnel have the responsibility for promoting balanced 
programs, regardless of the program area to which they are assigned. Balanced 
membership is defined as the condition existing when the number of members 
of the non-majority race or gender reaches 75 percent of the number of the 
non-majority members that the group would have if its racial or gender 
composition were exactly proportional to that of the community. This is to be 
used as a guide to assist Extension personnel in measuring progress toward 
achieving a fully integrated Extension program. VCE will not terminate 
sponsorship to any group which has demonstrated and documented evidence 
that it made and continues to make all reasonable efforts to integrate and 
balance its membership.  

Documentation is defined as written records which reflect adequately the 
reasonable efforts made by VCE personnel and sponsored groups to balance 
membership. Handwritten notes indicating dates, names, places, and other 
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pertinent facts constitute documentation. Such documentation should be 
retained for a period of three years from the original date. The reasonable 
efforts made by volunteers will be similarly documented. Documentation will 
be retained at the unit level for review by state and USDA Extension staff 
members for three years.  

Reasonable efforts consist of a combination of actions designed to 
communicate to all persons that memberships are open, that non-members are 
welcomed and encouraged to become members, and that VCE subscribes to a 
balanced membership philosophy. Examples of reasonable efforts are listed in 
section 5.2.2 of the Virginia Cooperative Extension Management Guidelines 
Handbook.  

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)  
Definition: A federal anti-discrimination statute designed to remove barriers 
which prevent qualified individuals with disabilities from enjoying the same 
employment opportunities that are available to persons without disabilities.  

Policy: Extension offices must make their programs available to the disabled. 
These guidelines should be followed: 1) If Extension offices are not accessible 
to the disabled, every effort will be made to provide services in an alternative 
location. 2) Consider the accessibility of meeting rooms that are used to 
conduct classes and meetings. Choose only accessible rooms if at all possible. 
3) It is not mandatory to remodel public buildings if the services can be 
provided elsewhere; however, if remodeling is to be done, the remodeled areas 
must be accessible to the disabled. 4) All new construction must be accessible 
to the disabled. 5) No interested parties may be denied services because of 
disability unless it is impractical to accommodate their needs or if 
accommodating them would create an unacceptable health or safety risk. 
Every reasonable effort must be made to design and deliver Extension 
programs that encourage participation of individuals with special needs.  

The following ADA Statement must be used in all methods of promotion of 
VCE events and programs, including written, verbal and electronic means for 
workshops, events, seminars, classes and organizational meetings: "If you are 
a person with a disability and desire any assistive devices, services or other 
accommodatioins to participate in this activity, please contact ___________ 
(name, office) at (phone number/TDD*) during business hours of ______ am. 
and _________ p.m. to discuss accommodations five days prior to the event. 
*"TDD number is (800) 828-1120."  

The following ADA Statement must be used in all methods of promotion for 
accessing VCE services, including written, verbal, and electronic means, and 
on any materials placed conspicuously in public places: "If you are a person 
with a disability and desire assistance or accommodation, please notify 
________ (name, office) at (phone number/TDD*) during business hours of 
______ a.m. and _______ p.m. *TDD number is (800) 828-1120."  

For job listings, advertisements, or other recruiting materials the following 
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ADA Statement must be included: "Individuals with disabilities desiring 
accommodatins in the application process should notify ____________ (name, 
office) at (phone number/TDD*) by the application deadline. *TDD number is 
(800) 828-1120."  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Working with Youth 
Any VCE-MG that works with youth, must receive special training from their 
local 4-H agent. This training includes orientation to the 4-H program, 
introduction to the "Above Suspicion" policy and explanation of the 4-H 
enrollment forms. It is the VCE-MGs responsibility to inform their agent of 
youth program activities. Volunteer time and number of youth contacts should 
be reported to the 4-H Agent and to the VCE-MG coordiator or record keeper. 
Only horticulture-related educational projects can count towards VCE-MG 
programming time. 

Return to Table of Contents.  

VCE Pesticide Policy Statement, #93-001 
VCE-MGs will comply with established Extension policy. 

Extension pesticide policy involving VCE-MGs:  
Extension programs involving the use of pesticides or advising the public on 
the use of pesticides carry high liability for Virginia Cooperative Extension, 
Virginia Tech, Virginia State, local government, and the Commonwealth. 
Pesticide policy statements have been written for the purpose of protecting 
these organizations as well as the faculty, staff, and volunteers working under 
the umbrella of VCE. This statement has been written with the intent of 
preventing pesticide misuse or misinformation and protecting the public from 
potential harm associated with these mistakes.  

VCE-MGs are defined as volunteer Extension representatives who work with 
environmental horticulture and urban agricultural programs in the local 
Extension units. VCE-MGs come under this policy because they often provide 
recommendations for the use of chemical controls for pests of plants. They 
might also be involved in pest control in local demonstration plots and 
exhibits. This policy statement addresses volunteers who provide information 
involving chemical pest control recommendations and those who use 
pesticides.  

Insurance coverage for VCE-MG activities 
VCE-MGs are covered under the Commonwealth of Virginia self-insurance 
program as authorized by Section 2.1-526.8 of the Code of Virginia which is 
based on a comprehensive general liability manuscript policy form. This 
insurance program covers employees and volunteers while participating as a 
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VCE Master Gardener.  

VCE-MGs are not covered under this insurance for pesticide use or pest 
control recommendations conducted outside of VCE programs. For example, if 
VCE-MGs misuse pesticides as part of their personal activities, they are not 
covered under the liability insurance of the Commonwealth. If VCE-MGs are 
involved in a private business that provides similar services, such as pest 
control or lawn care, they are expected to cover this form of liability under 
their business liability insurance.  

VCE-MGs providing chemical pest control recommendations 
VCE-MGs providing chemical pest control recommendations must adhere to 
the printed recommendations provided by the pest control specialists at 
Virginia Tech and published as the Pest Management Guide for Home 
Grounds and Animals (PMG). This guide is printed every year with updates 
provided by the authors between printings as necessary. VCE-MGs are not 
permitted to provide recommendations to other groups, such as agricultural 
producers, nor are they permitted to use non-homeowner PMGs for 
recommendations to any group.  

Although there are many other sources of pesticide recommendations 
available, many are proprietary in nature (i.e., company literature, the Ortho 
Problem Solver™, etc.) and should not be used as a replacement for the PMG. 
They can be used as a reference, but any official recommendation to the public 
must come from the most recently published version of the PMG.  

VCE-MGs must be instructed by VCE personnel or other VCE-MG leaders on 
how to use the PMG. Its use should not involve changing or adding to the 
chemical pest control recommendations in any way. Also, VCE-MGs must be 
provided with training on pesticide safety and pest control as outlined in the 
VCE Master Gardener Handbook.  

Many VCE-MGs have decided to become certified as private applicators. This 
certificate is legal for personal use, but according to federal and state pesticide 
law is not appropriate for use by VCE-MGs in their roles as volunteer staff of 
VCE. This does not imply that Extension agents cannot assist their VCE 
Master Gardeners in becoming certified as private applicators. However, the 
private applicator certificate is established only for those using restricted-use 
pesticides and in the business of raising agricultural commodities. It is 
presently the position of the Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer 
Services that VCE-MGs are not required to be certified under their present 
capacity as volunteers. VCE concurs with this position.  

VCE-MGs applying pesticides as part of their volunteer activities 
It is possible that some VCE-MGs are involved in the application of pesticides 
in demonstration plots or exhibits as part of their volunteer activities. In these 
cases, they are required to be certified as either registered technicians or 
commercial pesticide applicators as required by the Virginia Pesticide Control 
Act. They must be certified in a category of applicators associated with their 
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activities [most likely Ornamental and Turf Pest Control (Category 3), 
Ornamental Pest Control (Category 3A), Turf Pest Control (Category 3B) and 
or Agricultural Pest Control-Plant (Category 1A)]. New applicators are 
required to start as registered technicians until they accumulate one year in 
service. The registered technician requirement involves a minimum of 40 
hours of on-the-job training before they can take the registered technician 
exam. After this experience, they can remain registered technicians, or they 
may take the category exams to become a commercial applicator. Only persons 
with one year's experience as a registered technician or equivalent experience 
or training can become a commercial applicator. After receiving their 
certificates, all certified applicators must recertify every two years by 
attending approved training courses.  

This process of certification can be very burdensome for volunteers. The 
process is not as simple as it was several years ago. Most Extension agents and 
VCE-MGs will find that it is not worth the trouble associated with these 
requirements to get involved in the application of pesticides as a VCE-MG 
activity. It is best that these activities be left to VCE technicians, agents, and 
other VCE employees who are already certified to apply pesticides under the 
laws of the Commonwealth. If a VCE-MG is not a certified pesticide 
applicator, then he or she should not apply pesticides in the role of a VCE-MG.  

Further clarification 
Since this policy is a complicated one, there may be the need for further 
clarification. For more information, VCE-MGs should contact their local 
VCE-MG coordinators or Environmental Horticulture Extension agents. If 
further clarification is needed, agents should contact one of the two persons 
listed below:  

VCE-MG Training: 
Pesticide Education Program: 
Dr. Michael J. Weaver, Extension Coordinator 
Virginia Tech Pesticide Programs 
139 Smyth Hall - 0409 
Blacksburg, VA 24061 
(540) 231-6543 
mweaver@vt.edu  

Penalty Mail 
This section is from Chapter 13 of the Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Management Guidelines Handbook. Additional information can be located on 
the VCE webpages at http://intra.ext.vt.edu/policies/index.html. 

Penalty mail is the primary method used to transfer materials from Extension 
offices and to Extension clientele. This mailing privilege is the result of an 
agreement between the United States Department of Agriculture and the 
United States Postal Service. This is a federally supported privilege. VCE-
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MGs will comply with established Extension policy, in reference to penalty 
mail. Additional information is contained in Chapter 13 of the Virginia 
Cooperative Extension Management Guidelines Handbook and Chapter IX of 
the USDA-ES Administrative Handbook for Cooperative Extension Work.  

General mail, such as sending information in follow-up to a horticulture 
request, must be placed in penalty mail envelopes, sealed, and properly 
addressed. Penalty mail envelopes may be ordered from Extension 
Distribution. Because only certain individuals, such as Extension agents and 
specialists, are authorized to use penalty mail, transmittal or "buck" slips with 
an authorized signature must be included in the penalty mail envelope prior to 
sealing. Violations of penalty mail procedure may result in postage charges or 
fines against the responsible employee.  

VCE-MG newsletters directed toward all VCE-MGs in an area and clearly 
intended to conduct Extension Office business are eligible for penalty mailing 
where funds are allowed. Local MG association information may be included 
but this contribution should be a minor part of the newsletter.  

Penalty Mail Guidelines 
Newsletters are official correspondence of VCE. Those mailed by penalty mail 
must adhere to penalty mail regulations. That is, use must be approved by 
appropriate Extension personnel, they must be printed on official letterhead, 
and they must include "the signature, name, and official Extension title of the 
sender." (PM Section D, #15, pp. 9-31). Since VCE does not have 
administrative control over consultants, volunteers, and/or retired employees, 
they will not be authorized to use the penalty mail privilege. [Note: References 
in this article refer to the VCE Management Guidelines and the USDA-ES 
Administrative Handbook for Cooperative Extension Work, Chapter IX - 
Penalty Mail, included at the end of Section 13 of the Management Guidelines. 
The references are differentiated by an "MG" for Management Guidelines, and 
a "PM" for the Penalty Mail section].  

For VCE penalty mailed newsletters, the following specifications apply:  

1) The top 2.25 inches of space is protected for the letterhead 
information of the Virginia Tech, Virginia State, and Virginia 
Cooperative Extension icons and words, and the customized address 
as described in the instructions for customizing letterhead available 
at: 
http://intra.ext.vt.edu/educprogspt/marketing/letterheaddetails.html. 

2) The bottom 1 inch of space is protected for the indicia statement.  

3) The signature, name, and official Extension title of the sender 
must appear between those spaces or on another page of the 
newsletter. (For more information about signatures, see PM Section 
E, #15, pp. 9-31; and PM Section C, #6, p. 9-4). Since newsletters 
are increasingly the work of more than one VCE staff member, joint 
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signatures may be included, in which case, both members must be 
penalty mail authorized or one person could be designated as 
"editor".  

4) If the newsletter is to be folded and mailed as a "self mailer," it 
must conform to the five criteria in PM Section E, #14, pp. 9-31. 
Two criteria that tend to be violated are: a) not using the State return 
address (using a local address instead); and b) putting information 
on the face (the external portion of the newsletter, usually the top 
half of the page--the lower half contains the return and sending 
addresses).  

5) The authorized return address must be used on all first class 
mailings. See PM Section D, #7, p. 9-9.  

6) Once a year, all mailing lists should be updated. See PM Section 
E, #1f, pp. 9-26.  

7) Inclusion of standard ADA announcements should appear on the 
newsletter. The proposed statement for accessing services should be 
customized for the locale: "If you are a person with a disability and 
desire assistance or accommodation, please notify ____(name, 
office, phone number/TDD) during business hours of ___ a.m. and 
___ p. m."  

Use of Penalty Mail Privileges for VCE-MG Newsletters 
The following information has been reviewed and approved by Bobby Swain, 
Penalty Mail Officer 

Many questions have been raised over the mailing of VCE-MG newsletters 
with penalty mail services through the Extension office. It is important to 
understand that the penalty mail program is supported by FEDERAL dollars, 
and its regulations have not been affected by state mandates. The regulations 
have been in effect for many years and are pertinent to anyone using penalty 
mail for any type of mailing.  

o Penalty mail can be used to mail an Extension newsletter. This 
would be Extension information directed toward an Extension 
audience (which, in this case, does include VCE-MGs). The person 
signing the newsletter must be in agreement with/take responsibility 
for the information contained in the newsletter. This includes VCE-
MG information as long as the content is Extension program 
related, such as for Plant Clinics or other programs that your group 
might be working on. Virginia Cooperative Extension letterhead 
must be used for this newsletter. 

o An Extension newsletter must be signed by an Extension agent. 
All agents are authorized to use penalty mail. In the event that the 
newsletter is prepared by a VCE-MG volunteer, staff, or some other 
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person, their name can be acknowledged, but the newsletter must be 
signed by an Extension agent.  

o Locally funded agents working with the VCE-MG volunteers are 
authorized penalty mail users.  

o Penalty mail regulations prohibit mailing materials on behalf of 
another organization. However, it is acceptable to include meeting 
announcements or small announcements in the newsletter, such as 
items in regard to the Virginia MG Association.  

o Discussion of money or fees also falls under close scrutiny. 
Information regarding fees is appropriate in a need-to-know 
instance, such as a program in which the attendee needs to be 
prepared to purchase lunch as part of the event.  

Avoiding Content and Form Restrictions 
To avoid the strict rules for content and form imposed by penalty mail 
regulations, MG groups can cover their own newsletter postage. By paying for 
postage, a group has freedom of content to cover whatever items need to be 
shared, such as Association news, information regarding local events, and 
training/management/organization-related information. If postage costs pose a 
budget problem, consider charging a couple of dollars ($2 covers six stamps) 
for postage to each member as part of their dues and add the newsletter as a 
benefit of paying dues to the local MG association. Donations or proceeds 
from a fund raiser could also be used to defray costs. If you prefer to use 
penalty mail, phone trees or correspondence via e-mail can be used to relay 
information that is not suitable for inclusion in Extension newsletters. 

The regulations regarding use of penalty mail are federal law -- not regulations 
imposed by VCE/VT administrators. If you have further questions regarding 
the mailing of your newsletter, please contact Bobby Swain, Penalty Mail 
Officer, at 540-231-9409.  

Return to Table of Contents.  

Return to VCE Master Gardener Volunteers
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