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Columbia County Agriculture & Farmland Protection Plan
Focus Group Notes

January 22, 2011 – 10 a.m. to Noon
North Chatham Fire House

Chatham, New York

· Municipalities could set up PDR (Purchase of Development Rights)/TDR (Transfer of Development Rights) programs to help support the viability of farming.  Education is needed on such programs and a funding pool to implement them.  Examples of town-level programs: Warwick, Red Hook.

· Are these programs viable here?  How about a Real Estate Transfer Tax (RETT) – what are those requirements?

· Given real estate prices, RETT wouldn’t be a windfall in our area and can’t work by itself – we don’t have land prices and turn-over like Suffolk County, for example.

· Chatham established ranking of properties for protection priority in their municipal AFPP.  Have legislative approval for a Community Preservation Fund, but have not yet put it to referendum (timing is wrong given state of economy.)

· Municipalities can bond to protect land at a minor cost to the taxpayer.

· NYS Ag & Mkts PDR program is very challenging – no current funding and extremely time-consuming to apply and go through the program.

· We need to work with our local municipalities on agriculture issues.  Work with the town to set up positive relationships.  For example, make sure citizens and town officials are educated on agriculture current use exemptions (e.g., agricultural structures/land should not be assessed as commercial.)

· Also need basic advocacy on town level on behalf of agriculture.

· Residents need to get involved on town level.

· Proposed Red Hook zoning – new approach to more flexible zoning after failure of 3-5 acre zoning model to protect farming. Very low-density zoning helps wealthy landowners rather than farming.  Red Hook also has a bond.

· Taxes are a big issue for ag viability

· Cost of community services analyses can show the value of agriculture to a municipality.

· New markets:  we need leadership on value-added products, promoting processing as a means of finding new markets and making farming profitable.

· Need to address farm transitions, especially from dairy.  Farm transitions from dairy to meat stock may be an option, but what about the cost of the new required infrastructure?  How can a transitioning farmer afford that?

· Where are there successes to look to:  in Orange County, with greater development pressure, Goshen and Warwick PDR programs are good examples.
· We want our Plan to be a “living” plan, up to date, and not to sit on a shelf.

· Should look at potential for intermunicipal relationships – what can be done on a shared scale, by pooling resources, better than what we can do by ourselves?

· Need to ensure opportunities for younger farmers (without capital.)

· Any potential support from Hudson Valley Greenway for planning or implementation?

· Important to distinguish between protected land and active farmland.  Every town may have a different situation – what is “viable” farmland?  Keeping viable farmland in farming takes money.

· Need to weigh cost inputs vs. outputs when considering programs.  Who will pay for improvements to make farmland viable, especially on smaller farmland?

· Many farmland lessors don’t want their land plowed, don’t want rotational corn-hay crops.  Education is needed to inform them that at some point, the soil might require inputs.  You can’t just hay year in-year out without considering soil improvements.
· Product price levels aren’t always sufficient to justify the needed inputs.

· There are town-level concerns and regional concerns – helps to separate those out.

· Terms of agricultural current use exemption should be improved – exemption not high enough; penalty terms need to be more favorable to producer.

· Too much food is leaving New York State rather than feeding the State.  This raises food costs and food loses quality this way.  Thus, our imported food is poorer quality. This isn’t sustainable.  
· What options are there for farmers to organize in order to enter larger markets? 

· Walmart’s deal with farmers may not bring higher income per farmer, but cooperatives gain equity by participating.  Walmart’s deals with local farmers are more straightforward than are other markets; easier for farmers to participate, even though price may be cheaper. 

· New York City market can be lucrative, but at a cost to the farmer – they need to weigh the effort and costs against the gains.  (Greenmarket rules require that the farmer be present – this is a challenge.)

· Do non-farming Columbia County residents really care about the future of agriculture here?  Residents need to be more involved.
· Does having residents as a local market actually help farms?  We need to know the answer.

· Many residents cannot afford to buy local.

· We need a local slaughterhouse option – the long-distance options stress the animals and raise costs of processing.  We need a USDA facility.

· Mobil slaughterhouses: there are pro’s and con’s.  We need to talk about this, get feedback from the community, mobilize support if it’s desirable.

· A local slaughterhouse needs county-level advocacy.  Mobil slaughterhouse (through the group LILA) is being considered by the county now – how to do it, to fund it, including costs of a “docking station.”

· We need both retail and wholesale markets.  Retail is costly to do – wholesale can be more lucrative.

· Philmont Cooperative is being set up to help local agriculture.

· Web-based markets, local “branding” and cooperative options – can we set up a mechanism to do that?

· The Dutchess County agricultural bus tour (in cooperation with Metro-North) is very effective for outreach/marketing for farms.

· What is Columbia County doing for “agritourism” ?  How can the internet promote this?  How about a “farm trail”?  Columbia/Berkshire Counties have a “Beverage Trail.”

· We need a website with a “How can I help my farmer?” button, or perhaps an “adopt-a-fence” program to help fund infrastructure.

· HVADC knows of a Cleveland model for doing this called “Fresh Market.”  We have Hudson Valley Bounty that links producers and markets and provides promotional help – though no sales opportunities as yet.

· Challenge of direct sales – very time-consuming.  Many niche farmers that do well with this may not be “first income” farmers.
· County Chamber of Commerce should assign a full-time staff to promote agriculture.  They should have weblinks to farm markets.

· There is a new Hudson Valley Bounty staff person hired for outreach/membership development with a big web-based effort.

· When you “google” Columbia County, most results are for other states – Washington, Oregon.

· How can conservation programs help modest-income farmers, and not just wealthy farmers?

· Each farmer situation is different – it calls for one-on-one consultations.
· Example of cooperative relationship – Martin Van Buren National Historic Site and Roxbury Farm.
