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Columbia County Agriculture & Farmland Protection Plan
Focus Group Notes

February 19, 2011 – 10 a.m. to Noon
Copake Town Hall Meeting Room
Copake, New York

· Copake is a “food desert.”  How can we get and keep local food in our community – in markets, etc.

· Food affordability is an issue when it comes to buying local

· The general community needs education to understand how and why food is priced the way it is – what is the true cost of “cheap food” ?

· Information is needed – how do we reach the local population on this issue?  E.g., some CSA’s offer ‘food for work’ deals, which could help lower income buyers

· Scale is the actual reason for the cost difference in, say, locally processed hamburger meat vs. what’s available in large markets

· The county could make this a priority

· Copake is working on these issues through its Economic Development Advisory Board

· If we had a local slaughterhouse maybe it could help make local meats affordable

· A site for a mobile slaughterhouse unit is under consideration – a number of matters still need to be resolved

· Is the Delaware County unit saving costs? 
· If we could solve the processing cost problem, livestock farming could be a viable alternative to unprofitable dairies

· The issue needs leadership

· NELPSC (Northeast Livestock Processing Service Company) is another alternative 

· Will a mobile unit really work?  Really help? How will it work?

· There are some good spin-off opportunities with a mobile unit.  New businesses will be needed for hanging, cutting/wrapping, storage, etc.

· And/or we could work toward on-farm slaughtering with a USDA inspector present.  Then the carcass could be shipped to a USDA facility.  This would be less stress on animals, less cost to the producer.  On what scale would this work?

· We need to assess the scale of the need in the county in order to determine the optimum solution or range of solutions needed – mobile? Permanent?  Large? Small?

· The key issue is distribution – how to use the system profitably.  The county should work on a countywide distribution system. (see below)
· SUNY Albany is working with the Delaware County mobile unit.

· The Hawthorne Valley Farmscape Ecology Program is working on a Food Resources interactive map and a Food Assessment regarding affordability issues.

· The county could do more to educate the public about the health value of local foods, and work with large markets (incentives?) on them carrying local foods.  It takes leadership, not just encouragement.
· Farmers need help with marketing – county should help.  Hudson Valley Fresh is a good example – it’s successful and returns a better price (for a better product.)

· We need a county Chamber of Commerce member devoted to agriculture.

· The county needs a knowledgeable advocate for agriculture.  Someone with special knowledge – not just a generalist.

· Would a large distributor here be an answer?  Some farmers don’t want middlemen.  Distributors also have their own quality standards.
· Perhaps the county could create a pilot program to work on the distribution issue with larger local markets – and do it well!

· Are there lobbies that tend to support the status quo?  If so, we can lobby too.

· How does the bidding process favor large distributors?

· We shouldn’t demonize distributors – they also must deal with regulatory issues, as anyone would.  The right structure needs to be developed whereby farmers can direct market.

· We need to look at what certifications farmers have/need to direct market.

· We need all approaches – distributors & direct marketing

· Could the county help us find a location for a market?  Many private building owners aren’t interested in a food business.

· Chatham’s local food cooperative could be a model to learn from, and Philmont is trying to launch one.

· Farm-to-School?  The Health Care Consortium is working on this.  It’s a complex issue, with many regulatory issues.  They are working throughout county.  Taconic Hills and Hudson City school systems are becoming active with this.  The Farm-to-School movement also has a broader vision about working with local food systems – there are food safety issues, etc.
· In Northern Dutchess, with the schools’ bidding systems, big distributors have tended to win the contracts.  There is some success with local schools with farmers working directly with them, and good Food Service Directors make the difference.
· Milk competes with soda in local schools 

· There is also action to get healthy foods into nursing homes through the Office of Aging (they went to farm markets to make contacts) and county agencies like the Sheriff’s office.  Nutrition and health regulations must be met.  Registered dieticians could work with farmers on this.

· There should be a connection with healthy food in the county ag. & farmland protection plan.

· We need to go back to teaching agriculture in local schools.  Kids no longer know where their food comes from.  We need to interest kids in agriculture by training/teaching them.
· The Roe-Jan Community Park teaches kids about growing food in summer camp
· Pine Plains schools still have ag education programs

· There is a great program in Falls Village, Connecticut that teaches dairying orcharding, more.  Why is NY so far behind on ag education when agriculture is our first industry?

· We need to work with elected officals, but also entrepreneurs

· In the Hillsdale hamlet, the farmers’ market is run by volunteers and the town provides the space; the Copake farmers’ market is also volunteer run.

· Issue of fresh vegetables in winter – “flash frozen” is an option for processing.  There is a Stuyvesant business doing this, “Home Town Foods.”

· There is a distributor in Livingston, Joe Angelo, who would be a good contact for talking about distribution.

· The state is investing in this planning process – we can send the message to the state and have opportunities now with a new administration in Albany.  We should push for the revitalization of the Hunt’s Point market (Bronx).  Columbia County should be at the forefront of these distribution/market issues.
· Education is important on all fronts

· Is it the role of the plan to encourage ag education?  How will conservation issues be part of the plan?

· Can county play a role in farmer – land matches?  Columbia Land Conservancy as a Farmer-Landowner Match Program now.

· We should set up a central directory, and provide other business assistance to small producers/marketers – marketing, logos, etc.  (See Chatham plan recommendation)

· The plan needs to address water issues – we should advocate for a countywide water study to look at quantity and quality, which will help us plan.  It could have an impact on ag practices.
· The plan will need to find the right language for specifying projects for protection funding or other funding support

· What options are there now for those of us forced to sell our farms, when we don’t want to?

· A conservation buyer program could be one strategy – buyer/investors who would purchase a farm to protect it, while the farmer remains active on it.

· The plan needs to be a “living plan” and an ongoing link to available resources for farmers

· Our agrarian landscape is also a commodity that we need to preserve and we need to find a way to educate people about what it takes to do that.

· We need both small, boutique or niche farms, and commodity farming – dairy, etc.  Local incomes cannot support or afford only the niche producers.  We need to also support the long-term family farms

· We need to keep our soils healthy – our most important resource. Grass-based farming is a way to do that (reference to Alan Savery (sp?)

· We should be learning from other successful plans, not reinventing the wheel in our plan.

