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Columbia County Agriculture & Farmland Protection Plan
Focus Group Notes

March 3, 2011 – 7 to 9 p.m.
Kellner Activities Building
Germantown, New York

·  Create an agriculture program/school at Columbia-Greene Community College, or elsewhere.  

· Can County help provide support for something like this?
· Germantown and Taconic Hills schools have received grants to create school gardens and a curriculum on food resources

· We still/already have the elements to do something – 4H

· Kids want to be involved and learn about these things

· Greenhouses:

· There could be issues with neighbor relations with a large scale operation – lights, large expanses of roofs, etc.
· Being successful with this has a huge learning curve – other countries know more about this

· Could some kind of group approach help make this happen?

· Not a new idea, but not done here yet

· Agriculture is not always a field (or….).   e.g. Greenhouses are agriculture

· It would help if there were a mentor program between farmers and new/entering farmers

· Some communities are more supportive of new generation farms, acknowledge them, create opportunities for them – shared knowledge is essential

· The plan should be sure to address quality soils and to be sure they are preserved.  Our relatively low level of development here is an opportunity for us to do this, and address the best use of the best soils.

· Current funding is too limited for PDR’s to be a key strategy, but having a county plan that addresses soils and farmland preservation is key to tapping into whatever state or federal funds do become available.  It shows that there is community support.
· Profitability is the most essential element to “protect” farmland

· Right now farmers need second jobs to survive

· Food sources --- the ability to feed the population --- will be increasingly important

· There are many regulatory road blocks to farm profitability; and sometimes, community opposition

· We don’t have a lot of models for how farmers can work cooperatively

· Farming is up against the free market economy and can’t compete with it.  Minimum lot size zoning can be the death knell for farming.  Farmers need to e able to rely on their “401(k)”.  The land prices and costs of farming keep out entering farmers.
· Sometimes wealth moves from one community to the next, escalating prices – farmers sell out in one market, buy land in a cheaper market at higher prices and begin to escalate that market too

· What structures can we put in place to equalize such price extremes – ag price vs. market prices?  This happens in the other business economies, with incentives

· There are templates in other business sectors that could be applied to agriculture

· Vermont example – “the town that food saved”  Ag brings new life to Vermont town « Rural Community Building 

· What programs and solutions are already out there in county plans that we can adopt without re-inventing the wheel?

· We need more markets – e.g. grapes, there aren’t enough markets to take them, and we’re competing with overseas concentrates

· County could create an added value business park – for cheesemaking, sausage making, etc.

· Taxes, taxes, taxes

· Also fuel, equipments costs – how can a young farmer start?

· Land is excessively taxed (in New York State)

· Massachusetts land taxes vs. NYS?  One-half as high.

· How can we compete with factory farms’ prices?  Consumers don’t want to pay higher prices

· “City people” may drive up land prices, but they value locally grown foods

· We need direct sales to make money, and the “city people” will buy

· Sustainability is profitability
· If smaller scale farming is a solution – what do you do with the rest of your large parcel, while you’re paying your taxes?

· Cost of community services – we aren’t getting back our share of what taxes we pay

· Consolidation and shared services could cut down on costs and thus taxes.  Why does the county need so many different free-standing highway departments?

· We need to look at business models – see how we can join with others and figure out how a cooperative approach will work to help us survive

· Partnerships help you leverage other investments including public funds

· County could help disseminate information about available grant funds – not just loans, we can’t afford more loans

· The scale of agriculture in New York State should be a bargaining chip for us to get support

· County IDA can be supportive of agriculture, but the scale of projects can be a stumbling block.  Bonding, PILOT’s --- each has requirements or standards, especially related to scale, that often eliminate agriculture projects.  State has standards that disadvantage agriculture for these
· Food security and local foods links, pros & cons

· PDR’s used well can have significant business outcomes for farming.  

· They need to be applied in the right context to be helpful. Not for everyone: right tool for right situation  

· Can’t be a “last ditch effort” – needs to be part of a business plan.  It takes a well-rounded ag business to create success

· The demand for PDR’s does exceed supply, so we have to advocate for more funding

· Great to conserve land, but you still need profitability

· Buying clubs for group purchases can help

