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Columbia County Agriculture & Farmland Protection Plan
Focus Group Notes

March 16, 2011 – 7 to 9:30 p.m.
Farmers’ Research Circle
Farmscape Ecology Program/Hawthorne Valley Farm
· There is interest in local grain production, especially from NYC Greenmarket that wants to feature baked products using locally sourced grains, and there’s a demand from bakers.  Issues include:
· What parts of the county are suited to grain production

· How and where to locate a facility for grain processing

· How do we build fertility of our soils

· Work with dairy farmers to take their calves and raise them on these lands

· Interest in meat processing – from slaughterhouse to added value products like charcuterie.

· If we go with the mobile unit – what should be the ownership structure

· We want farm-based kill, not trucking to remote site

· Farm-to-School – looking at these issues, mechanisms.  A Makristo farm is working with Taconic Hills School.

· Winter Storage – how can we extend our growing season?  Issues include:

· Growing and storage

· Existing storage facilities aren’t suitable

· Ideally there would be one major facility

· OSI has offered to assist with this 

· We’re interested in ownership/organizational structures – e.g. a cooperative management and ownership structures to oversee such new ventures

· HVADC has been looking at such cooperative solutions operating elsewhere

· Meat processing needs to be approached as a “multi-stakeholder,” not producer-only cooperative
· You need reciprocity to make this work – in the way CSA’s are structured on reciprocity

· It’s too hard to compete with the existing systems without a reciprocal, cooperative structure

· There’s a need for “whole-farm planning” for entry-farmers.  Issues:

· Land use is the biggest barrier – the inability to purchase land along with the costs of building infrastructure

· They know they need to include added-value approach, but need land access

· To sustain agriculture we need a critical mass of farmers, but there are barriers

· Very difficult to get a good – sufficiently long-term – tenant lease.  Too often, they’re too short.  This is a big “awareness” issue when working with landowners. 

· We need a model lease, and more creative leases that address the needs.  CLC should develop some 

· Landowners don’t understand that you need to restore health to the land.  Hay is not the answer.  We want to get to a place where landowners are “embarrassed” to just lease for hay.

· Related to this -- the “consolidation” of farms is a problem

· In the southern part of the county there are thousands of acres of good land farmed by only 4 farmers.  It’s easier for the landowner to work with a big operator, rather than working with a small, diverse operation.  But what happens when those few farmers get out of the business?

· How can we make it possible for smaller operations to take over some of the large ones?

· There needs to be a transition plan for this to happen

· The County should recognize and reward existing conservation moves.  The Ag Assessment structure currently makes is easy for landowners to just stick with hay.

· Re-sale restrictions under conservation easements can go further to keep farms in the hands of farmers and not just flip them to wealthy landowners

· Roxbury devalued their house/has resale restrictions to ensure that a farmer can buy it.  But the County (State) needs to recognize this and advocate for a tax structure that rewards it.  The house is devalued, but the tax assessment has stays the same.  County should advocate for this at the State level.

· Important to create a clear “pathway to success” for farmers, especially entry-level farmers.  Right now it’s terribly complex – so many programs, obstacles.  How can it be made more simple to, for example, take over an existing farm?

· Massachusetts towns have local agricultural commissions, farmer-led.  Why not Columbia County?  These groups help direct farmers to the help they need.  Maybe a few towns could create an inter-municipal body to do this.

· Farm worker housing – not just the traditional way this is understood – how does a leasing farmer find housing?  And how can we “grow” the new farm community without addressing the housing issue?
· Town zoning sometimes restrict to one residence per lot, and make laws that restrict farm-related businesses.

· Again, we need to work on an attitude change among non-farmers and landowners.  2,000-3,000 spreads of commodity farming are in a tenuous position.  Maybe there will be attitude change when the landowners can no longer find farmers to do it. Right now supply/demand are balanced, but it’s getting harder to find farmers to lease like this.

· And what about GMO commodity crops?

· Education issues – we need to educate our young people about farming and food, and we need to educate young farmers.

· Hawthorne Valley Farm is developing a program with Questar to address this.

· It’s important that the County know that this kind of outreach to schools is happening.

· Issues with foreign, undocumented farm workers are very complex.  What can be done to help?  Towns could advocate to provide equal protection to them; to advocate against landlord abuse; to sensitize police to the issues; to lobby for them to get access to drivers’ licenses, so they can also get insurance.  They are here to stay.
· What are other counties doing that we can adopt to try to influence our Board of Supervisors?

· Columbia County is actually doing better than some other places

· There are examples of counties taking positions – putting county-owned lands into production; providing access to such land at low cost; making land available to develop added-value businesses; helping with procurement policies for working with county agencies.
· Woodbury County, Iowa is a good example of this kind of county support to get local food into institutions.

· The County could issue RFP’s that farmers would want to respond to – that address the needs the institutions have – X-number of X product on X schedule.  This would be a great mechanism to help entry-level farmers and converting farmers to get going by getting one of these contracts.

· We need to go beyond farmer’s markets and CSA’s to other added value products and marketing.

· Could we build a brand if we got these mechanisms going?

· We need the County to show leadership to help put all these pieces together

· How can we look at Columbia County in terms of nutrient flow, specific suitabilities, limiting outside inputs, etc.
· We need to maximize food production for local markets.

· One strength is that most of our farms are still family-run.  And we still produce more than we consume

· Columbia County is unique in our region because we’re at a tipping point.  We have lots of strengths, we’re well positioned, but we could lose it, or not.  “We can create something very diverse and beautiful.”

· We also provide services for other regions – veterinary, equipment service, seed supply, etc.

· And we have recognized innovation.  The County needs to recognize that.

· If the County had a procurement policy on local foods it would give farmers more leverage in dealing with private landowners by providing them with a solid business opportunity that could influence landowner decisions.

· Work of Carl North – Tompkins County

· Tax structure favors absentee ownership and disincentivizes farmer land ownership.  We should shift the tax building to buildings.  

· We could create a Hudson Valley Foodshed Coalition as a branding strategy

· We can think of it this way – we’re now in the era of “Sustainability Revolution.”  That’s the challenge we face and the one shaping our times, philosophically and practically.

· But, we still need profitability to be sustainable.

· Columbia County lends itself to smaller-scale farming because so much of our land base is not farm-able. That’s a reason to worry about the future of commodity farming.  They need help diversifying.  They need incentives – like a procurement policy.

· Columbia County farm markets aren’t promoted enough.

· Anna helping a coalition to get a rack card, through County Tourism

· But small communities can’t necessarily support farm markets – many are not worth the farmer’s time given the small amount of traffic.

· In Chatham’s Keep Farming effort – they learned that local food production equaled food consumption.  However, local foods were leaving the town, and consumed foods were imported in.

· The Menands wholesale market has shrunk considerably from what it was. 

· There’s competition from Asian countries, and oil is dominating.

· Agriculture can’t survive on high energy-intensive terms methods.

· Our towns and the County don’t understand the importance of agriculture – and the multiplier effect on the economy and taxes from agriculture.

· We’ve identified lots of things requiring next steps – who will do these things?  Does a mechanism exist?  If not, where will we locate it?

· The Plan has to identify that 

· Does this have to be limited to the county?  We’re part of a larger region and geopolitical divisions don’t really matter.
· But getting the County to take this step – doing the Plan – is an important one. Then we need the County to interact with the rest of the region.

· What about Keep Farming?  Should the whole county do that?

· Ancram is going through these discussions, all the processes involved with creating a comprehensive plan and farmland protection plan, re-zoning – and it’s activating the community.  We’re involved, it’s a living process, we’re keeping the dialogue going, the investigations, instead of leaving it to a “few people in a room.”  It’s a living process, and we’ll be looking at these plans again in five years.  It has been a sea-change and mobilized the community.  It has involved skills building and drawn creativity out of people.  We all still need more skills!

· We have to accept that things like this take constant “tinkering”

