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Upper Shore Regional Council

Joint Committees Meeting

Sustainable Agriculture & Economic Development
Minutes

January 26, 2009
Chair Paul Gunther called the meeting to order at 9:00a.m. 
Chair Gunther welcomed everyone to the meeting, introduced the various speakers and all other members present introduced themselves.
USDA Rural Development
Ms. Denise MacLeish, Business and Community Program Director for the United States Department of Agriculture provided information to Committee members regarding the various programs offered by USDA Rural Development. Ms. MacLeish stated that with respect to 2009 funding, levels may be the same as 2008. 
USDA Rural Business and Community Development programs assist rural businesses in building local economies by increasing job opportunities and developing small, private business. The USDA provides guaranteed loans, re-lending program loans and financial assistance for economic development.
Ms. MacLeish provided a brief synopsis on the Renewable Energy Programs offered by USDA. She stated that the renewable energy programs provide funding for 25% of a project cost. These funds can be in the form of grants or loans. She also stated that some of the USDA’s renewable energy programs are strictly limited to businesses.

Ms. MacLeish mentioned that the USDA also has funding opportunities available through the Community Facilities program. She stated that funds can be used to address issues such as sidewalks, roads and perhaps transportation. 

Ms. MacLeish briefly discussed funding and program opportunities available for Value-Added projects. She stated that producers may make application for projects that change a process which will add value to the finished product. Ms. MacLeish stated that funding is available for projects in the planning stage for feasibility studies. She also stated that through the Rural Business Enterprise Grant program, applications can be made for working capital or a feasibility study; however, matching funding is a requirement of this program.
Value-Added Processing
Mr. John Hall made a presentation regarding the potential for a value-added processing facility for the upper shore region. Mr. Hall stated that the facility may provide potential options for collaboration.

Mr. Hall discussed various components of the value-added facility. 
1. Organizational development - organizational development may include an entity that could assist with business planning, fund raising, skills and training of key personnel or fiscal support in the area of accounting or billing. 

2. Product development - product development may include refining ingredients, addressing shelf-life issues, establishing focus groups to provide feedback, and marketing research to state a few.
3. Packaging – packaging may include addressing areas of types of packaging, package size, shelf-life, and package design. Mr. Hall stated that packaging proves to be a challenge for many vendors in that this is a very important marketing component. He stated that packaging should attract consumers’ attention.

4. Processing kitchen – the processing kitchen should address appropriate health department approvals, rent time for smaller runs, packaging and bottling capabilities, and storage capabilities (cold storage).

a. Receiving, grading, packaging: fruits and vegetables – this area should address GAP (good agricultural practices) established by the Maryland Department of Agriculture; storage capabilities and grade and packaging issues.

5. Sales – sales should address the design and production of sales materials, sales staff and price points of products such as differential between “organic” and “local”.
6. Distribution – distribution of products from the facility should include proper coordination of product delivery.
Mr. Hall reported that the Chesapeake Culinary Institute located in Denton offers a commercial kitchen for local producers to process their products. Mr. Hall stated that Ms. Wen-Fei Uva could provide more detailed information regarding the kitchen and the Culinary Institute.

Mid-Shore Regional Council

Ms. Wen-Fei Uva, Mid-Shore Agriculture Specialist reported on agricultural programs within the Mid-Shore region. Ms. Uva stated that she has been in discussions with Mr. John Hall regarding a processing facility for the eastern shore. She stated that developing a large-scale processing facility may allow opportunities for producers to rotate or diversify their crops. Ms. Uva stated that this should be a collaborative effort. Ms. Mindie Burgoyne stated that there is a processing facility in Cambridge that uses flash-freeze technology for some of their products. It was suggested that the SAC coordinate representatives to tour this facility for more information and potential collaborative efforts. Another suggestion was to visit the value-added facility located at Delaware State University.
Ms. Uva reported on the value-added specialty product producers’ project developed and implemented in the Mid-Shore region. She stated that Shore Gourmet is a 501(c)(6) corporation that provides marketing and distribution assistance to local producers in the Mid-Shore area. Ms. Uva explained that Shore Gourmet is a member funded corporation operated by the Mid-Shore Regional Council. Ms. Uva also stated that Shore Gourmet can provide product development and business planning assistance for local producers. She also reported that the Mid-Shore has an operable commercial kitchen in Denton located at the Chesapeake Culinary Institute. The commercial kitchen is available to assist producers with technical assistance as well as contract production of various products.
Ms. Uva reported on the Lower Shore’s High Tunnel Project. She stated that the University of Maryland Eastern Shore (UMES) received funding from the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) for a high-tunnel model application. The project is located on a farm owned by Mr. Jerry Redden in Worcester County. The model will have the purpose of developing an above-ground production system for growing special products. Traditionally, high-tunnels are unheated greenhouses used to help extend the growing season to improve farm profitability.
Ms. Uva reported on intermediary processing facilities. She explained that these facilities would process fresh produces into products such as frozen, chopped, puree or juice for sale to other processors or organizations such as schools, hospitals, etc. Ms. Uva stated that she was previously involved with an intermediary processing facility in New York where they processed apples for juice in smaller containers for local school systems.

Ms. Uva reported that Mid Atlantic Farm Credit (MAFC) is developing a mentoring system for farmers. She stated that MAFC may be partnering with area extension offices in that these offices provide a great resource for educating farmers. Ms. Uva stated that the mentoring program will be open for new and existing farmers and will provide information on how to take the farm to the next level, perhaps in the form of diversification of farming.

Maryland Department of Agriculture (MDA)

Mr. Mark Powell, Chief of Marketing and Agribusiness Development for the MDA, reported on programs within the marketing department. Mr. Powell stated that the demand for local products is growing. He stated that the Maryland’s Best program helps consumers and buyers to identify where to purchase local produce. Mr. Powell reported that many of the purchase locations identified in Maryland’s Best brochures are located at farmers’ market. He reported that MDA has developed a Farmers’ Market Nutritional Program (FMNP) where approximately 82 farmers have been certified.

Mr. Powell reported that the MDA is looking to develop ideas to increase the Farm 2 School Program. He stated that there have been challenges with implementing this program in various counties in that each school system has a contracted buyer where they purchase products. He suggested that if each school system could establish a procurement system it would be helpful to the MDA to increase participation in the Farm 2 School program.
Discussion

Value-Added Processing Facility

Regarding the Value-Added Processing Facility, a suggestion was made to form a committee of three to five persons to determine existing facilities, problems associated with opening a facility and solutions to those stated problems. Committee members’ suggested were: Joanne Richart-Young, Cecil County Agriculture Coordinator, Donna Landis-Smith, Queen Anne’s County Economic Development, Agriculture & Tourism Office, and Jack Steinmetz, Kent County Economic Development Director.

Facilities Tour

Following up on the previous discussion regarding processing facilities in the mid-shore region, Ms. Wen-Fei Uva stated that there was a facility in the lower shore associated with UMES as well as a facility in New Jersey. It was suggested that a representative from either facility be invited to a Sustainable Agriculture Committee meeting to address questions/concerns regarding implementing a facility in the upper shore region. After the initial contact, perhaps a tour of the facility could be planned.

Vineyards
Mr. Jack Steinmetz reported that there would be a convention in West Chester, PA for grape growers to view vineyard equipment. The convention would be held during the first week of March. For more information, please contact Mr. Steinmetz at (410) 778-7434.

Transportation

Mr. Debbie Bowden, from the Maryland Department of Transportation Office of Freight Logistics, volunteered to speak at the next SAC meeting regarding transportation issues associated with operating a distribution facility. Ms. Bowden stated that the MDOT has completed studies regarding freight transportation in the upper shore region and would deem that this information could be helpful in planning for the distribution facility.

Upcoming meetings

Following up on the discussion regarding the feasibility and availability of offering fresh, local produce to school facilities, it was suggested that representatives from various food service agencies be invited the next SAC meeting. Representatives from Marriott which services Chesapeake College or Sysco which services many school systems, would be invited to discuss the possibility of securing local produce to distribute to their customers.

There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 11:05 a.m. to tour the Chestertown Foods Facility. The next meeting is scheduled for February 23, 2009. 
