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Upper Shore Regional Council

Sustainable Agriculture Meeting

Minutes

January 28, 2008
Chair William Manlove called the meeting to order at 9:05a.m. 
A motion was made to accept the minutes of September 24, 2007. The motion was approved and the minutes stand as written. 
Director’s Report 
Agriculture
An email was received from Mr. Vic Priapi informing of a garden wine part that would be held in June 2008. Mr. Priapi will be working with Mr. Kevin Atticks from the Maryland Wine Association on this project. More information will be sent as it is received at the Council.
Greenhouse Project

Through conversations with Mr. Vic Priapi, contact was made with Mr. David Ayers, President and CEO of Fresh Produce Corporation. Fresh Produce Corporation is interested in developing a pilot program where a Controlled Environment Agriculture (CEA) glass-covered greenhouse facility will be located on the East Coast. The facility will grow high-quality salad crops that allow for guaranteed daily delivery of fresh produce to major supermarket chains.

A copy of the Executive Summary and Financial statements received from Mr. Ayers were provided to committee members in attendance. Additional copies can be made available by contacting the USRC office.

Chestertown Foods

Chestertown Foods recently ceased operation. Mr. Dillman is assisting Mr. Jack Steinmetz with finding a tenant for the building within the agriculture community. Previously, Mr. Jeremy Rothwell was researching Hanover Foods. Hanover Foods was looking for a facility on the eastern shore where they could freeze dry beans for shipping. Hanover Foods may be able to assume residence in the vacant Chestertown Foods facility. Mr. Dillman and Mr. Steinmetz will continue to work collaboratively on this project.

Mr. John Mason, Department of Business and Economic Development, commented that his agency should be included in these conversations as they may be able to provide resources and information for potential businesses looking to inhabit the Chestertown Foods facility.

Mr. Bruce Weaver, United States Department of Agriculture, commented that businesses looking to inhabit the Chestertown Foods facility may need financing to assist them in this area. Mr. Weaver stated that local banks may require government guarantees for lending. He stated that USDA may be another resource for funding if this is a requirement.
Delegate Richard Sossi suggested that USDA, DBED and Mid-Atlantic Farm Credit be included in conversations with Mr. Steinmetz in his quest to find a business to occupy the Chestertown Foods facility and providing possible financing opportunities.

Agro-tourism Insurance Sessions
Agro-tourism meetings have been scheduled for all three Upper Shore counties. The meetings will be held in February on the following dates: 
· February 20 – Kent County, Kent County Public Works Building, 709 Morgnec Road, Chestertown, 1st floor Conference Room

· February 27 – Cecil County, Cecil County Administration Building, 200 Chesapeake Boulevard, Elkton, Elk Room

· February 28 – Queen Anne’s County, Chesapeake College, Wye Mills, Humanities Building, Room 120

Information was requested from Committee members on how to contact farms within the region and to provide advertising leads. A letter will be composed with information explaining the purpose of the insurance sessions.
The sessions will include presentations by Mr. Bruce Weaver, USDA, regarding Value-Added Grant Programs and financing opportunities, Commissioner Roy Crow, Nationwide Insurance, regarding insurance premiums and how to best mitigate insurance costs, and a local farmer to share his/her agro-tourism and insurance experience. Mr. Weaver and Commissioner Crow will be attending all three of the informational sessions. Mrs. Phyllis Kilby, Kilby Cream, will be attending the Cecil County session and has agreed to participate in all three sessions if necessary. 

Advertisements will be sent to the County Extension Agents. Ms. Joanne Richart-Young suggested that information regarding the meetings be sent to the Farm Bureau for each county. A copy of each county’s Ag Committees were given to members. Ms. Young and Mr. Kenny Bounds stated that the lists for Cecil and Queen Anne’s counties were out of date. Ms. Carter stated that she will contact those counties for more up to date lists prior to sending advertising information.
Delegate Sossi suggested that each County’s Tourism Directors be included and encouraged to participate in the meetings in their respective counties. Ms. Carter stated that the Tourism Directors have been advised of this meeting and the information meetings; however, they could not attend the Ag Committee meeting. 

Ms. Carter detailed the draft agenda for the meetings. It is proposed that a County Commissioner welcome meeting participants and briefly explain the purpose of the meeting and what can be expected during the informational session. Chair Manlove has committed welcome participants in Cecil County, Commissioner Crow will welcome participants in Kent County and Commissioner Gunther will be asked to welcome participants in Queen Anne’s County.
Mr. Bruce Weaver stated that meetings were previously held in Delaware that focused on the poultry industry and energy performance. Mr. Weaver stated that for the USRC Ag-tourism meetings he will discuss value added programs and energy performance opportunities. Mr. Weaver commented that a Delaware Ag-tourism grant was available last year in the amount of $20,000. He stated that there are currently 80+ farms that are now registered and benefiting from an Ag marketing campaign. This campaign was designed to steer tourists to obscure farms.
Mr. Weaver stated that there are various opportunities for financing for agriculture; however, it is necessary to have meetings like the USRC is planning to inform the industry of these opportunities.

Ms. Carter asked the committee members to provide suggestions for farmers in Kent and Queen Anne’s Counties to make a presentation regarding their Ag Tourism-related experiences. Mr. Allen Davis suggested Mr. George Hopkins, Hopkins Game Farm in Kennedyville and Ms. Charlotte Staelin, Colchester Farms in Georgetown. Ms. Jennie Schmidt suggested Ms. Lisa Godfrey, Godfrey Farm in Sudlersville. Ms. Carter stated that she would make the contacts and explain the purpose of the meeting and the farmers’ role at the meeting.
Ms. Schmidt stated that she would like a clear definition of Agro-tourism as it pertains to these meetings and the type of farmers that are being targeting to speak at the information meetings. She suggested that agro-tourism be defined and presented during the welcome portion of the informational meeting. Mr. Weaver agreed and stated that Agro-tourism is a broad topic and should be defined at the meetings.
Ms. Richart-Young stated that there may be many farmers that are willing to take advantage of Ag Tourism ventures; however, the cost of insurance is a huge barrier. She stated that these meetings will be important and helpful in providing information and alternatives.

With respect to insurance barriers, Ms. Schmidt stated that there are some farms that previously operated corn mazes; however, they were not operated recently. She stated that she would be interested to know if this was due to insurance reasons or other reasons. Mr. Davis stated that vital information may be to research the Ag Tourism ventures that failed and why. Ms. Schmidt suggested to follow-up with a panel of experiences in the Ag Tourism industry as a result of the information obtained and presented at the meeting.

Ms. Richart-Young stated that is important to let the meeting participants know that if they are interested in pursuing Ag Tourism ventures that the Agriculture Marketing Professionals can be of assistance. Ms. Richart-Young stated that in Cecil County there is a collaboration of agencies that will assist by providing information to farmers for marketing purposes. This collaboration helps to alleviate the farmer from contacting several agencies independently.
Mr. Davis suggested that an insurance forum of farmers may provide more in-depth information regarding barriers. Mr. Davis stated that there may be farmers that are operating Ag Tourism ventures that may not be aware of the necessity of insurance. Delegate Sossi stated that the purpose of these meetings may be to introduce the insurance concept to farmers and to educate them on the different insurance opportunities that are available.
Ms. Richart-Young stated that the State Entertainment tax may be a barrier to farmers that operated corn mazes. She stated that the farmers have to estimate this tax and it may be difficult if the venture is not financially successful. This estimation may also have an impact on their insurance premiums. Mr. Kenny Bounds stated that Mid-Atlantic Farm Credit has submitted legislation that provides an exemption from this tax. He stated that legislation was passed; however, it put the responsibility of enforcement and decisions back at the local levels.
Mr. Davis stated that Ag Preservation is also an issue for farmers that may want to embark on Ag Tourism ventures. Mr. Bounds stated that the Maryland Agriculture Land Preservation Foundation (MALPF) Board has been approached about this issue. He stated that there are specific guidelines that have to be adhered to if a farmers wants open up a portion of their farm for Ag Tourism or Marketing purposes. Mr. Bounds stated that it may be beneficial to have Mr. Jim Conrad, Executive Director, MALPF to address the Committee and to engage in discussions regarding this topic. Delegate Sossi stated that he would collaborate with Mr. Bounds in possibly submitting legislation to address this issue. Mr. Bounds stated that the MALPF Board is seeking a representative for Cecil or Harford County. He stated that the Board may be willing to extend their search to Kent County. Chair Manlove stated that he would be interested in filling the position after his Commissioner seat is vacated.
General Assembly

Delegate Sossi reported that currently there is an environmental assault on the agriculture community. Delegate Sossi stated that the poultry industry is specifically under attack. The poultry industry is 90% compliant; however, the environmental industry is levying $10,000 fines for non-compliance per day. 

Delegate Sossi stated that Maryland Department of Agriculture (MDA) is not being as forceful with the Maryland Department of the Environment (MDE) as necessary with protecting farmers’ rights. He reported that he is closely monitoring the situation and the legislation.
Member Comments

Mr. Kenny Bounds reported that Secretary Wilson, MDE will be visiting Wicomico County to talk with farmers. The purpose of this visit is to gather information necessary to put together regulations. Mr. Bounds is advocating for members from the Ag community to attend this meeting for support.
There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 10:35 a.m., to reconvene at a later date. 
