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Upper Shore Regional Council

Sustainable Agriculture Meeting

Minutes

November 24, 2008
Chair William Manlove called the meeting to order at 9:10a.m. 
The minutes from August 25, 2008 were approved with no corrections.
Vineyard Management Company Project
Mr. John Dillman updated the committee on the vineyard management project. He stated that the business plans are available to persons that are interested in starting vineyard management companies. He reported that there have been several inquiries regarding operating and starting vineyards in the region. Mr. Dillman has been working closely with Mr. Jack Steinmetz regarding inquiries within Kent County.

There was discussion regarding the sale of Maryland wines. Previously, Maryland wineries were limited in their distribution capabilities; however, Mr. John Dillman reported that farmers’ markets now have the ability to sell wine from a Maryland winery by the bottle or the case. Ms. Joanne Richart-Young stated that legislation has been passed statewide that would allow smaller distribution. 
Mr. Dillman noted that there is an interest in securing Maryland wines; however, he suggested the next step would be to research the sale of Maryland wines. He stated that studies have been performed regarding the sale of Maryland grapes but questioned if there have been studies regarding the sale of Maryland wines. Mr. Steinmetz stated that he has a copy of a report performed by the Maryland Winery Association in 2005 and will provide copies to anyone interested. Mr. Steinmetz stated that the report includes some information on suggested steps to increase Maryland wine sales.

There was discussion regarding grape saturation. Mr. Steinmetz reported that there were approximately 35 licensed wineries as of the beginning of November 2008. He stated that the direction in which the industry is growing, grapes are going to be in high demand. Maryland may have the ability to sell to neighboring states. Mr. Steinmetz stated that surrounding states are promoting grape sale and vineyard creation as well.

Kent County Loan Program
Mr. Steinmetz reported that the Kent County Commissioners have established a vineyard loan program. He stated that this is the first program of this nature in the US. The loan fund provides $300,000 to be made available to entities interested in creating a vineyard. The loan fund is a revolving loan made available only for vineyards and will fund up to $6,000 per acre with a minimum of five acres (the equivalent of $30,000). He stated that the loan terms would be interest free for the first 6 months, 3% to 5% interest accrual beginning at the 7th month, payback beginning at 37 months with a 7 year amortization. Mr. Steinmetz stated that the Kent County Commissioners have made a 10 year commitment to people starting a vineyard in Kent County.

Wine Legislation

Mr. Jack Steinmetz reported on the proposed wine legislation for the upcoming 2009 General Assembly session. He reported that Maryland has a three tiered system including: wholesale, retail and distributors. Mr. Steinmetz stated that the distributors have prevented the wineries from direct sales. Mr. Steinmetz stated that this preclusion in Maryland has historically been the reason that Pennsylvania and New Jersey industry has been selling well. He stated that these states favor the wine industry. Mr. Steinmetz suggested that Mr. Kevin Atticks from the Maryland Winery Association be invited to discuss the upcoming legislation for 2009 in more detail. He reported that the MWA has already drafted some legislation addressing direct wine sales; however, Mr. Dillman stated that it would be beneficial to the USRC and Sustainable Ag Committee to know what support is necessary.
Ms. Joanne Richart-Young stated that Mr. Kevin Atticks and Ms. Karen Fedor from the Maryland Department of Agriculture were speakers at the Governor’s Commission on Wine and Grape Growing meeting. She stated that Ms. Fedor made a presentation at the Economic Matters Committee meeting in Annapolis in the previous week regarding the wine industry. Ms. Richart-Young stated that the presentation included information on the challenges faced in the wine industry as well as information regarding neighboring states’ wine industry. It was suggested that the message regarding the wine industry may need to be stressed to urban legislators.
Ms. Richart-Young reported that legislation is structured so that each county has the ability to issue licenses due to the institution of local liquor boards. However, other surrounding states only require state licensure. She also stated that if a winery wants to have a wine-tasting and sales room, they must be at the same location. 
Soils – Grape Production

Mr. John Hall stated the importance of selecting the correct varieties. He stated that selecting the correct varieties for the soil types is integral to the success of grape production in the region. Mr. Hall stated that the Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) has completed studies regarding soil types that are available. He stated that the studies have data available for every county in Maryland. The report has information matching soil types with productivity. It was noted that NCRS information for Queen Anne’s and Cecil counties’ can be accessed online.
Distribution Center

Mr. John Hall stated that there may be an opportunity for expansion for selling local products such as grapes, produce, fruits & vegetables with developing a distribution center. Mr. Hall stated that a distribution center may assist regional expansion to sell local products. He stated that, currently, there is no infrastructure to support local products. 
Mr. Dillman suggested that a possible site for the distribution center could be the old Chestertown Foods facility. Mr. Steinmetz stated that the cost to purchase the building is $4 million dollars. Mr. Hall stated that this facility may provide potential; however, there would be a need for refrigerated trucks and a facility would need to provide areas for sorting and cold storage.

Mr. Steinmetz stated that to his knowledge, the permits are current and that the facility has a 600,000 gallon water and spray irrigation system. He stated that the requirements for new occupancy have to be the same type of operation to keep in line with the current permitting for the Chestertown Foods facility. He also stated that the new operation has to make a profit in order to retire the current debt. Mr. Steinmetz warned that there may be financial roadblocks to assume the property with respect to purchasing and permits required. Mr. Steinmetz reported that the owners of the property have not interest in leasing a portion of the facility as they are only interested in selling outright or a short-term lease-to-purchase option. 

Local produce programs

Mr. John Hall reported that on December 15th workshops would be held to help prepare farmers to sell local produce to Kent County schools. He stated that previously, Garnett and Rock Hall Elementary Schools were accepting local produce to serve during lunch to children. He reported that the program will be expanded to other schools. Mr. Hall stated that the pilot schools received apples, pears, strawberries, potatoes, broccoli, and cauliflower. These items were provided for food-tasting were a different item was featured each week. He stated that educational opportunities were provided about where food comes from and the applicable growing seasons.
MAERDAF Grant

Mr. John Dillman reported that the USRC has secured MERDAF grant funds to market information regarding vineyard management companies. Mr. Dillman stated that funds may be used to create a website with information regarding business plans, seminars providing education regarding necessary components of starting or operating a vineyard management company. 
Chesapeake Fields

Mr. John Hall reported that Chesapeake Fields is experiencing a challenge in location for processing their product. He stated that niche markets may provide an opportunity for diversification. Mr. Hall stated that he has been working with Wen-Fei Uva from the Mid-Shore Regional Council on a project. Ms. Uva is involved in a project called “Shore Gourmet” which will provide an outlet for distribution of local products. Mr. Hall reported that Chesapeake Fields products will be sold at the “Shore Gourmet” location once it is opened.

Updates

Rural Maryland Council

Mr. John Dillman reported that the Rural Maryland Council has been hosting a series of Rural Roundtables in lieu of hosting the Rural Maryland Summit. He reported that on December 11th in Frederick, there will be a roundtable discussing Earned Income Tax credits. He stated that non-profits or community action groups may be interested in attending this one day event. He reported that information regarding the roundtable can be found on the website: www.ruralstate.md.us. He stated that the RMC will be working more closely with the USRC regarding legislative issues for the upcoming session.

Queen Anne’s County

Ms. Donna Landis-Smith reported on the Delmarva Chicken Festival to be hosted by Queen Anne’s County in June 2009. She stated that monthly meetings have been held with chairs and co-chairs of the various festival committees. She stated that sponsorship letters have been created and will be mailed this week to various businesses requesting financial support.

Ms. Smith reported that the Farm Bureau will be operating the fry pay; however, the food committee has also distributed letters to several potential vendors. Letters have also been distributed for entertainment. She reported that the initial budget is $7500; however, sponsorship opportunities range from $100 to $5000.
Ms. Smith reported Queen Anne’s County expects to draw between 30,000 to 40,000 during the event. She stated that the chairman of the Festival is Mr. Bob McCormick and the co-chairs for subcommittees are composed of a county employee and a volunteer.

Cecil County

Ms. Joanne Richart-Young reported on the Harvest Dinner held at the Granary Restaurant. She stated that there were 114 people to attend this year’s event. She stated that two seating will be planned for next year’s event at 5pm and 7pm. She reported that there will be a Harvest Dinner held in the Fair Hill area to diversify county participation. She suggested the idea of hosting an event in the summer and marketing it as the Cecil County BBQ.

Ms. Richart-Young reported that Rumbleway Farms continues to host events such as “Dinner on the Farm”. She stated that cooking classes will be offered featuring John Shields, Bay Gourmet, in March 2009 at the farm. For more information, visit www.rumblewayfarm.com for schedule.

Ms. Richart-Young reported that Phillips Mushroom Facility located in Warwick will be operational soon. She also stated that “River Edge” in Chesapeake City is under construction. River Edge is a high-end dressage facility.
There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 11:30 a.m., to reconvene at a later date. 
