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Upper Shore Regional Council

Sustainable Agriculture Committee
Minutes

March 30, 2009
Chair Paul Gunther called the meeting to order at 9:00a.m. 
The minutes from January 26, 2009 were approved as written.
Vineyard Management Project
Mr. John Dillman provided background information regarding the Vineyard Management Project. He stated that the Council had received a grant from the Maryland Agricultural Education and Rural Development Assistance Fund (MAERDAF) for the purpose of educating farmers or landowners about the potential of developing a VMC or a vineyard. Mr. Dillman stated that business plans and tools necessary for start-up are available by accessing the Kent County Economic Development site. Mr. Dillman stated that in order to successfully reach the desired market, the Council contracted with Loblolly Productions to develop a marketing strategy and to implement the marketing plan. He then introduced Mr. Walter Bowie representing Loblolly Productions.
Mr. Bowie reported that Loblolly Productions is developing a strategy for marketing vineyards in the upper shore. He stated that website and video are interesting components in marketing vineyards. However, it is important not to duplicate information that can already be obtained from the web. Mr. Bowie stated that it may be important to bring a personal component to successfully market this project. He suggested that the video should include the steps necessary to start a vineyard or VMC. Mr. Bowie stated that the video could be used as a way to direct the focus on what is actually entailed to implement a VMC and also to allow various people to view the video as a way to garner interest in the project.

Mr. Bowie reported that Loblolly Productions had recently started filming for the video. He stated that the company had the opportunity to film Ms. Jennie Schmidt at work pruning vines at Terrapin Station. Ms. Schmidt owns a vineyard but has also started a VMC which is currently contracted out for business to assist other vineyard owners. Mr. Bowie stated that Ms. Schmidt will work with Loblolly Productions on the project as far as filming and providing informational expertise. She was filmed discussing the steps involved for dormant pruning, starting a VMC and all areas involved. Mr. Bowie stated that the primary focus of the video could be on awareness and opportunities available. 
Mr. Bowie stated that Loblolly Productions would be exploring opportunities for gaining maximum exposure for the video. He suggested that there may be an opportunity to broadcast on QACTV which reaches between 12,000 to 15,000 viewers. He mentioned that the state may also promote as alternative agriculture opportunities. Mr. Bowie stated that the video could be used as an educational component as well as assist with Ag tourism, and promotion of the future wine trail.

Chair Paul Gunther suggested premiering the video at the 2009 Wine Festival to be held in Queen Anne’s County. Mr. Bowie reported that video shooting with continue through September or October which is the end of the season. The videos will feature an array of topics to include: soil preparation for new planting and planting for mature vineyards and new installations. Mr. Bowie reported that Loblolly has considered offering various length videos for distribution based on need or interest. 

Ms. Joanne Richart-Young mentioned that Walnut Grove Farm will be celebrating its 1st year anniversary and this may present an opportunity for them to be a part of the video production. Mr. Bruce Weaver stated that the USDA is working with Knob Hall in Cool Spring, Maryland to expand operations. He stated that the vineyard has 16 acres of various varieties of grapes and is remodeling an existing structure to turn into a winery. He stated that this establishment could be filmed to show the progression of a potential business establishment.
Chair Gunther suggested including representatives from the financial industry to discuss lending opportunities for those interested in creating a VMC or starting a vineyard. He stated that this could be used as a tool to market the video as well. One suggestion was to contact Mr. Kenny Bounds from Mid-Atlantic Farm Credit to research if funding is available. Another suggestion was to have local banks show the video for exposure and as a way to promote to businesses that sell farm or vineyard equipment to peak their interest.
Wine Trail
Mr. John Dillman stated that the Council is working with Mr. Kevin Atticks to develop a brochure of the wineries on the Eastern shore. This brochure will be used to promote the Chesapeake Wine Trail. Mr. Dillman reported that a brochure has already been developed and printed for Western Maryland wineries and that the Maryland Wine Association is looking to develop a similar brochure for the eastern shore and specifically the upper shore region.

Grape Transportation

Ms. Debbie Bowden representing the Maryland Department of Transportation, Freight Division, questioned about grape transport. She asked what the preferred mode of transportation would be for transporting grapes. Ms. Jennie Schmidt replied that typically the grapes are transported by trucks with trailer capacity to transport 6 ton. She stated that the grapes are transported in ½ ton bins and packaged to reduce damage during transport.
Vineyard Management Company Contract Agreements

Commissioner Rebecca Demmler asked a question concerning the legal implications of the vineyard management company. The question was regarding written contractual obligations of the VMC prior to the grapes being planted or grown. Ms. Schmidt replied that the contract is verbal due to the fact that many of the operations contracted are smaller operations. She stated that the small operations have not entered into written contracts. Commissioner Demmler had concerns regarding contractual obligations not being met due to tonnage requirements. Ms. Schmidt stated that she did not see a problem as long as there was open dialogue between the parties involved and constant monitoring of the vineyard was done. She also stated that with respect to tonnage concerns, if the market is over or under forecast notices are sent to advertise the availability in specific areas/regions of Maryland and including Virginia and Delaware.
Farm Bill

There were concerns from committee members regarding the Farm Bill. The specific concerns were that the national policy does not work to benefit Eastern shore farmers. Some committee members stated that the bill creates more restrictions as opposed to solutions. Mr. Bruce Weaver from the USDA stated that he will continue to work collaboratively with the SAC to address these concerns in the national policy as well as encouraging working with local farm bureaus offices.

USDA

Mr. Bruce Weaver provided an update on the various programs available through the USDA. He reported that there is approximately $42 million in business loans pending for Maryland and Delaware but stated that the target amount would be about 50% ($21 million). Mr. Weaver reported that the Rural Business Enterprise Grant programs and Community Facilities may be funded through the proposed stimulus package as well as a small amount for Energy programs. He stated that the smaller, more local banks are seeking to acquire some of this funding to help absorb the small business sector as the larger banks aren’t lending to small businesses.
Mr. Weaver reported on the Value-Added Grants and Energy Grants. He stated that selection for these grants have not been announced and expects this to be announced within two to three weeks. He stated that the Value-Added program has been successful. 

Mr. Weaver reported that with respect to the Energy Grants there are three components within the grant this year. These components are: Audit, Facility and Feasibility. He reported that colleges and universities, tribal councils, electric cooperatives, and local municipality-owned utility companies can apply for a grant through the audit component. An applicant can receive up to $100,000 if approved. The grant funds can be used to provide up to 75% of the cost of having an audit completed. Applicants can be an individual farmer or business. The audit can cover the costs for engineers to conduct a site visit or write a site plan as well as cover renewable energy costs.

Mr. Weaver stated that the facility portion of the Energy Grant has had the same criteria since 2001 and may include application for renewable energy or energy efficient grant applications. 
Mr. Weaver stated that the feasibility portion of the Energy Grant has specific criteria if the project is a renewable energy project. He reported that there must be a feasibility study performed especially for larger projects; however the new portion of the grant will allow for a separate grant application to fund only the feasibility study. He stated that in the past, an applicant would have to seek funding from a separate entity to request the feasibility funds; however, the applicant can request directly from USDA for the feasibility grant funds.

Maryland Department of Transportation – Office of Freight Logistics

Ms. Debbie Bowden provided information regarding the Maryland Department of Transportation Office of Freight Logistics. She stated that MDOT Freight Logistics focuses on balancing freight transportation through policies that improve operating efficiencies, promote safe and reliable mobility and advance initiatives to mitigate climate impacts.

Ms. Bowden stated that the primary modes of transportation for rural areas are truck and trail; however the major mode in the upper shore is truck. She reported that her department is developing a statewide freight transportation plan that will be introduced in May. She stated that there will be a Delmarva freight plan that specifically targets or discusses issues impacting Eastern Shore counties.

Ms. Bowden provided information regarding transportation modes with regard to quality of service, pricing, environmental impact and connectivity. She stated that freight is less expensive mode when dealing with shipping; however, it is slower than any other mode. Ms. Bowden stated that there is a rail transloading facility in Federalsburg. She stated that there may be opportunities for collaborative efforts to lower shipping costs if customers could make use of trans-unit shipping modes.
Ms. Bowden stated that MDOT funding for freight is primarily used for rail maintenance. She stated that costs are increasing to maintain rail lines in Queen Anne’s and Kent Counties due to the extensive highway traffic which rail lines cross. Ms. Bowden stated that she would like to continue the dialogue with the SAC with regard to freight/rail transportation.

County Updates
Cecil County

Ms. Joanne Richart-Young provided copies of the “Living on the Land” brochure produced by the Chesapeake Country National Scenic Byway. She stated that the Corridor Management Team, of which she is a member, received a grant to produce the brochure. 

Ms. Richart-Young reported that the Cecil County Farmer’s Market will be changing locations and that there was the larges amount of participation in history.

Ms. Richart-Young reported that she has been actively tracking Senate Bill 672 regarding Stormwater Management. She reported that this bill will have a major impact on agricultural land as Ag land is not exempted. She also reported that she has been tracking the Forestry Bill of 2009. She stated that this bill affect Maryland Agricultural Land Preservation Funds (MALPF) as it will take away from county revenues received from MALPF protected land.

Ms. Richart-Young also reported that she has applied for a grant for Annie’s Project for Cecil County. She stated that he hopes to have notification within two weeks whether or not the grant has been approved.

Queen Anne’s County

Ms. Donna Landis-Smith reported on the Delmarva Poultry Industry Chicken Festival. She stated that there has been final approval of the schedule of events and that approximately 20,000 to 30,000 tabloids will be distributed in mid-May. She reported that all entertainment has been confirmed and that non-profit vendor space for the two day event has been sold out. She reported that there were three available spaces for for-profit vendors.

Ms. Landis-Smith reported that her office is producing Ag education programming to be broadcast on QACTV. She stated that three spots would be produced: Agronomy Day, Farm Bureau, and Farm Equipment on the Road. She stated that future spots may include: pruning vineyards, bio security hazards on farms or how to raise a 4H pig.

Ms. Landis-Smith reported that her office is developing a Buy Local Challenge. This event will take place in July. She stated that tickets could be purchased through the Queen Anne’s County Economic Development, Agriculture and Tourism Office or by calling her at (410) 758-4418.

Chair Paul Gunther reported on several RFP’s currently in Queen Anne’s County. The RFP’s are for property located at the food the Chesapeake Bay Bridge, near the airport for an Ag incubator and possible winery; and Bloomfield Farm for 20 acres of grapes available for long-term lease and to develop this land as a tourist destination.
Kent County
Ms. Augustine Cook reported that Mr. Jack Steinmetz attended a conference in West Chester, PA regarding agriculture farm equipment. She reported that Buy Local bags will be distributed at the Chestertown Farmers’ Market. She also reported that the Main Street Historic Chestertown (MSHC) Committee will be promoting a Buy Local campaign to include agricultural products as well as retail products.

Ms. Cook reported that a movie producer will be filming in the area for a period of two months and that the crew will be housed within the county for that period. She mentioned that the film will be a horror film.

Ms. Cook reported that a mushroom farm has broken ground; however, they have scaled down the project, but may be considering installing grapes. She stated that they have not completed the necessary soil tests or preliminary work required prior to deciding on grape installation.
There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 11:05 a.m. to reconvene at a later date.
