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Upper Shore Regional Council

Sustainable Agriculture Meeting

Minutes

July 27, 2009
Chair William Manlove called the meeting to order at 9:05a.m.
The minutes of June 30, 2009 were approved as written. 
Vineyard Project
Shore Vines 
Mr. Dillman previewed a live feed of the ShoreVines.com website for Committee members. The website was developed by Loblolly Productions with significant input from Mr. Joe Fiola, University of Maryland Viticulture Program, Jennie Schmidt, Schmidt Vineyard Management Company and Mr. Kevin Atticks, Maryland Wine Association. The website will be viewed by the above mentioned persons to provide feedback that will be incorporated into the site. After the feedback is received a press release will be developed to formally launch the site.

The ShoreVines site was developed to encourage landowners that want to grow grapes and provide a viable option. The site will answer basic questions regarding grape growing, provide information to allow individuals to connect to experts in the field as well as provide links to those experts. Mr. Dillman stated that the site will not have technical information; however, it will provide contacts on how to access the more technical information.

The site was critiqued by the Committee members in attendance. Some of the suggestions to improve the site include:

· Providing the experts with the ability to update the site content on a regular basis, as well as the USRC Office staff.

· Concerns regarding who will host the site and update other areas on the site on a continual basis… (i.e. not including the more technical information; perhaps more general information) to keep site current.

· Provide disclaimer information regarding information/data change.
· Concerns regarding necessity to enter into a contract for monthly maintenance and continual monitoring of site on a daily or weekly basis. Monitoring site conversations and blogging was also a concern with regard to up-to-date response and information.

· Suggested to partner with the Maryland Wine Association with respect to the Chesapeake Wine Trail and to have links from the ShoreVines site to all components of the Chesapeake Wine Trail site (once it is developed).

Mr. Dillman reported that Loblolly Productions will over see the ShoreVines Forum which is the blog area of the site. There was concern regarding the ability for the experts to answer questions posted on the blog by guests. It was also questioned if one would have to become a member to post a question and receive a response.

Rutgers University Tour

Mr. John Hall gave a presentation regarding a recent visit to the Rutgers University Food Incubation Center in New Jersey. Members of the Ag Committee visited the facility for research information as to the feasibility of developing a similar center in the upper shore region. 
Mr. Hall stated that Rutgers Facility is a debt-free facility that has about eight to ten sponsors which provided funding to develop and operate the facility. He stated that some of the sponsors were USDA, State Department of Agriculture, Rutgers’ University as well as others. The facility, which cost approximately $8 million opened in October 2008. However, the project took about ten years to develop prior to launch in 2008.

Mr. Hall reported that the facility housed an Ag incubator as well as an educational classroom. He stated that there was also a Quality Control Engineer responsible for testing foods, examining ingredients, temperature control, etc. Mr. Hall stated that the facility was set-up for various sections such as a bakery, cooking, vegetable processing, etc.

Mr. Hall reported that the operational structure of the Ag incubator is such that there is a part-time employee that oversees all areas; however, a renter will have control of individual personnel. The facility employees approximately eight to ten full-time staff members to work with business owners regarding business planning, research, and marketing analysis.
Mr. Dillman stated that the USRC has applied for a MAERDAF grant to introduce the subject of a food innovation center in conjunction with updating the Harvest Directory. Mr. Dillman stated that the idea of the innovation center will be introduced through the use of a survey conducted simultaneously by Washington College interns as they obtain information necessary to update the Harvest Directory.

With regard to farmers using the Rutgers University Facility, Mr. John Hall suggested that it may be beneficial to advertise a potential partnership to generate interest from the upper shore region. He stated that the Rutgers Facility is capable of producing wine; therefore, this may be an opportunity for Maryland grape growers. Ms. Joanne Richart-Young commented that there could be issues regarding Maryland State inspection or transportation of product across state lines. However, she stated that she would further investigate this concern. Mr. Dillman also stated that he would further investigate regarding a winery license with Mr. Kevin Atticks and officials at the Rutgers University Food Innovation Center.
Mr. John Dillman stated that it may be worth investigating if the University of Maryland would be open to partnering with Rutgers University. Ms. Richart-Young stated that she will inquire with owners of Auntie Lou’s BBQ sauce of their interest in using the Rutgers facility. Mr. Dillman stated that if there appears to be interest that he would initiate negotiations with Rutgers.

Broadband

Mr. Dillman reported that the USRC is applying for federal stimulus funding for broadband. He reported that the Maryland Broadband Cooperative is applying for $122 million in funding to complete fiber optic installation for major highways. However, the USRC is applying for funding to complete the “middle mile” which will install fiber to all town centers in the region to include: government offices, libraries, post offices, schools, etc. This project will also include taking fiber to the central offices of Verizon and Comcast. The development of the “middle mile” will make it feasible for private sector providers to take the fiber the “last mile” to the customers.

Chesapeake Fields

Mr. John Hall provided an update regarding Chesapeake Fields. He stated that Chesapeake Fields is comprised of three components: LLC, Cooperative and Institute. He reported that Chesapeake Fields LLC, which handled packaging of products such as soy saucers and popcorn, is no longer operating. He stated that the LLC has filed Chapter 7 bankruptcy.

Mr. Hall reported that Chesapeake Fields Cooperative finished the fiscal year with gross profit of $1.2 million and has six manufacturers of Asian tofu. He stated that the Cooperative has 3 tofu buyers from Virginia and Washington. However, the Cooperative is experiencing difficulty getting farmers to sign up. He reported that the return on investment for the Cooperative is 13%. 
Mr. Hall also stated that the Cooperative has growers in New Jersey, Delaware and Maryland; however, the objective is to have growers for different types of soybeans.

Mr. Hall reported that Chesapeake Fields Institute is a non-profit organization with 501 (c)3 status. He reported that former Congressman Wayne Gilchrist is working on a project established at Bloomfield Farm near Turner’s Creek. He stated that the project, to include an Environmental Center, could present an opportunity for the Institute to merge with the proposed Environmental Center to create the Ag Education Center formally proposed by the Institute. Mr. Hall stated that he would arrange a meeting with Mr. Gilchrist to discuss possibilities of a partnership regarding the project. 

Mr. Hall reported that the Maryland Department of Natural Resources owns Bloomfield Farm and that it is his understanding that DNR would like to turn the property over to a non-profit organization. The farm has approximately 500 to 600 acres many of which are waterfront along the Sassafras River. He stated that this could be a good location for an Environmental Center incorporating an Ag Education Center as well as the addition of a tourism component. 
There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 11:20 a.m., to reconvene at a later date. 
