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Franklin County encompasses 1,698 square miles and borders Canada in western Maine.  As of 2008, the 

county’s population was 29,857, a relatively small population compared to the state’s urban areas, such as Greater 

Portland, with a population of 158,887.  The county has been traditionally dependent on natural resource based 

industries including wood products and agriculture. 

 

Over the past 30 years, farming has changed 

significantly in Franklin County. Following statewide 

trends, the average age of farmers has increased, while 

the average size of farms has decreased. Significant 

sectors such as dairy have experienced losses in recent 

years, and formerly vibrant businesses such as large 

scale poultry operations have all but disappeared. But 

despite changes in the sizes and types of operations in 

business here, the outlook for farming is surprisingly 

sunny: 

    

�  According to the 2007 Census of 

Agriculture,1 the market value of production 

in Franklin County went from $5,983,000 in 

2002 to $8,423,000 in 2007, a 41% increase.  

 

�  During the same period the average market value per farm increased by 15%.   

 

�  The number of farms increased by 22% from 2002.  

 

�  Part of the increase can be attributed to greater numbers of younger farmers in both the under 25 

bracket (a 200% increase), and the 25 to 34 age bracket (a 25% increase).  

 

�  While the average age of farmers continued to increase (from 53.4 in 2002 to 55.5 in 2007), the trend 

seems to be towards a younger generation entering farming.   

 

Interested in raising awareness about the economic potential of the agriculture sector, staff from Maine Farmland 

Trust with support from the Farmington Board of Selectmen and Planning Board organized a meeting in April 

2008 entitled “Planning for the Future of Agriculture in 21st Century Franklin County.”  Attracting over 100 

farmers, municipal officials, business leaders, planners and economic developers, the meeting resulted in the 

                                                 
1 USDA http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2007/Full_Report/Census_by_State/Maine/index.asp  
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formation of the Franklin County Ag Task Force, a group charged with exploring the issues facing agriculture in 

Franklin County and developing recommendations for supporting the sector. 

 

As long-time Farmington farmer and Farmington planning board member Bussie York noted in a guest column in 

the Morning Sentinel, following the April 2008 meeting: 

 

“It (the meeting) was not just about the survival of the county’s 300 farmers that was at stake; 

nor was it just about food security in these days of rising fuel and food costs and climate change. 

It was also about the role agriculture could play in the economic future of the county.  As one of 

those who organized the meeting, I see agriculture as a sleeping giant. A giant who could - with 

planning - be one of the primary forces driving the county’s economic future… It did it in the 

past; there is no reason it couldn’t do so again in the future…But we farmers can’t do it alone 

and shouldn’t have to do it alone. By asking for local support we aren’t just asking families to 

buy locally grown food, we are talking about getting the political community to consider how 

farmland – land that is producing your food – is taxed. We are asking the business community to 

invest in processing plants, storage facilities and transportation routes.” 

 

  

 

 

While recent statistics on farm numbers and productivity in Franklin County are encouraging, the county’s 

predominantly small farms face a number of challenges.  ��
�������������
��������������
�������������

������  was produced through the efforts of approximately 25 individuals who regularly attended meetings of the 

task force twice a month from October 2008 to April 2009. Based on research collected by this group, interviews 

with more than 24 farms in the county, and statistical data from the US Census and other sources, the Task Force 

identified several opportunities and challenges facing the agricultural community in Franklin County:  

 

·  Marketing and distribution. Some farm businesses are relying on access to East Coast markets to 

obtain premium prices for product. Others depend on direct access to local markets. Information 

on alternative marketing and distribution models is important for increasing the profitability and 

sustainability of local businesses. 

  

·  Processing and storage facilities. Limited processing and storage facilities affect the ability of 

farms to create value added products.  The reasons for inadequate processing and storage are 

complex but include regulations that increase the cost of licensing and maintaining processing 

facilities, especially slaughterhouses. 
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·  Access to labor and land. Agriculture 

businesses rely on access to 

affordable labor, land and capital to 

grow.  Inadequate seasonal and 

experienced labor prevents small, 

often family owned farm businesses 

from expanding.  Similarly, high-

priced agriculture land is 

unobtainable for young farmers. 

   

·  Information and training. While 

small business assistance resources 

within the county are available, the 

farming community would benefit from increased awareness of these services and how to access 

them.  In addition, farm businesses would benefit from training or services that enable them to 

take advantage of new opportunities with the internet and computer systems.  

 

·  The potential for collaborative ventures. The farming community needs more information on 

different types of collaborative and cooperative business structures that would enable businesses 

to work together to address some of the challenges above. 

 

Farmers have a vested interest in encouraging community support for agriculture that can increase their bottom 

lines, but communities have an important interest in seeing farms succeed as well. Not only to farms produce one 

of our most basic necessities – food – they maintain open space and directly support local economies.  In fact, 

studies have shown that agriculture and related businesses in New England have more than a 12% multiplier 

affect.  In other words, generating approximately 12 additional dollars in the community for each initial dollar the 

business spends.  

 

The recommendations outlined below are offered by the Franklin County Ag Task Force as suggestions for how 

the wider community can support agriculture businesses and increase the economic impact of the sector in 

Franklin County: 

 

·  Increase access to high speed internet to improve opportunities for farm businesses to connect with 

new markets (local and distant), new technologies and existing resources. 

·  Increase awareness of existing financial resources and alternative ownership and financing models 

that could assist farmers in developing needed dairy, livestock, poultry, fruit and vegetable processing 

and storage facilities. 
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·  Establish an agricultural apprenticeship program at the Foster Technology Center to provide 

seasonal farm employment that could lead to a much needed year-round farming workforce in the 

County.  

 

·  Identify public policies that impact farmers and organize local constituencies to advocate for change. 

 

·  Develop incentives (municipal, county or statewide) to encourage keeping farmland in production. 

 

·  Market Franklin County as the hub of creative agriculture in western Maine, where niche farming 

and commodity farming are paving the way to a vibrant self-sustaining industry.  

�

��

��
�������������
��������������
�������������������  gives weight to the issues and recommendations 

above through the stories of two dozen farmers and organizations interviewed during the summer of 2009.  

Coupled with the latest statistics on agriculture in Franklin County recently made available in the USDA 2007 

Agricultural Census, the report provides for a better understanding of farming in Franklin County and serves to 

underscore the potential the sector holds for becoming an engine of economic development in the county.  

As Bussie York of Sandy River Farms claims, “Things are happening’ in Franklin County.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Download the complete report: The Changing Face of Agriculture in Franklin County, by visiting 

www.westernmountainsalliance.org, or contact the Western Mountains Alliance at 

 (207) 778-3885 / info@westernmountainsalliance.org. 
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